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    Smoke in the North

    
    
  
  Snow fell thick upon the roofs of Fjorgard as night blurred sea and sky, the harbor’s distant lanterns adrift in fog. Fishermen returned with their catch, hands numb, children ran between smokehouses and torches, and old Brynjar at the cliff’s edge—last watchman of the night—thought the world seemed quiet, too quiet.

When the first horn shattered the silence, even the gulls took flight. A shape, black as pitch, slipped through the mist: not a trader’s ship nor reaver’s galley, but something sleeker, hung with shields banded in jet and bone. From the prow, a raven banner snapped, beak pointed at the moon.

The raiders swarmed the docks— faces streaked with charcoal, cloaks feathered at the hem. Their axes glittered red, their leader’s voice rang with words none understood. Fire took root as spears drove back what passed for a militia. Sails burned. Cries fractured the stillness. A child’s scream echoed over the breakwater, then was lost as flames licked higher, devouring oak and thatch alike.



At the moot, morning found Kerr hard-faced with the burden of the night. Whispers from the edge of camp told of uneasy dreams, of distant thunder—yet all was still but for the usual wind.

It changed in an instant. Running feet hammered icy ground. The camp’s hounds pitched shrill, and there—between the banners—stumbled a trio of figures: bloodied, clothes half-charred, the stench of sea-smoke and mortal terror preceding them.

Kerr and Eirik were first to meet them, swords drawn from habit more than threat. The survivors fell, gasping, one clutching a rent in his thigh, his face smeared in soot.

“It’s Fjorgard!” the youngest moaned—a beardless boy, voice cracked with smoke. “All gone—fire—ravens—gods help us—”

A hush swept the moot as clans clustered round, faces grave. Halvard pressed cloth to a woman’s wound as Seeress Freyja knelt to scribe runes on the earth. Hrawg barreled through the crowd, eyes wild. “Speak, boy! Who did this?”

The survivor who still had both arms shook in Kerr’s grasp. “They came with the tide. Shields black as night—helmets painted to mock the dead. They bore raven banners—no man I knew—but their leader—her eyes—she stared through us. She sang and the fire leaped.”

A ripple swept the ring. “Ylva,” Freyja murmured, the name cutting deeper than cold.

More survivors straggled in as dawn advanced. A woman with her child clutched tight sobbed, “No warning—axes and flame. They took men, too, but not for ransom. Dragged them to their ships chanting in a tongue I never heard.”

Shock and outrage clashed at the council-fires. “If they strike Fjorgard, none is safe!” shouted Sten. “Southmen, or something fouler?”

“Not Southmen—ravens, and berserkers!” another spat, baring a gash on his side.

While men quarreled, the old, the wounded, and the frightened huddled together. Children stared with hollow eyes, cloaks wrapped tight, hearing rumors that grew with each telling—the new tribe, the Black Ravens, spared none.

The moot unraveled. Skjald men accused the Valskar of plotting with foreigners. Fjorn claimed warning signs had been seen and ignored. Swords were drawn in anger, Hurled oaths called for blood and vengeance. Only Freyja’s voice, cold as the wind off the barrow, stilled them: “Would you die bickering while true doom marches unopposed?”

Kerr stood atop the moot stone, face drawn. “Listen—all! This is no border feud. We face a shadow as cruel as winter, as cold as the sea’s heart. If we falter here—if we fragment as smoke scatters—you doom every hearth and holding from sund to stornes.”

For all his force, doubt gnawed the crowd. The Jotunstag wanted to withdraw to their mountain holds. The Sundr, silent but restless, eyed loaded sleds. Hrawg pointed a red-bladed knife. “Unite us, Wolf? Prove you can withstand such a storm!”

Freyja approached what was left of Fjorgard’s bells—saved from the pyres, clutched by a shivering priest. She intoned, “Ravens bring not only steel, but old magics—shaman-song and nightmare flame. Such as haunts the oldest stories. This is not only war, but a reckoning.”

Eirik scanned the faces—Inga’s shocked white among them—then knelt by a boy who clutched his mother’s hand. “What did you see, little one?”

The child answered in a trembling whisper: “They sang, and the fire answered. The Raven Queen’s eyes glowed. The dead rose screaming.”

The shudder that passed through the assembly was near palpable. Some muttered—madness, sorcery, or child’s fear?—but none truly doubted. The old stories lived again, talons set in flesh and fate.

As the sun crested pale and cold over the broken moot, Kerr gathered Eirik and Freyja. “If we break now, the clans will run—there will be no second stand.”

Eirik’s hand was still bound from the knife wound, face set in stone. “Yet you can feel it. They’re lost already, Kerr. The old hatreds are too deep.”

But Kerr looked to the solitary raven, now perched atop the moot-stone, and set his jaw. “Then we stand alone if we must. But if the Wolf falls tonight, let the ravens choke on his bones.”

At the fringes, the clans dispersed into fractious knots—some arming, some already packing to flee, others sharpening vengeance in their hearts. Amid the snow, bell, and blood, smoke from northward still stained the hard sky, rising in a black column toward the gods.



  
    The Oath of Blood

    
    
  
  The morning after the moot’s uneasy gathering dawned slate-grey, a hush hanging over the encampment as if the woods themselves withheld breath. By the time the pale sun broke the horizon, the tribal banners had stiffened in the wind and spears of frost bit the grass.

Kerr the Wolf awoke before the others, as was his custom. He paced the edge of the camp by the half-frozen river, each breath a plume against the dawn. Children’s laughter—rare, fragile—spilled from somewhere among the shacks as a girl chased her brother, boots crunching in the brittle snow.

Before long, the clans gathered once more, summoned by messengers to meet at the sacred stone: a slab of black granite streaked with white, staked in the moot’s center since the age of his forebears.

Men knelt to sharpen blades or finger charms as the circle formed. Among them stood Halvard, the young, broad-shouldered chief of the Fjorn—a clan neither rich nor populous, but bound to the Valskar by old debts. He nodded to Kerr, lips pale with fear or cold.

Hrawg of the Skjald hung at the circle’s edge, his gaze sharp as frostbite. Behind him, Sten’s Jotunstag watched, stony-faced. Eirik took his post at Kerr’s right hand, claymore across his back, his eyes never still.

At the signal, Seeress Freyja stepped forward, her hair loose, her linen robe trailing shadow and ice. She bore a silver bowl for the oath—an artifact battered by ancient hands and blackened by generations of blood. “Let none forget,” she intoned, her voice thin but iron-hard, “that an oath cut in blood is sealed before gods and dead kin. Break it, and let vengeance hunt you past this life.”

The clansmen pressed tighter, breath pluming, arms crossed. Tension ran raw as a wound.

Kerr extended his hand. Beside him, Halvard did likewise. Freyja drew a knife: her father’s, the blade inscribed with runes that made men murmur. She sliced Kerr’s palm—swift, practiced—then did the same to Halvard. Blood welled black in the cold, and Freyja pressed their hands together over the bowl.

“Blood calls to blood. So are you bound,” she whispered as their mingled blood fell in fat, red droplets. “Let no steel nor storm break what is pledged.”

Over the hush, a flake of snow whirled earthward. Shadows clung at the fringe of the circle.

Halvard, voice wavering, managed: “By my hand and heart, I bind the Fjorn to Wolf’s kin, to stand in shieldwall or perish where you fall.”

Kerr, gaze flinty, replied, “I name you blood-brother. Harm to you is harm to mine. Let this be the steel that shapes fate.”

A cheer began to rise, hesitant but growing.

It was in that moment—oath-magic still fresh in the air—that the quiet fractured, a scream cleaving the dawn. From the crowd’s far edge, a figure lunged, grey-clad and swift as a forest shadow: knife gleaming, sprinting as if flung by hate itself.

Time caught—a heartbeat stretched and shuddered. Kerr turned, blood slick on his hand. The knife flashed, angling for his heart.

Eirik moved before thought found words. He crashed shoulder-first into Kerr, pivoting to face the attacker. The knife bit flesh—Eirik’s, not Kerr’s—just below the collarbone. A crimson bloom spread on fur and leather. Eirik roared, driving the assassin backward.

The circle erupted—some shrieking, some drawing steel. But Eirik grappled the assailant, the two blurring in the frost. The assassin landed another blow, wild and shallow, before Eirik smashed in with his fist, wrenching the blade away. The would-be murderer’s hood fell back, revealing a tattoo above the brow—a crude raven, wings clawing toward the hairline.

Eirik drove the assassin face-first to the earth. Warriors swarmed; two Valskar pinned the writhing form.

Blood smeared on Kerr’s tunic—Eirik’s and his own, shock twining through the morning chill. Still, Kerr did not falter. He raised his wounded palm, crimson flowing anew. “Bear witness!” his voice thundered. “An oath thwarted is twice as strong. What’s sworn in blood and steel no shadow can unbind!”

The assassin spat, defiant, but in his twisting hand clung an amulet of raven feathers, black as the deepest midnight. The crowd gasped, eyes darting to Hrawg, to Sten, to where the Sundr stood stone-still. All knew of the Black Ravens: invaders, bringers of death and ruin.

Hrawg surged forward, face purpled with rage. “Who set this dog among us? Is this your doing, Wolf—stagecraft to turn favor?”

Kerr’s stare silenced him. “If any here think this blood is theater, let them speak before the gods.”

A tense hush. Eirik, breathing ragged, hauled himself upright. He pressed his bandaged hand to Kerr’s, true brother-in-arms. Behind him, Halvard followed suit, face white but resolute.

Seeress Freyja stooped over the assassin, plucking raven feathers from the talisman. “The shadow from the south stretches long,” she murmured, loud enough for all to hear.

Eirik, bloodied but grinning, gripped Kerr’s wrist. “No knife forged by cowards ends this oath. Let all see: the Valskar are joined to the Fjorn in toil, in battle, in life and in death.”

The ceremonies concluded in wary silence, the clansfolk dispersing—whispering dark theories, finger-pointing, some casting sidelong glances at their rivals. By noon, the assassin was shackled in a tent beneath heavy guard. Some said he muttered in a tongue none recognized, staring always to the south, at shadows no one else could see.

That evening, Kerr sat in the Valskar circle, Eirik at his side, both their wounds fresh. “The raven’s shadow is upon us,” Kerr said, voice low. “But our blood stands. Let no man say unity’s price is beneath us, when death dogs every step.”

They toasted the oath, drinks bitter with iron. Around the flames, the Valskar sang, voices raw but proud. Across the moot, faces watched from darkness, measuring, remembering: the Wolf had bled, but had not fallen.

Outside the reach of firelight, ravens gathered atop birches, black wings stirring the air, bearing ominous witness to oaths that would soon be tested in battle and betrayal. The rising wind carried their cry far across the snowbound camp—a warning, or a call to arms.



  
    Smoke in the North

    
    
  
  Snow fell thick upon the roofs of Fjorgard as night blurred sea and sky, the harbor’s distant lanterns adrift in fog. Fishermen returned with their catch, hands numb, children ran between smokehouses and torches, and old Brynjar at the cliff’s edge—last watchman of the night—thought the world seemed quiet, too quiet.

When the first horn shattered the silence, even the gulls took flight. A shape, black as pitch, slipped through the mist: not a trader’s ship nor reaver’s galley, but something sleeker, hung with shields banded in jet and bone. From the prow, a raven banner snapped, beak pointed at the moon.

The raiders swarmed the docks— faces streaked with charcoal, cloaks feathered at the hem. Their axes glittered red, their leader’s voice rang with words none understood. Fire took root as spears drove back what passed for a militia. Sails burned. Cries fractured the stillness. A child’s scream echoed over the breakwater, then was lost as flames licked higher, devouring oak and thatch alike.



At the moot, morning found Kerr hard-faced with the burden of the night. Whispers from the edge of camp told of uneasy dreams, of distant thunder—yet all was still but for the usual wind.

It changed in an instant. Running feet hammered icy ground. The camp’s hounds pitched shrill, and there—between the banners—stumbled a trio of figures: bloodied, clothes half-charred, the stench of sea-smoke and mortal terror preceding them.

Kerr and Eirik were first to meet them, swords drawn from habit more than threat. The survivors fell, gasping, one clutching a rent in his thigh, his face smeared in soot.

“It’s Fjorgard!” the youngest moaned—a beardless boy, voice cracked with smoke. “All gone—fire—ravens—gods help us—”

A hush swept the moot as clans clustered round, faces grave. Halvard pressed cloth to a woman’s wound as Seeress Freyja knelt to scribe runes on the earth. Hrawg barreled through the crowd, eyes wild. “Speak, boy! Who did this?”

The survivor who still had both arms shook in Kerr’s grasp. “They came with the tide. Shields black as night—helmets painted to mock the dead. They bore raven banners—no man I knew—but their leader—her eyes—she stared through us. She sang and the fire leaped.”

A ripple swept the ring. “Ylva,” Freyja murmured, the name cutting deeper than cold.

More survivors straggled in as dawn advanced. A woman with her child clutched tight sobbed, “No warning—axes and flame. They took men, too, but not for ransom. Dragged them to their ships chanting in a tongue I never heard.”

Shock and outrage clashed at the council-fires. “If they strike Fjorgard, none is safe!” shouted Sten. “Southmen, or something fouler?”

“Not Southmen—ravens, and berserkers!” another spat, baring a gash on his side.

While men quarreled, the old, the wounded, and the frightened huddled together. Children stared with hollow eyes, cloaks wrapped tight, hearing rumors that grew with each telling—the new tribe, the Black Ravens, spared none.

The moot unraveled. Skjald men accused the Valskar of plotting with foreigners. Fjorn claimed warning signs had been seen and ignored. Swords were drawn in anger, Hurled oaths called for blood and vengeance. Only Freyja’s voice, cold as the wind off the barrow, stilled them: “Would you die bickering while true doom marches unopposed?”

Kerr stood atop the moot stone, face drawn. “Listen—all! This is no border feud. We face a shadow as cruel as winter, as cold as the sea’s heart. If we falter here—if we fragment as smoke scatters—you doom every hearth and holding from sund to stornes.”

For all his force, doubt gnawed the crowd. The Jotunstag wanted to withdraw to their mountain holds. The Sundr, silent but restless, eyed loaded sleds. Hrawg pointed a red-bladed knife. “Unite us, Wolf? Prove you can withstand such a storm!”

Freyja approached what was left of Fjorgard’s bells—saved from the pyres, clutched by a shivering priest. She intoned, “Ravens bring not only steel, but old magics—shaman-song and nightmare flame. Such as haunts the oldest stories. This is not only war, but a reckoning.”

Eirik scanned the faces—Inga’s shocked white among them—then knelt by a boy who clutched his mother’s hand. “What did you see, little one?”

The child answered in a trembling whisper: “They sang, and the fire answered. The Raven Queen’s eyes glowed. The dead rose screaming.”

The shudder that passed through the assembly was near palpable. Some muttered—madness, sorcery, or child’s fear?—but none truly doubted. The old stories lived again, talons set in flesh and fate.

As the sun crested pale and cold over the broken moot, Kerr gathered Eirik and Freyja. “If we break now, the clans will run—there will be no second stand.”

Eirik’s hand was still bound from the knife wound, face set in stone. “Yet you can feel it. They’re lost already, Kerr. The old hatreds are too deep.”

But Kerr looked to the solitary raven, now perched atop the moot-stone, and set his jaw. “Then we stand alone if we must. But if the Wolf falls tonight, let the ravens choke on his bones.”

At the fringes, the clans dispersed into fractious knots—some arming, some already packing to flee, others sharpening vengeance in their hearts. Amid the snow, bell, and blood, smoke from northward still stained the hard sky, rising in a black column toward the gods.



  
    Blades at Dawn

    
    
  
  Dawn’s first light was silver and steely cold, crawling across the trampled snow where the moot’s embers gave only weak warmth. Men’s breath smoked as they hauled gear, muttered prayers, drew lines in the mud—an uneasy withdrawal or a preparation for war, none could rightly say.

Kerr strode the camp with Eirik limping at his side, the latter’s bandage seeped pink. Clan banners hung limp, draped in a silence pierced only by a crying gull or the crunch of a bitter heel. Tension knotted the air; days of dread, suspicion, and shattered trust pressed upon the living like stone.

“Keep eyes open,” Kerr warned his thegns. “No one leaves before we settle this.”

Whispers moved ahead of Kerr’s passing. Hrawg, chief of the Skjald, stalked the moot’s heart, his face ruddy, beard flecked with snow, voice already raised for blood. Beside him, his champion Thorgunn—a brute of a man, red-plaited and thunder-browed—glowered, iron-shod club in hand.

When Kerr came within the aft-shadow of the mootstone, Hrawg called out: “You speak of unity, yet your blade never forgets Skjald blood. Valskar calls us brothers only when southern steel rings at the gate!”

Jeers and oaths coloured the breaths of Skjald and sympathizers; others watched, hands idle near hilts. The flames of outrage, fed hourly now, caught dry.

Kerr, voice steady as bedrock: “Enough! Is it the Black Ravens you fear, or the ghosts of old hate?”

“Both!” Hrawg spat. “But I say let steel judge. If the Wolf means to lead, let him stand against Skjald strength.”

Thorgunn planted feet, club resting upon a shoulder thick as a boar’s. “Face me, Kerr. For insult and for pride. Winner’s kin commands. Loser—debt in blood.”

The multitude roared its bloodthirsty approval. Seeress Freyja’s pale gaze sought out Eirik, but he was already moving, despair on his lips. “This will only feed the ravens,” he hissed to Inga, who clutched her cloak tight, jaw firm. “My father will not recall him,” she whispered, “not now.”



Sunlight knifed through low cloud as the moot—scattered and ruddy with outrage—formed a ring around the dueling patch. Halvard of Fjorn cast a stone to bless the ground. The ancient rules would be honored—at least in form if not in spirit.

Kerr stripped off his cloak, leaving the bear-pelt at Eirik’s feet. He favoured neither sword nor axe, but pulled from his belt the long saex— the blade his father had carried when first the Skjald feud was kindled. Thorgunn hefted his iron-bound club, grinning through yellowed teeth.

They circled—two animals, old quarrels hot in the air. “No more words,” Thorgunn growled.

The clash began. Thorgunn struck from above, the club smearing snow and rolling Kerr aside. Kerr answered with a feint, slicing a shallow line along Thorgunn’s forearm. The crowd hissed as steam rose from blood on ice.

Thorgunn laughed, swiping broad arcs, driving Kerr back—once, twice, thrice. Kerr ducked beneath the next swing, grabbing Thorgunn’s wrist, yanking the bigger man close, and driving the edge of his knife across the ribs where mail was thin. Metal rang; leather split.

But Thorgunn wrapped Kerr in a bear-hug, crushing lungs, club dropped to the earth. Kerr’s wind narrowed to a gasp.

Eirik shouted from the circle's edge, “Move, Wolf—remember the Broken Shield!”

Kerr braced, slammed his knee into Thorgunn’s thigh, and smashed his forehead into the champion’s nose. It broke with a wet crunch—blood geysered. Thorgunn wavered, Kerr twisted free, and in a blur, he drove the saex into the juncture of neck and shoulder.

For a breath, Thorgunn stood, gaping, blood flooding down his chest, then slumped to his knees and pitched forward, face-first in snow. The moot recoiled. Hrawg’s howl split the morning.



“Blood for blood!” roared Hrawg, yanking his own weapon. Skjald warriors surged, and in a heartbeat the moot dissolved into frenzied chaos. Blades flashed; bodies collided among banners, wolf and boar and broken club alike.

Halvard took a glancing axe-cut to his shield arm as he tried to drag his wounded second—Eilif—away from the fray. Jotunstag men, uncertain and angry, joined for the glory of bloodletting; Fjorn and Sundr interposed, shoving, some swinging at rivals, some only fending off.

Eilif fell beneath boot and blade, throat slit by some nameless foe. Bjarte of Jotunstag, prideful and brash, lunged for a Skjald but was speared through by a Valskar youth, neither seeing the other’s face.

Eirik fought with the flat of his sword, bellowing oaths and demands for peace, Eirik’s voice lost under the animal chorus. Inga, battered by the push and swirl, dragged a wounded boy clear as the mootside burned with violence.

It was Freyja’s cry—harrowing as a wolf’s lament—that slowed the bloodmad: “YOU KILL WHAT HOPE REMAINS!”

The fighting flared, faltered, ebbed. Skjald warriors gathered their dead, faces streaked with tears and mud. Hrawg, wild-eyed, spat a final curse at Kerr: “There is no peace, Wolf, while Skjald yet draws breath! Remember my brother!”

Kerr, still bleeding from a dozen bruises, hauled himself upright by the mootstone. “Remember who brought the south upon us,” he called—voice hoarse, echoing over corpses.



As night began to steal the rage from men’s bones, shadows regrouped. Among the tents, Eirik found Inga, her jaw smeared with blood not her own. “We cannot keep to this path,” he said, urgent. “There must be peace, even if sworn in dark. Will you meet with me— and with others willing to defy our fathers?”

Inga’s fingers shook as she gripped his. “If not us, then who? I will come. Tonight.”

Their pact—born in despair—was sealed with salt tears and a hurried kiss, hidden from torchlight but witnessed, perhaps, by gods not yet weary of mortals.

In another shadow, Sten of Jotunstag leaned in close to a hooded figure. “Tell your queen—the time draws near. The Skjald wound must fester. We will drive the Wolf to bay.” Cold coins flashed in hand, quickly secreted. The Black Raven emissary vanished into darkness.



That night, as the wounded mewled and death stalked the tents, Seeress Freyja shuddered by the mootstone, face turned skyward. Her mind filled with broken visions—a shattering of shields, a dead moon, the voice of Ylva rising above mountains of the slain.

She tried to warn those who would listen: “If we splinter now, rot will swallow all. There is still a path to unity. There must be.”

But no one heard her above the wailing, or if they heard, they turned away—each nursing grief, vengeance, or secret hope for advantage. Ravaged banners snapped in the wind while fresh blood soaked old snow.

Above all, the ravens watched, silent as the grave, as the unity of the moot lay broken, and dawn came bloodied yet again.



  
    The Raven Queen

    
    
  
  

Snow, stained by blood and trampled mud, still lay heavy around the moot. A weary hush choked the air, pierced only by the hacking cough of the wounded or the keening whispers of widows. Amid the tents and the spent fires, shadows lengthened and old promises seemed brittle as last summer’s grass.

But the northern wind shifted, carrying with it a stench not of woodsmoke or battle, but a faint, foreign incense—bitter, sweet, and thick as prophecy.

It was just before dusk, as the deep sky bruised itself purple, when the first cry came: a scout, ragged and breathless, stumbled in from the firs beyond the river crossing. “There—armies in the bog!” he gasped, eyes bright with terror. “Shields black as a starless sky. At their head—her. The Raven Queen walks.”

The moot rallied to the hillock above the west road, men clutching axes and bows, chieftains drawn by dread more than courage. The last of the storm’s light caught on steel and helm, on desperate faces creased by sleepless nights.

Below, the marshes churned with movement. A line of warriors wound along the causeway—strange shields interwoven with feathers, black-and-bone designs catching ebbing light. Their discipline was uncanny; none spoke, none faltered.

From the front, a banner rippled—a raven, wings outspread, beak red as a wound. Behind it strode a woman in wolf-pelt and woven bone, taller than most men, her hair a fall of black iron, eyes dead and bright as winter stars. The Northmen shuddered, for even from a distance there was power in her bearing—a hunger, a derision for all beneath her gaze.

She lifted her arm. Silence, absolute. Even the crows ceased their cawing.

With a voice that carried, somehow, through the wind, she spake: “I am Ylva, blood of gods, breaker of shields. Lay down your arms, and the river’s mercy is yours. Resist, and you will know the naming of night.”

From her fingertips, the wind itself seemed to twitch; somewhere, a dog howled and dropped dead in its traces, foam flecking its muzzle.

Kerr watched from the ridge, hands balled white. Eirik stood beside him, sweating despite the chill. “Sorcery,” he muttered. “Or trickery.”

Seeress Freyja, lips moving silent prayers, pressed her good hand to the earth. Her sight clouded—the frost beneath her palm prickled and twisted, runes flickering in her blinded mind. All at once, she felt a vision seize her—a blood-red sky, a field of wolf and raven, bones rising from the ground as if the dead answered their own roll-call. The sound of wings—a thousandfold—drowned her thoughts.

When her trance passed, she found herself clutching Kerr’s sleeve, nails bitten in to the bone. “She is more than flesh. She is—”

“What?” snapped Kerr, heart pounding.

Freyja shook, her skin waxen. “Old as the tree, new as the axe. She bends dreams, shapes omens. She is chosen—or cursed.”



As darkness deepened, the moot reeled. That night no fires were lit on the field’s edge; women huddled with children, warriors traded prayers for idle boasts. Yet still, sleep would not come easy.

Across the tents, men and women suffered dreams—visions sliding into nightmares like rot into bread. Runes bleeding out between their fingers as they slept. Old friends grown hollow-eyed, muttering names of the dead. Warriors confessed to seeing things in the flames: a mountain split, a wolf devoured by black wings, the sea running backward and the sun faltering in the sky.

The haunted air was thickest around Seeress Freyja’s tent. Her visions came in flashes—Kerr kneeling in the snow, torn by talons; Eirik bound in black sailcloth, his sword snapped like a twig; Inga, crowned with frost, her face streaked with blood and tears. Between them all, Ylva’s shadow loomed.



The next evening, Hrawg prowled his camp’s periphery, ill-tempered and brooding, as Skjald and their allies counted wounds and sharpened grudges. His thegns muttered—Skjald pride stung, revenge half-formed. They did not see the two figures approaching through the swaying birches—cloaked, slow, deliberate.

A Valskar sentry on the boundary called a warning, but the Skjald lines ushered the visitors in, as though they bore no threat. The first figure was a woman—her hand marked with black feathers, her eyes lined with kohl. The second, gaunt and yellow-toothed, brandished a token: a ring of braided raven bone.

They bowed, mockingly, before Hrawg’s fire. “Word from the Queen of Storms,” the woman intoned, her accent thick as honey but twined with venom. “Ylva offers strength to those with the heart to claim it.”

Hrawg’s eyes narrowed. “You bring threats, not terms.”

The emissary laughed. “We bring both. You know your enemies. The Wolf is hated, the mountain kin turn and gnaw their own tails. The time comes to choose.”

She drew forth from her pouch a small, rune-worked idol—a wolf, split with a jagged blade. She laid it at Hrawg’s feet. “Break allegiance with the Wolf. The Queen will grant safe passage for your clan—she will make you great. Or stand with Kerr, and know ruin, for she will feast on the heart of Valskar, and the Skjald will howl alone.”

The second emissary produced another gift: a pouch of silver, heavier than a widow’s wailing. “If the Skjald cut their bonds before the next dawn, the path to power opens—her own word.”

Hrawg weighed the silver, the idol, the words. His heart thundered with old hate and new dread. Around him, his thegns argued—some for pride, some for vengeance, all uncertain. The Black Ravens turned and faded into the wood, their eyes bright with malice and calculation.



In the minds of the Skjald that night, doubt battled greed and the memory of murdered kin. Yet elsewhere, sabotage crept forth on freezing feet.

Among the Fjorn tents, a fire flared sudden in the dark—fuel doused in oil, furs catching. Screams, confusion, men scrambling to save children and gear. When the flames died and embers hissed, two scouts of the Fjorn were missing, vanished without trace. Some said they’d deserted; others, that shadows had plucked them off the earth.

Rumors raced through the moot—the Wolf’s blood oath was poison, the Skjald had bartered with the south, that demons in raven-feathers now walked as men in their midst. Kerr stalked the lines that night, Eirik by his side, every shadow a potential traitor. Around the ring, Seeress Freyja bound runes and scattered sand, mouthing old wards.

Yet Kerr’s grim resolve could not fill every gap. Knots of warriors gathered in the gloom, trusting no one—some sharpening spears, some whispering of escape, some watching the tree-line for more omens. The wind howled overhead, and above the camp’s edge, the ravens circled, black wings masking the stars.

By dawn, the camps reeked of fear and suspicion. The Valskar sang mourning dirges for the lost scouts. The Jotunstag, grim and silent, sent out double patrols. The Skjald watched Hrawg, awaiting his word, uncertain if they would follow him to damnation or deliverance.

Ylva and her Black Ravens stood at the edge of the world, poised to strike or bargain as they pleased. Her shadow cloaked the moot and rebuked the fragile hope of unity. All knew, now, that what faced them was not just war, but an ancient reckoning drawn on the bones of gods—a doom begun, and not soon ended.





  
    Council in Shadows

    
    
  
  

A night like a sack cloth drawn over the sky, stitched with wind and threat, muffled every sound outside the moot’s churned ground. Sentries hunched around their fires, eyes red-rimmed; every shadow seemed to birth new enemies. Through the midnight hush, armed shapes drifted—furtive, grim-faced—their footsteps covered by the hush of falling snow. Kerr the Wolf led them by a hunter’s instinct, not trusting to torch or lantern; a single cresset flame could breed a hundred arrow flights.

He had chosen the old boathouse for the council—half-collapsed on the river’s edge, bones of timber jutting like broken ribs, abandoned since before his father’s wars. By the time he arrived—Eirik limping at his right, Freyja shawled in her own quiet—Halvard and Hrawg waited inside, flanked by silent seconds and ringed in sour wariness. Inga waited just beyond the threshold; Sten of Jotunstag brooded in the darkest corner, his thegns thick about him.

Kerr closed the door himself, giving the room no chance to breathe. “No title, no banners tonight. Only men and women with the will to live past dawn. Sit.”

They eyed each other like dogs at slaughter. Hrawg’s hands curled near his axe, scorn in every muscle; Sten’s fingers drummed his knee, impatient. Halvard sat stiff as a rook, worry painting deep lines into youth.

Seeress Freyja set her glazed eyes to the rafters. "The ravens gather their debts. What’s spoken here shapes more than tomorrow’s snow. Speak plain, all of you."

Kerr began, his voice as hewn as winter oak. “There is one chance left: bury your feuds or leave your children to crow-food. Ylva marches—she will not parley twice.”

Hrawg bristled. “The Skjald have paid blood enough to bind any feud. But what men lead where poison flows under cloak and torch?”

Sten laughed, low and thin. “Easy to say ‘unity’ when your kin run the council.”

Eirik, wounded still but iron-eyed, barked, “What unity could last if each man calls for vengeance at the first slight? Pride will harvest graves where seed should have been sown.”

Halvard nodded, voice hoarse. “Our scouts lost, our tents fired. Is it fate or a friend’s hand that deals us ruin?”

Kerr’s jaw worked. “I swear by my father’s bones: any Valskar who breaks bread with ravens dies by my hand. But I need your oaths—not for my sake, for all who yet live."

Inga spoke then, soft but fierce. "Enough! Every word here is watched by shades—not just hers. If there is a traitor, let words and steel find them. But if we part tonight, none will survive the next moonrise."

The old walls moaned, cold pressing in. The long silence stretched—every heart tallying loss, measuring loyalty against desire.

Then—a hiss, a flicker. Smoke curled from between rotten planks. A scream—a Sundr thegn near the door had tripped a fuse: oil-soaked rags caught alight, flames biting greedily at old wood. In a heartbeat, heat raced the rafters, sucking all air from the room.

“OUT!” bellowed Kerr, battering the door outward. Warriors spilled into the snow, hacking at burning doors with spear-hafts, stamping out embers with boot and curses. The blizzard fanned the fire but blotted out pursuit; haggard faces glowed orange in half-light, blades drawn from habit and dread.

In the chaos, Eirik’s voice slammed through the tumult. He had snatched a bundled satchel cast beneath the benches during the confusion; now he flung it at Sten’s feet. Several sleet-slick scrolls and a coin pouch spilled across the snow. The coin was foreign—dyed black with bone, stamped with a raven’s sigil.

“Jotunstag gold from those who burned Fjorgard’s gate!” Eirik shouted, raw with rage. “And a letter—here, Sten’s own hand, promising passage through the east marshes to Ylva’s host. I watched you in council, watched your men shadow the Sundr before the fire. How deep does your betrayal run?”

Faces paled. Hrawg lunged toward Sten, murder in his eyes. Halvard cursed and spat, hand trembling on his sword.

Sten sneered but could not meet their eyes. “War makes strange sisters. Better a raven’s rule than a wolf’s teeth in my children’s bones.”

“You sold us for silver!” Halvard spat, his calm evaporated.

Kerr’s voice boomed: “You have one choice—confess to all, or face clan-law now. And know this: every tribe will remember who brought the Black Raven’s shadow to our door.”

Sten drew his blade in desperation—a sudden wild lunge at Eirik—only to be driven down at once by Hrawg and Halvard, boots and fists following oath and wrath. He toppled in the snow, beaten and stripped of his arms, left shuddering, a fool’s ruin.

Lightning cracked the heavens above. For a moment, all stood stunned—breathing in the stench of burned oak, coin-lust, lost brotherhood.

Kerr crouched above the traitor. "Let him stand trial at dawn—every tribe present. Let none say the Wolf fears justice. But let none here forget: the Raven comes, and she laughs at our division."

Freyja’s murmur cut the wind: “The gods weigh our hearts and find them hollow.”

The council, such as it was, fled into the snow—united less by decision than by the memory of betrayal, the threat of annihilation. But something had shifted: once unmasked, treachery was shorn of secrecy’s strength. Even bitter-mouthed Hrawg turned dark eyes to Kerr, knowing—at last—that the true enemy waited outside their broken ring.

As the fire died, so too did the last illusions of safety. In the frost-laced dark, the Wolf and his battered kin faced the long night together, for now—bloodied, wary, but bound by the raw edge of necessity, and the closing shadow of the Raven Queen.





  
    Wolves on the March

    
    
  
  

The dawn after treachery tasted of iron and ice. Wind rattled the broken banners over the moot, flapping them like the wings of starving crows. When Kerr called the war council, no voice dared gainsay—pain and necessity bridled all doubt. By the frozen river, battered chieftains gripped spear and shield, bruised and silent as stones worn by centuries of salt.

Kerr the Wolf stood before them, cloak snapped by the wind. Eirik at his right, face pinched and drawn; Inga for Skjald, lips bitten to the blood; Halvard behind, arm in sling, teeth gritted against humiliation and hope alike. Even Hrawg, simmering, stood close. In the pale light, the brands on their cheeks and the blood on their boots proved kinship forged in calamity.

Kerr’s voice cut the stillness. “We move today. The marshlands east of Fjorgard—ours by right. The Raven’s claws have not sunk so deep as she thinks. With shield and wrath we will drive them back to their ships, or perish in the proving.”

A mutter of assent—thin, but unanimous. Defiance shivered across the faces of men and women who had already swallowed too much sorrow. The bitter memory of Sten’s betrayal made their resolve sharper: if the enemy sought division, let them meet a shieldwall instead.

Seeress Freyja, pale as dawn frost, stood in the snow. “Mind the omens,” she whispered, breath pluming, “for Ylva’s power is not alone in steel. The shadows in these woods hunger for more than flesh.”

Kerr met her gaze, hard as wolfbone. “If curse or spell could break us, we’d be ghosts already.”

So they marched. Under grey banners, Valskar, Fjorn, and Skjald formed into lines, sleds loaded with what meager arms and salted meat the moot could muster. The Sundr sent a handful of archers, sullen but resolved; the Jotunstag, leaderless and reprimanded, marched tight and shame-faced. Kerr strode at the fore, his father’s axe over one shoulder.

They wound eastward, old paths churned by war, the trees black against half-iced marsh. Where Fjorgard had once stood—a scorch of ruins now, wolves already gnawing what the ravens spared—they gathered.

The first battle came sudden, savage as a winter squall. Skirmishers in raven-feathered helms, gaunt and pale, fell upon the vanguard with shrill whoops and whistling axes. For a moment, the old blood woke: Eirik’s sword flashed; Inga drove a spear up beneath a foe’s ribcage; Halvard rallied the wounded Fjorn. The Black Ravens yielded, falling back over twisted roots—a retreat too simple, too clean.

Hot for vengeance, the alliance pressed on, spirits rising with every pace. Where before the mighty feared ambush at every crooked tree, now the taste of victory stung their tongues, kindling pride long dimmed by defeat.

Kerr smashed aside the enemy’s makeshift barricades—stakes lashed with bone, woven shields left behind like bait. Sweat and breath steamed in cold air. For one wild hour, they reclaimed the charred steads and trampled barley fields, raising a tattered banner on the broken steeple’s stump. Men cheered, women wept. Even the hard-faced Skjald grinned bloodily, axeheads red from the morning’s work.

A horn sounded—far, shrill, in the woods to the south. Too late, Freyja’s warning found them. “Hold! The shadow moves not as wounded prey, but as a viper—”

The world erupted.

From the fen came volleys—black-fletched arrows hissing like adders, cutting the cheering short. Screams lifted. Armor fended some, but not enough; men went down with feathered throats or clutching blood-soaked bellies. Then came the drums—deep, guttural, like bones hammered on hollow earth.

Ylva’s force swept from the trees—ranks five deep, armored in blackened mail, faces painted with ochre and ash. At their head strode Ylva herself, hair unbound, wild eyes catching the winter sun like a wolf’s in lamplight. Her arms rose, and a blast of bone-horn split the air—the ground seemed to shudder beneath.

Eirik bellowed orders. “Back! Shieldwall! To the river!”

Too late. The Black Ravens closed with furious discipline, axes and spears scything the Valskar and Fjorn as wheat before the scythe. Boys who had found courage that morning died on charred ruin; elders fell shouting curses or prayers. Hrawg, roaring, hacked down two foes before a spear found the meat of his thigh—he toppled, cursing, as Inga and a Skjald thegn dragged him away.

Halvard rallied a knot of Fjorn; moments later, he vanished beneath three raven-blades, his shield splintered, breastplate torn. The Sundr archers fired and fled. Kerr fought like a thing possessed, axe cleaving skull and shoulder, blade clanging against mail and bone, yet even he faltered as a host of black-feathered shapes pressed him back—Ylva’s laughter cold and sure over the crash.

The rout became a massacre. As men turned to run, channels of fire sprang from the rents in the swamps—oil set alight by waiting hands. The bodies of the dead, those lost in the first retreat, were hauled up as gruesome wards, splayed on stakes or left to rot as warnings.

Seeress Freyja, staggering through smoke and blood, called in vain for protection, for rain to quench the flame. She glimpsed Ylva at the field’s heart, lips painted black, arms lifted in some ancient, dreadful invocation. Freyja’s vision blurred: for an instant, she saw the marshes awash with red, rivers running backward, wolves harried by a thousand birds.

Some slashed their way free—Eirik, half-blinded by blood, dragging a Sundr boy; Inga, wild-eyed, clutching a broken spear; Hrawg, leg crippled, but jaw set in wolfish defiance. Kerr was last to leave the field, battered and alone, his axe broken at the haft, his cloak in tatters, yet his glare refusing tears.

By dusk, what remained of the alliance staggered north through knee-deep snow, their path marked by moan and wailing. None spoke save to count the living and the lost. The wounded stumbled or were carried by kin weaker than themselves. Behind, smoke rose in curling carrion spirals. The crows grew bold.

Back at the battered moot, mothers wept and healers keened. Fires burned, defensive ditches hastily dug. Morale, brittle as wind-scoured ice, threatened to shatter entirely.

In the cold hush, Kerr assembled survivors. “We have been bloodied,” he said, voice raw as flayed skin. “But not broken, not yet. Ylva hunts us as game—but a wolf cornered is a terror of its own. Gather the fallen, tend the wounded. Tonight, we bear grief and shame. Tomorrow—if the gods are merciful—let us have vengeance.”

But few drew comfort from these words. For the clans had seen not only defeat, but magic, cruelty, and cunning far beyond their own. The hope of resisting Ylva now seemed as dim as the dying coals, watched over by ravens perched in silent, omnipotent judgment, waiting for what meat remained.



  
    Ashes and Iron

    
    
  
  

The moot camp brooded beneath a thick quilt of smoke. The Valksar fires flickered with a sullen light, no longer beacons but desperate attempts to ward off despair. Kerr’s battered band returned as ghosts, the faces of his warriors streaked with soot and old blood, shoulders bowed beneath the weight of loss. Snow trampled and fouled, the air tinged with the iron stink of wounded men and women, and above it all, the crows calling, hungry and bold.

With the alliance broken on the marsh's edge and Ylva’s terror still fresh, the battered survivors dragged the wounded over frostbitten ground. The dead—too many to name, the pain too raw to count—were left where they fell, or heaped in pyres that burned little, the fuel half-frozen and corpse-fat crackling with bitter protest. Inga, hair matted with gore and eyes bright with stubborn hope, pressed cloth to Hrawg’s wound as the Skjald chief gritted his teeth and spat curses at fate.

Eirik, bandaged and gray-faced, helped count the remnants—dark calculations, no comfort found in the tally. He spoke little, his gaze falling always on the reddened snow and the gaping spaces where friends and kin should have stood. Above them, the ravens circled lower.

It was not long before rumbling voices thickened the frozen air. The clans—Valskar, Skjald, Jotunstag, what little remained of the Fjorn—clustered among their own, tending wounds and flinging words like spears at the battered central ring. Grievances, some newly earned and others older than the moot itself, found new voice in defeat’s wake.

“My brother lies twisted outside Fjorgard,” shouted one old Skjald. “Where was the Wolf’s cunning, then?”

“Who led us into the marsh’s maw? We followed the Valskar banner to slaughter!” a Jotunstag elder spat, limping on a bloodied staff.

“Better the crows take us than trust southern silver,” another muttered between chapped lips, her words meant for company but not concealment.

Hrawg turned in the firelight, propped up by Inga and two grim thegns. His roar, full of pain and pride alike, silenced the bickering camps. “Let the Wolf speak for his pack! Are we to die cowering in his shadow, or stand tall in the blaze?”

Kerr, cloak shredded and bearing fresh scars beneath a mask of ash, climbed to the frost-choked mootstone. He gripped his father’s axe—its haft cracked, blade nicked—and drew himself to full height. His voice carried, bruised but unyielding:

“We fled the marsh not for fear, but to fight another dawn. Any chieftain who claims otherwise, speak now with your blade or your oath.”

Murmurs flickered. Hands sought hilts, but none challenged outright. Not yet.

In the lull, Seeress Freyja drifted forward, her steps silent as dusk. Her eyes rolled white and blank over the circle, unblinking. “Blood has outpaced reason here. If steel is all that’s left, then let the old rites judge who shall bear the wolf-helm—who is fit to bind the clans, or damn them.”

She drew from her belt a length of woven wolf-gut, knotted with runes and wound with iron nails. “The trial of the Ironforge,” she intoned, “older than walls, older than any throne. If Kerr’s claim is true, if his courage unbroken, let him walk where fire proves more merciful than lies.”

A ripple ran through the moot—fear, awe, the crackle of danger. The Ironforge: an ordeal not called since the days of legend, when kings and exiles alike let flesh speak to the gods.

Hrawg, bloodied but eager, spat and nodded. “Let the Wolf prove he is not yet a cur. If he fails, the Skjald stand alone, and let the Raven feast on his bones.”

Even Eirik flinched at that, but Kerr’s eyes shone through the shadow. “So be it. Fire and nails, and let the gods see what mortal hearts remain.”



Preparations unfurled as the sun crawled behind leaden clouds. Warriors shoved snow aside to clear a circle, giggling children driven off by curt curses. Two hearths were stoked, oak logs burning hot; in the center, Freyja set the bundle of iron nails in a copper basin, chanting low and steady. No one but the most devout would look her full in the face as she worked.

In swathes of the camp, arguments flared anew—some claimed the rite was folly, others pressed for blood and a war-leader chosen by slew. Inga wrapped her arms about herself and watched, torn between pride and terror, her gaze drifting to Eirik, who stood at her shoulder, blade ready but eyes scarred by hope he no longer dared name.

Hrawg watched, hawk-like. “It should have been my hand, not the Wolf’s, leading that charge. If the gods still favor me, let the fire show it.”

No one replied. Even his own thegns seemed weary of blood.

The gathering formed three thick rings, the entire moot forced by spectacle to a grim unity. No one—Skjald, Valskar, Sundr—would miss such a trial, for in ancient law it spoke not only to who led, but to whose life the gods measured as worthy.

Kerr knelt before the basin. Freyja intoned rites in guttural verse, invoking Norn and wolf-spirit, the dead and unborn alike. Then—bare-armed, jaw set—Kerr plunged his hand into the seething nails, grasping the iron as pain scorched up to his shoulder. Flesh sizzled. Some gasped, one woman fainted. He lifted the nails and dropped them onto the snow, his hand trembling but unyielding, the scars already blooming angry red.

Freyja examined the wound. “The gods say: if your courage falters, the wound will fester, and so your claim will rot. If it heals true, the Wolf’s right endures.”

The camp watched as Kerr wiped blood on snow and stood shakily, but did not fall. “There is your answer,” he said. “Now hear mine: I will lead, or I will die. We cannot part, not now—not with Ylva’s shadow twice as thick and our kin already half-swallowed by the dark. If you must doubt, challenge me with steel, not poison. If you must grieve, let us all grieve together now, and be done with it. In morning, we hunt.”

The hush after was deeper than fear. Even Hrawg, for all his bluster, only snarled and looked away.



But the ancient rites demanded more than public agony—they also called for the judgment of dreams, a proving of spirit no flesh alone could win. So, late that night, as the clans settled uneasily and the wind worried the scorched banners, Freyja summoned Kerr to the woods beyond the campfire haze.

She led him to the barrow-hill, where the snow lay undisturbed save for raven tracks and twisted pine. She handed him a draught—a blend of bitter herbs and mushroom, black as the bottom of a fjord—and pressed her hand to his brow. “Drink, Wolf, and see if the old ones will answer.”

Kerr drank it down, the taste a purging burn. The cold wrapped him tighter, the world dimming, his senses opening to something vaster—silence and wind and the far-off crash of spectral sea.

He wandered the dream-world beneath the roots of the earth, guided by flickering blue fires. Between ancient trees hung with shadows, he beheld the broken shields of his kin, piled into cairns, crows pecking fearlessly at eyes unseeing. In the dreams, he fought—clash after clash—his father’s voice crying, “Only by binding wounds can you bind people, wolf-cub.”

He saw Eirik collapsed under a black sail, Inga crowned beneath icicles, Freyja turning away with her sightless eyes full of sorrow. Ylva stood at the threshold of a crimson hall, beckoning, her arms outstretched and her eyes pits of midnight. “You cannot win by blade alone,” she whispered, voice at once cruel and pitying. “Iron and fire devour all. What do you surrender that you might save?”

Kerr answered—but whether with words, a howl, or a bared soul, he could not recall. The woods unspooled into frost and mist. The last thing he saw before waking: a great wolf and a raven circling the same narrow path, neither able to leave it, fangs and talons shining red in the false dawn.



He woke by the barrow, Freyja watching with a mixture of hunger and dread.

“What did you see?” she asked, voice brittle as hoarfrost.

“Everything broken, but still bound together in the hunting,” he rasped. “A path forward, if we don’t tear ourselves apart before walking it. But we must pay a price, all of us.”

Freyja only nodded. “Then let the clans see the scars you bear—let that buy their hope, if it can.”

As dawn stained the sky copper and magenta, Kerr strode back toward the sleeping camp, hand wrapped in soot-blackened bandages. His step was heavy, yet no longer shamed. Word had already spread of the trial survived, the wounds hardening into proof of worth and will.

He summoned the torches and banners to the shattered moot, calling the battered survivors to council once more. “I will not promise easy victory,” he said, holding high his wounded hand. “But unity, even in ash, is worth more than silver and vengeance. I have seen how this ends if we do not hold fast: wiped from memory, a tale of ghosts written in winter’s teeth. But together—iron and fire—at least we make a mark before the end.”

A long silence. Then—slow, uncertain but real—Eirik stepped forward first, and others followed. Inga. The oldest of the Sundr. Even Hrawg, still pale, raised his fist in bitter salute, acknowledging the ordeal’s outcome. Hope flickered—a wolf’s ember in the long night before the storm. For now, Kerr’s claim held. The clans would march behind him again.





  
    Feast of Shadows

    
    
  
  The Feast was called, as much to drown lingering dread as to affirm Kerr’s reclamation of leadership. By dusk, the battered moot hall was riotous with torchlight and shadow, the air thick with roasted mutton and the tang of sour mead. Smoke clung to the beams, swirling round banners both rent and re-stitched—a blur of wolf, boar, and broken spear.

At four long tables, the clans mingled unwillingly, violence barely leashed beneath threadbare courtesy. Warriors hid bruises beneath tunics and traded mutters over trenchered bread; elders glowered at their rivals across splintered boards. Yet it was tradition: even in defeat, the north remembered how to feast, if only to count its wounded and size up the hunger in its neighbors’ eyes.

At the high table sat Kerr, half-obliged to wear a wolfskin too stiff with old blood, his wounded hand fresh-bandaged and in plain view. To his right, Eirik forced easy laughter, though the scars beneath his tunic itched with every joke. Inga was seated further down, as was proper—Skjald pride did not allow a direct tie to Valskar, no matter the truce. Hrawg, washed pale and unsteady, leaned on his daughter’s shoulder from a seat of grudging honor. The eldest Sundr wise-woman, face crow-lined and sharp, nursed a cup, her archers ever at her flanks.

Each cup was poured, every joint of meat passed, with the wariness of households awaiting cruel news. Jotunstag men watched the doors. The Fjorn’s new captain—a boy with dark circles under defiant eyes—sat flanked by his father’s battered shield.

“To fallen kin!” Kerr called, his words trailed by tired assent. Horns clinked. Some drank deep, others sipped, their eyes ever vigilant, hearts bristled with the memory of betrayal.



The feast soon grew thick with smoke and speculation. Chieftains wandered as custom permitted, offering toasts, knotted words, and icy praise. The Skjald sang, fierce voices bruising the air with old ballads. Hrawg’s hand shook on his cup—whether from pain or suspense, none could say. When the Sundr crone stood and recited a prophecy of night, even the hardiest warriors crossed themselves, spines prickling with dread.

From the shadows, Seeress Freyja moved silent, binding the feast with runes carved onto scraps of birch. Few met her gaze. Those that caught her chill eyes glimpsed omens—the flicker of red on bone, the shadow of carrion wings on roasted meat.

It was Eirik who noticed the slip first: a serving-girl, heavy skirts caked with soot, arms trembling as she bore a cup to Kerr. She hesitated at the high table, eyes flicking toward the Skjald, then set the cup before Kerr with practiced, careful deference. Inga’s glance caught Eirik’s from across the meat-laden board, and in it he read a warning—something was amiss.

Kerr paused, his battered hand closing over the horn, nostrils flaring at the wine’s sharp edge. The song and stamp of feet masked all save Inga’s low voice: “No, not that cup.”

Eirik shifted instantly, standing between Kerr and the assembled crowd with a half-smile. “Allow me, lord,” he said, raising the horn and, before protest, downed a draught. His throat closed spasm-tight—an instant of burning, then bitter numbness.

A hush bled out from the high table. Eirik’s eyes watered, his grip tightened. For a moment the world span. But then, heartbeat by heartbeat, the poison’s bite receded, leaving only a burning in the tongue and the taste of crushed herbs. Some concoction meant to sicken, not to slay outright. Eirik let out a forced laugh, passing his hand over his mouth, feigning nothing amiss.

Seeress Freyja materialized, clutching the empty horn. She sniffed it, grimaced, and knelt beside the girl, voice cold as hoarfrost. “Who gave you this cup?”

The girl shook, eyes welled with terror. “From the Sundr tent, mistress. A crone said it was for the Wolf—’for the pain in his hand.’” Her voice was small as spilled milk.

Freyja’s gaze flicked to the Sundr crone, who returned a look of shrewd, icy calculation. No accusation was leveled, not yet; the old woman’s meaning, perhaps, was to see how strong Kerr truly was, or to put suspicion upon another. The moot, taut with inchoate violence, waited for the Wolf’s rage, and found only his contempt. Kerr tossed the horn aside.

"Let this be the last trick played at our table," Kerr growled, voice low and laced with threat. "If any would test me, come with knife and steel, not with coward’s herbs."

The tension broke—not in brawl or shrieks, but in muttered curses and the measured scraping of plates. Eirik’s chest ached, but he kept smiling, though sweat bathed his brow.



In the stew of politics, alliances shifted in the space between mouthfuls and glances. The Fjorn captain and his weary lieutenants traded nods with Inga, seeking favor; Sundr wise-women whispered in half-heard riddles at Kerr’s passing. Hrawg, half-drowned in mead, badgered his daughter about the course of the Skjald. "You must not trust the Wolf, no matter what flowers Eirik promises you. We are alone, girl. Alone or dead."

Inga’s eyes flashed, anger and sorrow mingled. "If we are alone, father, then we are already dead."

Beneath the long tables, daggers shifted. Eirik drifted between Valskar and Skjald, passing out bravado, before slipping to a side alcove where Inga awaited him, cheeks pinched with chill. Hrawg was lost in a fog of drunken oratory. The murmur of feasting muffled their voices.

They met beside a supply cask, hands grazing. Eirik’s voice trembled, anger blending with desire.

“Someone tried again for Kerr—through me this time. If you hadn’t seen—”

Inga’s hand closed over his, trembling. “If I hadn’t seen, perhaps you would be dying now. There are too many knives, too many poisons. We should run. There is nothing for us here but sorrow.”

“Where would you have us run, Inga? While the ravens circle? While our fathers damn us in the name of kin?”

She stood on her toes, eyes searing. “Anywhere not here. Or—” she hesitated, swallowing, “or we could forge our own oath. Not for pride or blood or banners, but for us. Even in the dark.”

He pressed his brow to hers. “If it falls, then let the last thing that makes us human be more than hate.”

Their kiss—small and swift—was less a promise than a plea: for a moment of peace amid sharp steel. When they parted, the world returned in a rush—clamor, torchlight, the scrape of feet approaching.

Eirik straightened; Inga drifted back into the shadow of her clan. No one, it seemed, had seen. But in the hush behind their retreat, the quick eyes of Seeress Freyja lingered in the half-dark, watching with a sadness born of too many broken futures.



By midnight, the feast thinned to sour jests and muttered oaths. Kerr glowered from his high seat, head pounding, hand throbbing past all comfort. Outside, the wind keened like the dead.

As the last warriors stumbled off to icy beds, alliances remained strung like frozen sinew—stretched, on the cusp of breaking, but holding for one more desperate day. Eirik retreated to his tent, heart fast with secret hope and dread, the taste of poison and Inga’s lips both lingering upon his tongue.

The last thing heard was the caw of a raven perched in the rafters—a mocking benediction and a warning, poised above the embers of unity and the feast’s fading warmth.



  
    Savage Tribute

    
    
  
  

The morning storm left a pall of icy sleet clinging to the battered moot-hall roofs. Black smoke curled from the last of the Feast’s embers, staining the thin winter light. Before frost had truly broken from the mossy stones, the sentries on the northern ridge sounded a horn—three blasts, ugly and shrill, a call not for kin but for dread.

Kerr the Wolf was roused from exhausted sleep by the alarm. He snatched his cloak and hobbled out into snow still pocked by drunken prints and spatters of suspicion. The moot, so recently soothed by ritual, woke in confusion—Valskar stumbling from their tents, Skjald sharpening spearpoints, Sundr muttering prayers. Even the crows were silent in the bitter wind.

A dread procession crossed the river ice. First, the Raven banner—sprawling, bone-threaded, blackening all it touched—then four harrowed warriors armored in hide and iron. Between them, her hair a darkness unbroken by age or pity, walked Ylva herself. She wore no helm; her brow was circled in beads and claws, her every stride claimed frozen ground as her own.

She came within bowshot only, halting at the dead-men’s stones. Her warriors spread in a disciplined arc, shields resting but their eyes bright and hollow. One of them lifted a horn, sounded it long and strange, its note lingering above the camp like a curse.

Kerr and his warband assembled, outnumbered, armed more for recognition than battle. Seeress Freyja brought the runes and the white-ash staff; Inga, standing with her father, held a dagger hidden beneath her furs. Eirik emerged, pale but upright, cloak slung hastily about his frame, jaw set as if for war or a reckoning.

No parlay was offered. No invitation was needed. Ylva’s voice, when it broke the hush, whistled cold as river-ice:

“Fjordlanders! You have seen what nights my ravens bring. The feast is ended. The feast now begins.”

Her gaze swept the crowd, chewing silence to marrow.

“I demand tribute, as was given to kings and gods, to the dragon in the old hills: gold and the flesh that carries it. Slaves—forty of your stoutest, a chain from each clan, and all the torques and rings you can drag south. Bring them tomorrow to the dead marsh at sun’s lantern. If not—” her grin widened, teeth like a wolf’s—“if not, let every night witness the burning of your children and the gnawing of your old.”

No one answered at first. Even the hard-bit warriors did not spit or curse—superstition stilled their tongues. Eirik stiffened; only Kerr found a voice.

“Take our gold if you have the stomach. But we are not thralls, not to you or to any king bred in southern mud. Come for slaves and meet steel, Ylva!”

Ylva made no reply, only studied Kerr as one might study an animal resisting the trap. Her warriors drew back, horns sounded again, and the Raven Queen retreated into the morning, leaving terror behind as a pall.



The moot splintered in the aftermath. Chiefs and elders bickered and bellowed, their voices snarled by fear. In the moorland shadows, alliances thinned to threads. The Sundr wise-women argued, “Submit, and survive the winter. We must rebuild, not perish on the pyre.” The Skjald bloodswore by their fathers’ ghosts, “We are not cattle for her feast.” The remnants of the Fjorn shifted, silent, glancing to Hrawg and Kerr both.

Within the great hall, debate became a melee. Axes hammered benches; curses landed like thrown stones. Seeress Freyja stood, unmoving amid the tumult, her blind eyes cast skyward.

Kerr raised his wounded hand for silence. “Ylva will never be content with one armful of coin or a few kin sent to southern chains. She will bleed us dry, and when we’re too weak to fight, she’ll sweep in and finish what began in fire.”

An old Sundr spat: “She has broken us already. Every night we dig another grave. Will words mend our wounds, Wolf? Shall we trust your luck again?”

Inga’s voice, bright and fierce, cut through: “We are north-born. Raise steel, not chains. Give her tribute and kneel forever, or make a new mark in the old legends.”

Grudges boiled over: Jotunstag accused Skjald of cowardice; Fjorn accused the Sundr of treachery; Valskar, caught between, grit their teeth.

The debate raged so long that evening shadows climbed the beams before any decision limped forth. Kerr hammered his fist to the table, final and wrathful:

"At dawn I will be at the marsh. Not with slaves, not with gold, but with shield-brothers. If any wish to trade their kin for a day’s peace, let them show their faces in the morning, and I will know my enemies."



Night fell quick as a curtain. Cold gnawed at the camp; snow hissed fiercely beneath boots. Inside the Valskar ring, anxiety simmered—not just over Ylva’s demand, but over small, wrong things: a loose dog that vanished, boots lost from a tent, the hush that fell in the wake of the Queen’s retreat.

Before the moon had climbed the pines, a new alarm: someone had stolen salted meat from the Valskar stores, dry rations meant for the wounded. In the Fjorn sector, a shield was pulled from under a sleeping man’s arm and used to club his tentmate, who woke strangled and purple. Sundr warriors found their bows tampered with—fresh hemp cut to useless frays.

Sabotage swept the camp. Knots of men prowled, blades bared, eyes scanning for traitors. Eirik, fox-eyed, moved through the shadows, seeking pattern among the chaos. It was he who noticed a fresh bit of linen, black as crow-feather, caught on a tent-pole near the food stores. He knelt to examine it—strange pigment, not of their dye, and the threadwork marked strangely, like script or runes but too small and curling. His heart leapt with sudden suspicion.

That hour, a Valskar thegn was dragged screaming before the high-fire. He bore a pouch of coins—raven-stamped, foreign. Under questioning, he broke: “Coin for open doors! Only that—I did not know they’d strike at our children!”

Kerr oversaw the trial, jaw set in sorrow and fury. The traitor’s intimacy with the Valskar made the betrayal worse than battle; the camp pressed close to see if the Wolf would show mercy. Kerr did not. “Let your blood serve as balm, if it cannot heal.” The traitor was bound and thrown to Hrawg’s justice—denied a sword, given only shame.

As night thickened, mistrust festered. Freyja worked her old rites, burning scraps or setting wards at the camp’s edges. Eirik, unsatisfied, doubled his patrols. He found Inga at the edge of Valskar’s circle, her breath wild in the wind. Together, they conspired: she would keep the Skjald sharp; he would go into the woods, tracking the signs of the saboteur.



Moonlight fanned through the birches as Eirik slipped away, lean and silent. The trail was clever—two sets of prints at first, then only one, leading to the river’s crackling edge. There, among drifted reeds, he saw a low shape moving—too short for an adult man, shoulders hunched beneath a travel cloak. Eirik pressed a hand to his knife, stepping light.

He did not see the Raven scouts until too late. From the darkness, two feather-helmed figures burst—one barking in a foreign tongue, the other looping an arm around Eirik’s neck, dragging him down with a brutal twist. Eirik fought—a quick, desperate struggle—but the third man, lanky and silent as a ghost, pinned his arm, muttering curses in guttural Slavonic. Eirik’s head struck a root, and lights flickered before his eyes. Steel glinted at his throat, just shy of fatal.

One of the scouts—features obscured by soot and grease—spat in broken Valskar: “You’ll fetch a better price if the Queen gets your tongue first.”

Before Eirik could call out, his mouth was stuffed with rags, wrists bound, and his weapons stripped. The Raven scouts bundled him southward, vanishing through birch and fog before the camp could muster a rescue.



At dawn, Inga searched for Eirik and found only his dagger, half-buried in the snow at the forest’s edge. She screamed for help, but too late; the camp discovered his absence amid shouts of fresh outrage and horror.

Kerr—faced with Ylva’s impending demand, an enemy within, and his truest friend now lost to the night—stood silent, the frost in his beard unthawed by anger or even loss. All around, the clans gathered, torn by the most savage of choices: kneel, and send kin to slavery, or stand, and risk all to steel and flame.

The chapter closes with Ylva’s threat storming at their hearts, and with the bitter certainty that the Raven Queen’s shadow is everywhere—in the woods, in their blood, and now, perhaps, in the secret will of every soul who yearns to survive, no matter the cost.





  
    The Icebound

    
    
  
  

The night was a tomb—moon lost behind torn veils, the stars mere pinpricks, their light devoured by the snow’s endless churn. At the edge of the battered Valskar camp, Kerr gathered those who dared answer his call: warriors lean with resolve, hearts steeled by defeat and the memory of stolen kin.

Eirik was gone—snatched by Ylva’s shadow-thieves—and every corner of the camp muttered with dread. Hrawg lingered in the rear, still too lame to fight, his hulking form a silhouette in the glow of torchfire, his daughter Inga pressing to the fore, eyes hard as obsidian. The Skjald, in numbers thin but iron in pride, volunteered two of their best. The ragged Fjorn captain muttered oaths, brow furrowed with loss, and offered a trio outfitted with battered axes and ghost-pale spears.

Seeress Freyja drifted at Kerr’s right, her frost-blind eyes keening over the wind’s sharp cry. It was she who marked the path they must take.

“The Black Ravens have claimed the old fortress—a giant's ruin, half-buried in ice at the lake’s rim. Their witch-stink slides in the current. I see crows dancing over shattered stone. If we march at moonrise, we may catch their guard dreaming of slaughter.”

Kerr nodded, tucking guilt and hope both beneath his wolf-pelt. He touched Inga’s shoulder. “Be swift. No heroics, not tonight. We slip in, break Eirik’s chains—then spill blood only if we must.”

Inga only smirked, jaw set. “If I see that witch who carried him off, I make no promise, Wolf.”



Bundled against the storm, fourteen souls crept from the moot’s battered circle. The forest bit at their sides—branches frosted, drifts knee-high, the river lost to ice and hoarfrost. Freyja led them by instinct—a wraith among wolves, muttering old names for wind and hiding. Beyond the pines, the ruined keep rose: stone humped like a buried beast, walls half-collapsed, crowned with broken horns of glacier.

Warriors of the Black Raven moved in ritual around the shattered gate—feathered helms, lamplight glinting off mail and masks. Strange symbols burned in blue on the lintel. By the entrance, makeshift stalls—gruesome altars littered with bones and bloodied charms—smoked in the frigid air. Harsh, inhuman chants swelled and stilled by turns.

Kerr signaled halt. “Freyja, is your magic enough to cloak us?”

Freyja stared empty-eyed, hands sliding over carved runes on the birch staff. “Their witch weaves moon and frost. I can smother your trail, but in the heart of their shadows, all is risk. Trust bone and blood more than bending wishes.”

Two Skjald crawled round to flank. Inga and Kerr pressed forward, blades sheathed but ready. The Fjorn, grim-eyed, held back with Freyja.

A soft whistle: time to move.

They reached the north wall—gaps cleft by age and siege. Kerr’s gloves froze to the stones as he shimmied up, teeth gritted in the wind’s teeth. Inga followed, lighter but fierce, eyes scanning for shape or shadow. On the rampart, two sentries huddled, backs against the gale, muttering in a guttural tongue.

Inga dipped under one raven-feathered cloak and drove her knife between ribs—swift, soundless. The Skjald fell upon the second, smothering his cry. Kerr made the sign for “advance.”

Inside the keep, the wind quieted, replaced with the scrape of chain and a distant, throbbing drum. They moved over broken flagstones—past gutted halls stinking of old pine resin and recent slaughter. At the stairwell, Freyja raised her staff, head cocked as if listening beyond mortal hearing.

“She is here,” she whispered, voice a blade. “A shamaness—her soul half-gone to frost. I feel teeth on the air, biting at mine.”

Kerr spat, ignoring chill crawling his spine. “No more riddles, just keep close.”



Beneath the lowest level, in a cell hacked from old ice, Eirik hung from a wall-chain, wrists swollen, one cheek split from a soldier’s backhand. He’d spat at their questions—answered with the names of mountains and rivers, refusing the secrets they pressed for.

Now, the shamaness entered: face hidden by raven mask, layers of matted hair trailing over a dress stitched with tiny bones. Her hands glowed a ghostly blue, runes crawling like worms beneath her skin. She spoke the old tongue—half curse, half question.

“Tell me, sword-bearer. Why do you not fear Ylva? Why do the North’s bones quake at her name, yet you speak only blame?”

Eirik, wincing, managed a weak grin. “Is it Ylva who wants answers, or you who dreams of being queen?”

The priestess hissed, hands wavering dangerously. “There will be no hero’s rescue for you. Only the frost—
But then, a muffled cry split the silence above. Boots stamped stone—battle clatter, a sudden curse.

The shamaness wheeled, cloak billowing, hands splayed—the cell door shook beneath a surge of something more than muscle.

Kerr and Inga burst through, axes ready. The priestess shrieked a howl so cold it steamed in the air—the torches guttered, the iron ring at Eirik’s neck glittered with frost. Ice crept along the floor, grasping Kerr’s legs.

Freyja, winded but relentless, plunged behind. Runic ward in outstretched hand, she flung an arc of bone-dust at the shamaness, chanting the names of the wolf, the hunted, the lost. The air shimmered—cold against cold, rune against rune—the cell flickered blue and red as if by witchlight.

Inga slashed at the priestess, blade stopped by the shimmer of invisible chill. The priestess screeched, cursed, recoiled—until Kerr hurled his axe. The weapon passed through frost-magic, clanging off stone by inches, but it broke the spell’s hold upon Eirik’s bonds.

Eirik, half-blind from pain and cold, ripped free and staggered for the door. Inga hooked his arm, dragging him toward the stair. Behind them, Freyja and the shamaness howled curses and counter-curses, the air alive with biting color and the smell of burnt secrets. At the threshold, a Black Raven champion loomed—towering, wreathed in crow-feathers, twin axes wet with ice.

Kerr met the champion head-on. Their clash was brutal—steel on steel, the clang echoing up to the dead stars. The champion pressed Kerr into the stair, axes flailing. Kerr drove him back with a savage roar, taking a blow to the shoulder but answering with a slash across the thigh. Blood pattered, black in the blue light. At last, Inga javelined her dagger into the champion’s eyehole. The man swayed—yelped the Queen’s name—and folded, axes clattering to the frost-black stones.

Eirik, hardly conscious, saw only red and shadow. Freyja’s fight with the priestess howled behind—as the Valskar retreated, the duel of witches spun wild, sparks and frost arcing in the tight air. Freyja finally wrenched her staff down with a word of old power, cracking the flagstones; the shamaness howled, vanishing in a gust of snow, promising curses to freeze every Valskar’s bone.

Alarms now rang throughout the keep. The party—bloodied, dragging Eirik—fought their way up, slashing past raven-shielded men bewildered by the chaos. One of the Skjald was lost to a spear, a Fjorn gutted by witchfire; but the party broke through, hurling themselves over the wall to the frozen lake’s edge, skidding down a drift into blizzard.

At their back, a horn keened; witchlight flared on the tower, spectral hands clawing at the storm. The rescuers stumbled across the black ice, breath misted with exhaustion and terror. None dared look back too long; flickers of impossible shapes—winged things, ghost-beasts—trailed the edges of vision.

They reached the far bank, collapsing among scrub and birch, hearts rattling like hooves in their chests. Eirik retched, blinded by ice and pain; Inga sobbed half with joy, half with horror. Kerr stood guard over all, axe dripping blood, cursed but unbeaten.

Freyja, pale as new frost, pressed a hand to the earth. "Their numbers are greater than we guessed. And their hearts—no longer merely men. They are chained to something deeper."

Kerr looked to the broken ice where the fortress glimmered, still alive with nightmare fires.

"Then we know what comes for us. The gods grant us a dawn, and a fighting chance."



They stole back to camp before sunrise, battered, frostbitten but alive. The moot greeted them not with cheers, but hopeful silence—the kind that dares not ask what price paid, only that kin have come home. They bore with them news no clan wished but all must heed: Ylva's strength was not only in steel and terror, but sorcery and numbers beyond reckoning. Yet they had snatched a soul from the wolf’s jaws, and for one night the North remembered hope.



  
    Winter’s Grasp

    
    
  
  

The first hard frost of deep winter left the fjord valley nightmarish—trees cased in rime, the marshes a graveyard of shattered reeds, and the sky an unyielding dome of pewter. The storm which had battered them through the rescue of Eirik gave no sign of relenting. Around the battered moot, men and women huddled in dugouts, pressed against one another for what warmth survived.

What little there was left to burn—the last cords of pine, planks hewn from shattered wagons—went too swiftly. The air stank of sweat, mud, and old meat. Beneath every banner, hunger carved its own scars: faces gone gaunt, cheeks hollowed sharp as axe blades, children grown too listless to quarrel.

At dawn, the Valskar ration line stretched down the ruined avenue, warriors cupping palms in hope of a handful of oats, a heel of bread. The Skjald, bruised but proud, watched with silent unease; the Fjorn’s new captain—eerily boyish in the grim light—paced his remnant, eyes darting at every cough or empty bowl.

Kerr moved through the ranks, his wound itching beneath its wrappings, hand numb where frostbitten nerves pricked his memory. He clasped the shoulder of each clansman, murmured names, but offered no comfort. The Wolf’s courage alone kindled no fire in empty stomachs.

When a Sundr huntress—the last bold enough to challenge the queue—was caught red-handed spiriting a squirrel carcass from Valskar stores, violence answered hunger. Cries broke out; a Skjald youth swung his fist, a Fjorn woman drew her knife. Warriors bared teeth, steel flashed in the smoky dusk. Had Hrawg not appeared on a makeshift crutch—roaring Skjald curses, promising death for brawlers—blood would have wetted the very bread.

Only Inga, interposing the full fearlessness of her glare, and Kerr’s gruff command, kept the peace. “Whoever spills blood over crumbs does Ylva’s work for her,” Kerr growled, voice raw, echoing over the huddling clans. The hunger, almost, obeyed; the Sundr woman spat and slunk away.

That night, the moot’s heart throbbed with fever. Children shivered, lips blue, mothers dosing them with dregs of moldy ale or scraps of dried herbs. Even the Skjald, iron-willed, began to murmur: old kin, frail and coughing, took to their pallets one by one. A cough in the shadows fell on every ear like a war horn. Frostbite nibbled at toes and fingers; infection turned simple wounds into lingering harbingers of death.

Eirik, still bruised from his capture, watched as a young Sundr boy shuddered through the night, breath rattling, warmth stolen by a fever no hand could turn. “We cannot even bury our dead,” he whispered to Inga, “the ground is too hard. The ravens will have our stories before the spring.”

Inga pressed close, eyes burning. “We are not yet ghosts, Eirik. Not while you stand and I can strike.”

But there were fewer to stand now. That very dawn, word came that half the Sundr and the small Long-Head clan, desperate and fearing only cold and famine, had deserted—slipping away by torchless night, vanishing into the white woods or making for the horizon where Ylva’s banners were rumoured to offer food and mercy. Their places at the fire stayed cold.

Kerr called council as the snow began to swirl again, hard as tiny stones. The chieftains gathered, fewer every day, their faces drawn into sharp relief by want.

“We are dying by inches,” Halvard’s captain rasped, pride forced to a whisper. “Give us leave to hunt north—let us take what we can. Or else break the stores; even wolf and crow eat when winter rules.”

Hrawg rammed the butt of his crutch against the flagstones. “Fool! You scatter the clans, you feed the Raven Queen—she picks us off one by one, wolf-stray and desperate. Bind oath to ration. No man eats until every child is given first measure.”

“Your children are fed on Skjald pride,” a Fjorn grumbled. “Will you give them steel for supper?”

The council nearly came to blows. Only Seeress Freyja, drifting between them in silence, kept order. “You fight for bones. Bone is what you’ll have—unless you bend. The gods do not favor men who gnaw each other.”

She turned to the fire, eyes milky white.



It was then the first omen appeared.

Snow lashed sideways, blinding and strange, carrying whispers none could place. In the night, as Freyja prayed by the dying embers, a wind like icy claws flayed her cheeks. She glimpsed, in the curling smoke, runes—scrawled in frost—on the ground around the council ring. Shapes like birds’ footprints, impossible and sinuous; the words of another world.

A figure moved at the wood’s edge. Black feathers, white eyes—gone in a heartbeat. The snow flecked with tiny bones, set in ritual patterns. Above the camp, a cry: not a raven’s, but a human shriek, somewhere distant, shattering the hush. Freyja whispered curses—summoning old gods for protection, sending warnings to Kerr and Inga.

The next morning, more found strange things. A frozen hare, splayed on the snow with its innards shaped in spiral runes. A dog, eyes pecked clean, strung from a birch with dead man’s knots. Runic symbols scratched onto doors; elders claimed to hear children giggling in the night, though none played.

The clans grew wild with dread. Some whispered it was the end-times, the last winter. Old feuds reignited—in the supply lines, the Jotunstag accused the Skjald of hiding smoked fish, the Valskar hounded the Fjorn for pocketed grain. Rumor said the Sundr, now among Ylva’s host, were rewarded with meat, women, and warm fire. Despair and rage braided together, tight as death.

When word came that the Long-Heads—once sworn to Fjorn—had sent a runner to Kerr, offering terms to join again if only the Wolf offered sanctuary and food, Kerr, nearly mad with exhaustion, slammed his fist to the stone.

"They broke oath once and would break it again at the first crack of ice. We do not feed traitors in the name of mercy!"

Yet Eirik, rubbing frostburnt hands, muttered, "A wolf alone is only a shadow. But all shadows together, even the ravens fear."

Kerr nearly struck him, but Inga stood between, pleading for compassion.

It ended moot. The Long-Heads never appeared. A scouting party—Inga, Eirik, and the young Fjorn captain—found their camp two days later, little more than a handful of trampled snow and a ring of gutted sleds. No sign of men or children, no tracks save a line of bare footprints, toes pointed always south. Torn strips of cloth marked a circle, with a heap of black feathers atop—a warning, or a claim. The only message scrawled in blood on a shattered shield: Choose the living, or be meat for crows.

The same blizzard that drove them back howled with unholy violence. Wind screamed, screaming louder at every barricade. Tents collapsed; a Jotunstag sentry, out beyond the ditch, never returned. When the search found him, he was frozen bare, eyes wide and mouth gaping, black feathers wedged behind his broken teeth. The old claimed something evil rode the wind—Ylva’s craft, or worse, gods unmoved by mortal suffering.

That night, starvation drove a group of Fjorn to breach the Skjald’s stores; a fight broke out in the main hall, knives drawn, the air thick with curses. Kerr waded in, bloodying his mouth to break it; Freyja scraped runes on the post, calling down a curse on oathbreakers. Those caught in theft were given a share of bread—then driven out to the camp’s margin, forced to make their shelter in the open snow.

“How many wolves must freeze before you call us family again?” Inga asked, voice sharp with the echo of prophecy. Kerr only answered with silence, bearing the mantle of chieftain more like a shroud than armor.



That night, the camp heard the wailing. Some said it was a child, others a wounded wolf. Eirik and Inga, braving the storm, followed the sound in hopes of finding a stray kin—only to discover, at the edge of the treeline, a snowdrift hollowed by something crawling on all fours. A ring of old bones and stone runes marked the place. In the center: a doll, eyes sewn shut and mouth sewn open, filled with melted black ice. Eirik spat, muttering, “Ylva’s poison is thick as glue.”

They returned, shivering, to the camp’s flickering fires, bringing only dread for comfort. All that remained was scarcity and prophecy, shaping hunger into wildness.

Before midnight, the wind dropped, and with it came silence—a hush after pain, when even hope dares not breathe. Shapes moved beyond the firelight, just outside sight. When Kerr rose to challenge them, torches flaring, the shapes withdrew—only to reappear nearer by dawn, assembling before the moot’s ring a figure in dark armor, cloak glittering with frost, flanked by two grim guards.

A Black Raven envoy.

He bore a carved box in gloved hands, black-stained wood etched with runes. He stood where the snow was undisturbed and called aloud in the Queen’s tongue:

“From Ylva, daughter of thunder: tribute unoffered is tribute taken. You have until the sun sets thrice in the valley. Surrender, or the storm will not lift. This is mercy’s last howl.”

He placed the box at the boundary stones and departed, vanishing into spiraling flakes. When Kerr opened the lid, in full view of council and kin, they found inside a heart: not a man’s, nor beast—too large, veins blackened, steaming in the cold. A token, an omen. Ylva’s last warning writ in gore.

Kerr stood, snow swirling about him, the heart at his feet, the silence broken only by the fitful weeping of a child who would never remember a world before frost, famine, and the wolf’s long night.





  
    The Blade and the Flame

    
    
  
  The heart left by Ylva's envoy steamed in the icy gloom, staining the snow a deeper black. No one moved to touch it again; even the ravens, bold with hunger, shied from its scent. Kerr stood unmoving, eyes hollow, jaw set like carved stone as the clans clustered in frightened knots below the moothall’s battered roof.

Inga pressed close, flanked by Hrawg—her father’s weight now borne on a raw-boned thegn. Eirik, lips split from frostburst and worry, lingered by the fire-pit, missing only his sword and the last dregs of hope.

Seeress Freyja watched from the edge of torchlight, hair tangled, lips pale, eyes lost in dark seeing. She alone seemed untroubled by the heart’s presence, tracing unseen runes in the ashes with her cane’s tip. Snow lashed the walls in gusts; every face flickered, half-alive.


	



Kerr called council before the blue of dawn could sink too deep. The battered chieftains gathered in the meeting-hall—a shed now, really, the roof tar-patched and flanked by guards who whispered of monsters behind every snowbank. Even the oldest Jotunstag watched the corners, fingers itching for weapons.

He set the heart before them, the scent of copper and bitter smoke thickening the room.

“She comes,” Kerr rasped. “Ylva’s host will break upon us before the next moonrise, or my name is not Wolf. Would any still heed old mercy: lay out arms and kin, kneel for the Queen, and barter hope for a fatter spring?”

No voice answered—only the sigh and jangle of chain mail being checked again, the scraping of a fire worked to shameful life. In the silence, Inga touched Eirik’s hand beneath the table. Even Hrawg stilled his threats.

Kerr’s gaze fell on Seeress Freyja. “We have axes and old hands, but not enough. If you hold a spell darker than custom, speak it.”

Freyja did not flinch. “Such power is not given, Wolf. It is taken—and it always carries a price.”

"Name the cost. If I must bear it, I’ll bear that and worse."

Her mouth twisted. “Powdered crow bone and black root—burned at the gate with an oath of blood. The old way forbade such things for good reason. Spirits come hungry. But it holds fire back and hearts trembling with dread.”

Hrawg spat, “You trust a woman who killed men in the cradle with her omens?”

Freyja’s smile was gray as smoke. “I have outlived all who doubted me.”

Kerr shrugged the weight of tradition from his shoulders. He drew his broken hand across a dagger’s edge, letting blood tap upon the floorboards. “Do it. Bind runes at every gate and cross. And teach every boy, girl, or witless crone who can still swing a tool to lay death for Ylva’s kin.”

That order rippled, dread and resolve mingling. The moot became a work camp. Every hand—warrior or woodcutter, widow or child—was pressed to labor as the sky paled. Along the outer ditches, old carts and wagons were hacked to pieces, their wheels bound with tar-soaked rope. Oil was ladled into pots, hoarded as fiercely as food. Stones were shaped to fists and set above the gates in wire slings. Inga’s nimble hands built snares rigged to drop saplings sharpened to impale. Eirik, though still bandaged, oversaw clusters of boys learning to fill jars with heated pitch, his voice cold and even.

Freyja limped from post to post, chalking bone white runes on doors and rafters: protection, terror, flame. At the north gate, she built the altar of crow-bone and black root, set in a ring of carved stones. There, beneath low clouds and utter silence, Kerr drew his blood into the snow and cast it by hearth-flame, shadowing his own soul to the work. Behind him, the warriors muttered prayers or spat, fearing more the cost of victory now than of defeat.

As the wind rose, those with ears for such things heard strange whispers—cries in voices not of the living, ululations like distant horns, the flutter of wings without visible birds. By dusk, the children of the camp—including even the hardiest of Skjald boys—slept huddled in heaps, their dreams infected by omens and the stench of coming carnage.


	



By the second dawn, the outriders returned—two fewer than had ridden out, their horses flecked with wounds. The Black Ravens, they reported, massed in the birch shadow north and east, hundreds at spear and bow, with fires burning strange colors under their frost banners. Their priests sang in the old tongue; black-fletched arrows, dipped in some fouler stuff than tar, stuck in every tree on the old river road.

It was coming.

Kerr stripped his last doubt and steeled each defender at the battered wall. “You are cursed or blessed, each of you. Hold until the Wolf falls. Then flee, or carry the word to other towns, if any remain.”

He gave no speech for glory. His eyes—dark, wild, and glazed with red—glittered in the half-light. He gripped Eirik’s arm, then Hrawg’s, then Inga’s, making silent promises that could not be kept in words. Freyja alone did not take his grasp—she only traced her chalk-stained thumb down his brow, anointing him with dust and dread.


	



The first arrows came in deepest night. Black fire ran over the walls as oil-jars exploded, and the sentries on the north rampart vanished in shrieking flame. Warriors hauled snow to douse the fires, only to slip on burning pitch that ate flesh like lye. Above it all came the sound of horns—at once wolf and crow, a torment made audible. Then the Black Ravens poured forward, axes in gleaming arcs, shields licked by rising wind.

The traps held—saplings sprang, skewering the first ranks, stones smashed in hails of marrow and iron. Fires howled higher as the enemy threw torches soaked in witch-oil. For every Raven cut down by cunning, three more pressed into the breach. When one wall faltered by the cattle-gate, Eirik rallied the Sundr and beat them back, swords singing their pain. At the outer ditch, Inga and two Skjald held with bow and javelin, losing ground only when a witch-priestess called the wind and sent frost knifing through the ranks.

Through all, Freyja remained at the altar by the north gate, chanting in a voice stripped of age and mercy. Her arms bled where the runes opened, white light and blue flickering over the gate. At her word, the torches at the entrance turned against the enemy—fire snaking up the bows of Raven archers, smoke blinding them. Several fell shrieking into the ditch, burning from within.

It was not enough. The Ravens surged again, now under the cover of shriven men and children bound at the fore—slaves, kin taken in earlier raids, their presence freezing the defenders in indecision. Behind them, Ylva herself rode a black horse, her arms lifted, singing in a language that made some men weep and others gnash their teeth. A second wave of burning arrows cut through the dusk, setting half the thatched moots alight; one Skjald elder died howling, mowed down as he tried to shield his daughter.

Betrayal stalked from within: a Valskar woman, caught trying to unlatch the east gate, claimed she was only saving her son—was she an agent of the Raven Queen, or merely broken by fear? Kerr could not tell. He struck her down with the flat of his blade, tears hot and useless in his eyes, and left the Sundr to bind what wounds they could as the siege pressed closer.

By morning, the walls were breached in two places, the snow blackened with soot and blood. Freyja collapsed, exhaustion and spell-ache draining what color she had left. Inga was pulled from a heap of Raven dead, battered but grimly alive. Eirik, wounded, led a dwindling knot of defenders from pit to barricade. Hrawg, refusing to die in bed, hobbled on a spear, driving back an axe-wielder with a roar that woke the embers of Skjald glory—even as he took a wound deep in the flank.

Ylva did not press beyond the breach; her host lingered at the gates, burning, razing, taunting with black flags, but unwilling—perhaps unable—to finish the work by noon. Something in the night’s defense had unsettled even her magic. Or perhaps new horror brewed behind her silent eyes.

The survivors, bloodied and half-mad with loss, gathered at Kerr's call, staring at walls ruined half to rubble, at kin who wept for their dead or glared with the rage of the prey denied death. The runes still bled at the gates; the altar’s fire guttered, burning blue.

Kerr did not claim victory. He lifted his voice, more growl than speech:

“We are not broken, not yet. But if you would quarrel, do so on your own. If you would curse the Wolf for bargains made—blade or spell or both—remember what waits if we lose. Today, we killed as monsters to live as men.”

Across the battered moot, no one could answer. The clans—what was left—stood divided by loss and bound only by dread. Ravens spun above, feasting on ruined dead.

Below, Kerr and those who still walked counted their wounds and their trust, measuring each to see which hurt more. They had survived, but unity flickered on the edge of ash, warmed only by the uneasy dance of blade and flame.



  
    Beneath the Mountain

    
    
  
  

The wind howled beneath the mountain’s hollow brow—a voice no man had ever called friend. The break in the weather after two nights’ siege revealed not reprieve, but deeper cold, and the Wolf’s moot, what was left of it, hunched under white ruin and the weight of sky. By the last of the smashed gates, Kerr stood with his cloak drawn tight, watching dawn bleed over the tor and counting, as always, how many tracks left in the snow belonged to the dead.

That afternoon, as the wounded pressed close to failing fires, Freyja limped from the prophet’s tent, her sightless eyes clouded by something grimmer than exhaustion. She seized Kerr’s arm with fingers like cold iron. “The answer isn’t here. You bled enough on this cursed mud. The old songs call us up—up to where ancestors lie dreaming. There is a place beneath the mountain where the wolf and raven once feasted together. If we hope to win, we must walk in their dust.”

Eirik overheard, his face raw and worn. “What we need is food, not riddles, Freyja.”

But Kerr, peering into the future’s storm, shook his head. “If you see a blade, witch, I’ll follow it. The dead give better counsel than the living in these nights.”



That evening, under the gloomy watch of ravens circling invisible heights, the selected band was chosen: Kerr, Eirik, Inga—more for strength of spirit than name—Freyja, and two young warriors who’d lost more kin to Ylva than they could name. They left at moonrise, wrapped in cloaks stiff as pumice, swords sheathed, lanterns hooded; only Freyja’s staff held a gleam to guide them. Hrawg watched from the ruined hall, pride and grief mingling in his scowl.

They climbed north by frost and guess, up the old goat-trails to where misty crags bit the fading sky.



The journey was a fever. Snow pelted their faces, sliding in whorls down chasms roaring with hidden water. More than once, Inga stopped, knuckles white on her spear, shivering as she glimpsed shapes sliding behind wind-carved stone—sometimes men, sometimes beasts. Freyja murmured charms for sleeplessness, eyes locked on invisible signs. The men did not ask what haunted her.

On the second night, Eirik touched Kerr’s arm as they nightly huddled beneath a jut of ice. “Why you, Wolf? There’s no fate in bones, only blood.”

Kerr watched the mountain’s shadow stretching. “If blood alone answered, we’d all be kings. I follow where hope runs thin. The rest is wind.”



On the third day, Freyja led them away from the path, following a trickle of black water, her voice carrying threads of the oldest tongue. At the foot of a cliff, she pressed her palm to the stone. The wind died at once. Letters, burned into the mossy slab, kindled with a fitful blue—runes foreign even to the Skalds.

“Here,” she announced, breathing hard. “The door to the Old Folk’s tomb. Not sealed by men, but by oath and pain.”

Eirik muttered, “None return who creep into the barrow-root.”

“If you wish for living days, turn back now,” Freyja intoned. “But for swords sharp enough to cleave a Raven’s curse—only the dead listen.”

No one turned. Kerr shoved his shoulder to the rock, following Freyja’s whisper. The door shivered open—cold thick as sorrow pouring out, darkness sucking even lantern flame. They passed inside, one by one.



The tunnel wound downward, deeper than a mine, the earth’s pressure humming in every tooth. Inga led, blade bare and ready; Eirik bore torches. The farther in they crept, the more the walls grew strange—slick with crystals, carved with beasts unrecognizable, figures of men and birds locked in battle or embrace.

Finally, at a threshold hung with ancient bones and torn banners, Freyja halted. “From here, speech brings notice. Only truth may pass. Steel yourself, Wolf.”

A soft shuffle in the black birthed a shape—tall, hunched, but unbroken. Eyes agleam with cold fire, veiled by a hood of crow feathers painted with age’s pallor. Skin taut, etched in runes, almost translucent beneath flickering torchlight.

“Who comes to break the sleep of kings?”

Kerr stepped forward. “Kerr, son of Harald Iron-Hand. We seek the blade to unmake the Raven Queen.”

The figure’s breath rattled like wind in an empty cairn. “All come for weapons, none for wisdom. What would you sacrifice to win what cannot be held?”

Kerr’s gaze never wavered. “My name, my future, if the clans are spared this blight.”

“Would you bear burden as did the first Wolf, whose soul was split to forge peace among men, and damnation among gods?”

Freyja interjected, “We come not for theft, but for restitution. The raven’s line is poisoned—its queen, Ylva, wields only what she stole from you.”

The guardian peered at her, voice echoing like a stone dropped in a well. “She is the last daughter of the usurped line—the Raven’s scion, born from fire and shadow. Her power corrupted what was meant to bind, not break. Long ago, Wolf and Raven together smothered a greater darkness. Now, division feeds its return.”

Behind, the two warriors shifted uneasily; Inga studied the guardian’s hands—long, ringed by tattoos—one clutching a rod of petrified wood, the other trailing an iron chain.

The crypt’s gate yawned, rune-carved and warded. “None enter save the Death-Walker, and the one who has lost more than half himself.”

Kerr nodded. “It is me.”

The others stood aside as Freyja and Kerr passed through. The guardian intoned, “Name your wound to the dead.”

Kerr’s voice shook. “I have lost kin by sword, bride by fire, hand by honor, trust by necessity.”

The gate opened. Cold fire swept over Kerr and Freyja—a moment’s agony, a memory of all that ever hurt, then a nothing deeper than sleep.



They stood in a round chamber, walls inked with mural and rune. Beneath the domed roof, a dead king—half man, half something older, crowned in bone and silver—sat before a blackened forge. Bones circled the anvil, each bound with twisted rings of lead. At the king’s feet, a broken sword embedded in stone, runes crawling up its blade as if alive.

Freyja staggered, hand on the murals. “Here—the feuding of wolf and raven, their pact made for love and war, torn apart by pride. Here, the birthright of the Raven Queen—a girl marked by prophecy, warped by the desire to overcome the darkness alone. Long ago, she stole this blade’s twin and turned its spells to her own heart’s bitterness.”

Kerr knelt by the blackened steel, tracing its hilt. The dead king’s empty gaze bore into his soul. “What do I do?”

The guardian’s voice whispered through the dust. “It must be forged anew. But magic and vengeance alone cannot make a true blade. The smith must offer more than blood—a piece of life, a hope abandoned.”

Kerr’s jaw set. “What is given?”

“Lay your hand on the anvil, Wolf. Let memory break you and shape you. Speak the names of those you failed to save.”

Kerr’s hand splayed over cold iron. Fire leapt from the forge unnatural, blue-white, licking memory and flesh alike. Images rose: Kerr’s father’s death-cry in the marsh; his wife’s eyes as the roof caved in flames; Fjorgard burning; Eirik staggering bloody, Inga lost in snow, banners torn. Ylva—her face then, her face now, transformed and cruel, eyes black as endless night.

He screamed—shame, pain, love, hate all surged through him. The fire demanded more. Kerr thought of surrendering—yielding to death or oblivion—but Freyja’s voice cut and steadied him: “You carry not only the dead, but every hope spurned by blood. Bind them here.”

Kerr pressed harder, feeling wolf and raven warring in his heart. A final surge: he let go of vengeance, let go of certainty, let go of every future he’d ever pictured. When silence fell, the fire withdrew, and in its place the blade was whole: steel blue-black, runes glowing faint and gold. The wolf, the raven, the mountain—etched together at last.

Freyja whispered, “Wyrm-Tongue. Born again in your hand. Carry it, not as a curse, but as a reckoning.”



As they left, the tomb shook—a groaning quake deeper than thunder. Above, cracks snaked through stone. The guardian’s voice echoed as dust rained down: “With every gift, a debt is due. The darkness beneath stirs—see that you use what you have won, lest history eat itself again.”

They staggered out, clutching sword and one another, as stone collapsed. The air above was a little brighter—dawn splitting the mouth of the cave with battered gold. They looked east, toward the moot and smoke, knowing each heartbeat brought Ylva’s army closer. Omens twisted in the clouds, ravens wheeling alongside the ghost of a wolf. For the first time in many nights, Kerr’s grip on the new-forged sword felt both heavy and light—the burden of survival, and a faint hope that doom might yet be met with blade, wisdom, and all the pain of the past forgiven.

Their descent from the mountain was silent save for the whisper of runes in the snow and the knowledge that nothing, now, could ever be as before.



  
    Fury on the Fjord

    
    
  
  

Dark above the fjord, the storm clouds twisted low, swallowing the line of water and mountain in leaden shadow. The snow-lashed wind pressed hard from the sea, howling like a dirge for the bold. All day, crows had circled, blackening the sky above the battered Valskar moot. Kerr watched the gathering night with a wolf’s patience, hand wrapped about the grip of his notched axe, ear tuned for any shiver on the air. Inside what passed for council, firelight flickered across hollow cheeks; each face marked by famine and defeat, each heartbeat strung taut as a bowstring.

When dusk bled into black, Kerr rose.

“No more defending like penned lambs. The Raven’s war-fires eat what’s left of us. If we die, let it not be as sheep, but claws bared at her throat. Tonight, we move.”

Eirik looked up from a fletched arrow, his bruised face shadowed. “If we strike—strike the marrow. The convoy lines, the stores by the strand.”

Hrawg, propped on a battered shield, barked, “Your men run lean, Wolf. If too many fall on this foray, we’ll not last another moon. And the Skjald still remember debts not paid in blood.”

“Debt be damned,” Inga snapped, scar taut along her jaw, “If the alternative is chains.

The Sundr captain, gaunt and fox-eyed, hissed, “Even a wolf must beware the bite that comes from behind, not just the raven’s talon.”

Kerr met all eyes in the ring, his glare leveled not for show, but for faith. “You who ride tonight—Skjald, Fjorn, Valskar. When the moon is rimed over, we strike south along the ice, hit the Raven’s supply trains by the fishery outposts. Burn what we can’t take. Take what you can’t eat. At the first call of the horn, you run, not for honor, but survival.”

Freyja, lurking just beyond the tongue of light, muttered a warning: “The omens are thick—shadows clutching the moon, fire unseen by living eyes. Tread carefully, or the price will be more than wounds.”

Kerr only nodded, hard as bedrock. “The Raven Queen offers no bargains. If we stay, we starve. If we flee, she hunts us as prey. I choose neither.”

He pulled his battered pelt tighter and limped to the muster.



The war-band drew together in silence. Valskar, Skjald, Fjorn—shivering, hungry, most for the first time fighting alongside old blood-enemies. Thirty blades, less than half the might once mustered at the moot. Banners hidden, faces smeared with black ash, they took their oaths in the dark: not for glory, but for kin.

The world was a knife-edge of ice as the company crossed the ravaged snowfields, boots muffled, weapons wrapped in battered pelts. Inga walked point, eyes darting, recalling every map she’d learned as child, tracing the shore of her own memory as much as the land. Eirik slid between shadows, bow strung and quiver heavy. Hrawg, favoring his wounded leg, kept pace with iron resolve—and the threat that if the Wolf blundered, he’d be the first to claim command.

A sound—a distant yelp, a crash in the thicket—halted their progress. Close-set ranks cut low. Kerr’s gesture sent two Skjald creeping into the firs. Minutes passed. The Skjald returned, faces pale.

“Raven scouts. Dead—by whose blade, we can’t tell.”

Eirik knelt, finding black-fletched arrows buried in snow by the bodies. “They kill their own for failure. Or to cull the weak—see how the tracks double back.”

Freyja, hunched in her furs, whispered, “Ravens turn on kin, when hunger sharpens. But danger’s closer. The wind is wrong.”



By deepest night they reached the shore of the fjord, where Raven supply sledges, heavy with grain and weapons, rumbled southward guarded by shrouded shadows. Fire gleamed on plank roads built hastily over the ice, stretching like veins from the forest’s edge to a pair of distant, torch-lit huts. Beyond, frost-chained boats creaked on the shore, Black Raven banners fluttering above crates of pilfered axes and barrels of meal.

Kerr signaled: two squads to the sledges; one to the huts. His heart pounded with the old predator’s thrill—the knowledge that only action would feed their dying kin another day.

Inga led her Fjorn and two Valskar, knives drawn. Eirik, with Hrawg just behind, slipped to the pier. Kerr chose three Skjald and stalked for the stores.

The attack unfurled with sudden, frigid violence.

Hushed blades cut throats; arrows found vital shadows. The first Raven guard dropped with hardly a sound; the second screamed—blowing the horn before Kerr split his skull. Inga wrestled with a hulking scout and drove her knee up, breaking the man’s jaw before her knife slid between ribs. Eirik loosed three arrows in three heartbeats—one shattering a lantern, dousing the path in darkness, another pinning a foe to the sledge. Skjald poured oil across the sledges and put torch to them. The stores flamed, billowing oily smoke into the blue-black heavens.

But the alarm had been raised. Horns blared from up the hillside—black plumes rising as more Raven warriors surged into view. Behind the burning storehouses, a flurry of shouting and cursed oaths.

“Back! To the boats!” Kerr howled.

Dozens more Black Ravens pressed from the tree-line—strange markings glittering on faces, axes smeared with something tarry and reeking. Their champion bellowed words in old Kvennish, sounding half-spell, half-curse. Eirik and Hrawg formed a rearguard, holding fast as fleeing allies slung sacks of saltfish over shoulders. The Skjald hesitated—one fell, gutted at the hut’s door, the others dragging him, cursing Kerr for the cost.

Steel met steel, axes rent flesh. Kerr dropped one foe, staggered by a glancing stroke across the brow. Two Skjald fell beside him, screaming. Inga, her hair alight from sparks off a burning keg, fought off a warrior twice her size, her blade lost—just fists and teeth remaining, she bit, tore, scrambled free, his blood hot on her frozen lips.

At the boats, the Fjorn captain—only a boy, face raw as baby snow—caught an axe in the thigh. Eirik stayed with him, fighting off two more Ravens, cursing all folly and fate, till he could drag the lad aboard.

“Row, damn you!” Hrawg bellowed, shoving Fjorn and Skjald alike into frostbitten hulls. Kerr was last to launch, foam freezing where his boots hit the shore. Raven arrows clattered on the planks; two more men died, one sliding into the slush, another vanishing with a spear through his back.

The boats slipped into dark. Oil fires blazed behind them—Raven stores roaring skyward as the allied raiders rowed half-mad with exhaustion and terror. Blood dripped over oar-handles, shadows slumped where warriors bled out at the thwarts. Smoke and embers chased them down the black water. Only when bone-numb and out of range did they slacken, collapsing into a silence thick with grief and adrenaline.



When they made shore miles upriver, the tally was grim. Eight men lost, four more bad-wounded, and only two sledges’ worth of grain and salted meat wrested from the inferno. The Skjald bickered, blaming Kerr—in the same breath mourning their own and swearing vengeance for every blow sparred or slight endured. Fjorn warriors spat at the Skjald, the threat of dissolution bright behind every curse.

Hrawg, pressing a rag to his side, staggered to Kerr. “Was this victory, Wolf?” His voice broke on the last word. Kerr met his stare, wearied. “It was the only choice left.”

Eirik sat, hands shaking. “More will die tomorrow. The Ravens will not forgive. We bought a day’s bread—no more.”

Freyja, huddled in the ruined prow, shivered suddenly. “Their Queen knows. The runes are twisted now—her vengeance comes on frost and wings. Pray tonight, if you’d see another dawn.”

Inga, still bleeding from a cut across her temple, huddled at Eirik’s side. “We survived—together. For now.”

Overhead, a streak of fire crossed the cloud-choked sky—whether meteor, omen, or the flash of Ylva’s witchery no one dared say. But when the coalition limped back to the battered moot at sunrise, what remained of hope was battered more ragged than ever.

Throughout that day, the wind wailed and warriors dug shallow graves for kin lost on the ice, the moot trembling with rage, grief, and suspicion. Skjald threatened to withdraw. Fjorn accused Valskar of cowardice and the Skjald of murder in retreat. Only the Sundr—too few to matter, now—remained sullen and watchful. There was no feast, no song, only the business of surviving another hour.

As dusk gathered once more, ravens massed on the highest timbers, staring down at the battered survivors. Black shapes circled, croaking out their judgment, as flames guttered low and the northern night set its icy jaws on all beneath it.

Kerr sat by the ring-fire—blade across his lap, face raw with new wounds—wondering whether unity was only another word for shared doom.

Behind him, the snow drifted deeper, and the night pressed tight—a silence broken only by the distant, mocking sound of witches laughing on the wind.





  
    Hearts in the Storm

    
    
  
  

They slept in shifts beneath battered furs, a circle hewn small by famine and fear. Barricades of splintered wagon and blackened shield hemmed the moot like a wound tied off against rot, and above, the sky groaned with the threat of more snow—a lid lowering, cold and final, upon all hearts below.

Eirik had the second watch, his feet numb despite triple wrappings of rag and hide. Beyond the meager ring of firelight, wind toyed with snow-shrouded corpses, rattling scraps of torn standard and the wolf-skull mounted askew above the torn gate. The wind that came from the dark sounded almost alive—laughter, moan, mockery. Each hour brought new cries: a babe fussing, a man fever-mad, ravens scrapping above the corpse-ditch.

He looked not at the black heart lying at the council stone—Ylva’s grisly token, now frozen solid as the oath-scars on Kerr’s fist—but east, where Inga rose from slumber and slipped through the sleeping bodies, careful as a thief in the night. Her cloak was ragged, fur lined with dried blood; her face, drawn but defiant, hungry as the rest, but fierce in a way no famine could break. They met by the old wain, where the shadow of Freyja’s runes seemed to press them together and apart at once.

“Inga,” he whispered, glancing back at sleeping forms—Kerr’s, still, save the subtle flinch of old wounds; Hrawg’s, growling through half-dreamt threats; two Skjald, heads pressed close in muttered quarrel. “Every hour here is borrowed. If the storm lifts, I must go with Kerr to parley. But my heart—”

She gripped his hand so tight his knuckles ached. “Your oath is to him, but your soul—does it know where it belongs?”

She leaned into him, heat drawn from hope alone. Her breath steamed as she whispered, “Tell me your heart, Eirik. Before I am forced to choose for us both.”

He kissed her, quick but hungry, the taste of salt and ash and longing. “If there was peace, you and I would run from here to the world’s end.”

Inga pulled away with a grim smile, pain in her eyes. “But there is no peace. I cannot abandon my father—not while he needs me to remember why we ever fought. The Wolf’s war is not mine… but you are. Yet if it comes to blade or blood, will you stand between me and your chief?”

Eirik could not answer. For a breath, the storm outside the palisade seemed to hush, expectation curling along their skin. An oath, fragile as frost, sparked between them.

“I would stand between you and the world,” he said, voice rough. “But the world is not kind to those who cross lines drawn in blood.”



It was Freyja who woke them before dawn, her eyes red-rimmed and seeing too much. She stood at the fire’s rim, the runes on her palms glowing faint as snowlight. “The bonds fray,” she said, voice like brittle ice. “Souls twine too close and too far. The gods notice love almost as quickly as betrayal, Eirik. You must remember that prophecy is rarely made for the comfort of one alone.”

Inga stiffened, her dagger half-drawn beneath the cloak. Eirik held her back, voice low. “If the gods wish to strike me down for loving, let them do so after the ravens are routed.”

Freyja shook her head, more sadness than judgment. “The storm will test you both. Already kin accuse kin—the Skjald and Fjorn quarrel over scraps, some say the Wolf’s food is rationed unfair. Someone must pay before hunger does.”



The council that morning was grim. Hrawg, propped by his daughter, argued with Fjorn’s new captain, voice as rasped as whetstone over steel. “You say we took your grain, but my men eat less than the rats. Perhaps you mistook our dead for thieves?”

The boy-captain, cheeks hollow, bristled. “We lost two night past—your thegns were seen near the store.”

Kerr stood between them, weariness hanging off him like ill-fitting mail. His wounded hand shook as he grasped his axe. “Enough. If anyone accuses, let them show proof. We cannot shed more blood, not unless we mean to die over an empty bowl.”

A Skjald, old and limping, spat at the snow. “If we wait for proof, we starve. If we strike out, the Queen wins. Either way—”

The words faded as the wind rose, thick with the scent of carrion and distant smoke. Eirik caught Inga’s eye: division was a livid wound, and trust bled quickest of all.



That night, the violence finally broke its leash. A Skjald youth with a stolen loaf was cornered by two Fjorn, who beat him bloody at the very gates. The Skjald answered with drawn steel, and only Kerr’s roar forced space between the bloodied bodies. “Next man to swing, I flay myself. Then beg the Queen for swift death, for she does her work slower!”

Eirik dragged the youth aside, pressing snow to the wounds. The boy’s eyes, bright with terror, fixed on his own kin, not his enemies. Inga ran to the Fjorn captain’s aid. For a moment, the battered Wolf’s army seemed a pit of feral dogs, the world’s last hope gnawed down to bone and grudge.

Later, by the embers, Eirik found Inga shivering, tears freezing on her cheeks. “This is not what I dreamed of, when I thought of North’s unity,” she said. “If death is the price, why do they all cling so hard to misery?”

He held her, cradling her head against his shoulder. “Because hope, even dying, is brighter than ash.”

She whispered, “If I must betray the Skjald for you, promise me it will mean something. Promise me, even if you must lie.”

“I will,” he said, though pain laced every word. “Whatever comes, I will find you—even if I have to take the Wolf’s wrath for it.”



Two nights passed with little sleep and less food. The mood in the moot grew brittle as windscoured glass. Eirik, torn between duty and longing, caught rumors meant for poison—Inga’s loyalty was now in question, and some muttered of sending her to Ylva as a pawn or atonement.

He begged Kerr for leniency in private. “She’s not a traitor, lord. Her counsel may be sharper than her axe, but she starves and bleeds beside us, not with the ravens.”

Kerr looked on him long, silent; in his eyes flickered a loneliness greater than anger. “I once thought my own heart could outpace fate. You still believe love will buy us mercy in the dark. Perhaps you’re right to try.”

He clasped Eirik’s shoulder in rough camaraderie. “But remember—if unity cracks, it will not matter if the world ends for love, or pride, or famine. The dead care little for our reasons.”

Something in Kerr’s tone struck Eirik as final—a warning, or a blessing.



The next dawn, the moot’s council ring was upended by fresh violence: a Skjald elder struck down by poison in his broth, fingers blackened before the final breath. Panic swept the camp; cries of witchcraft, vengeance, and betrayal surged. Hrawg’s fury was legend, but his grief at his kin’s collapse gutted what remained of his pride.

Soon, suspicion fell on Inga: a girl seen leaving the stores, a pot overturned, whispers of divided loyalty. Freyja intervened, her calm chilling. “You will not touch the Skjald maiden for the crimes of devils unseen. This poison was brewed by hands that know suffering—the Queen’s, not ours.”

Still, the murmur persisted. Eirik seized upon a chance—he claimed he’d seen a Sundr slip from the storeroom that night, weaving a tale of mischief and dark bargains, drawing attention from Inga.

He lied for her—knowing the price: his honor, his standing with Kerr, the trust of all but the only woman whose life meant more than his own. When the Sundr woman was questioned and denied all, the moot split anew, arguments fraying to chaos. But Inga’s life was spared.

That night, she stole to Eirik’s side, her voice a shudder. “You damned an innocent to save me.”

He took both her hands. “Tomorrow, I pay the price. But we will have tomorrow together, which is more than most.”

They swore a secret oath in the snow, carving runes into the frost with a broken arrowhead—bound, not by clan or blood, but by hunger and hope, and the understanding that all bargains in the storm are paid for twice.



Eirik spent the morning alone at the edge of the ruined wall, staring into the wind, deaf to the camp’s accusations. For a time, Freyja crouched beside him.

“I see what you sacrifice: honor for love. You have chosen, as men do, to risk all for one. But beware, Eirik. The gods watch. The Queen is not the only shadow in this valley.”

He nodded, no words left to spare.



Kerr stood sentinel at the moot’s heart, shoulders stooped with loneliness, his wounds open for all to see. Above him, ravens circled, patient as prophecy. The Wolf carried the hope of the clans—the last kind left: that love and loyalty might yet hold, even as the storm closed in, bearing hunger, betrayal, and the promise of a dawn few would live to see.





  
    Shadows Over the Lake

    
    
  
  

The blizzard struck swift and sly, sliding down from the north on the breath of midnight. By dawn, the moot awoke to a world of white silence, the lake vanished beneath plate-glass ice veined by ancient fissures. The hush, so often a balm, pressed heavy on the battered tents—no gulls screamed, no trees moaned. The only sound: the patient crack of branches bent beneath wet snow, and, closer, the coughs of sleep-starved men.

Kerr the Wolf was already at the lakeshore before first light, the cold like old nails biting through his wounds. He paced to keep the blood in his toes, eyes drawn always to the desolate sweep where the Black Ravens might stir. Beyond the battered Valskar camp, the huts of the Fjorn huddled in a crescent, half-swallowed by banks of blown snow.

It was here the boy found him, breath ragged, eyes round as moons.

“Chief Kerr! At the shore—there’s blood—Elder Torin’s gone!”

Steel was drawn before sense. In a flurry of boots and warnings, the Valskar and Fjorn crashed toward the water’s edge. Hrawg’s guttural curse rolled through the storm as Skjald warriors joined, axes out, faces grim with suspicion.

There, stamped in powdery drifts and splashed beneath a rune-stained birch, the grim tableau waited: two pools of blood staining the crusted snow, a torn grey cloak, and a battered brass torc—Elder Torin’s, unmistakably, the runes dulled by frozen gore. No body. Only clawed furrows led out onto the ice, vanishing into the wind.

Seeress Freyja arrived, drawn by the tang of iron in the air. She crouched, one hand splayed over the bloody markings. Her lips moved, a prayer or a warning. The other clansfolk hung back, wary of her sightless gaze and her proximity to the world of unquiet spirits.

Hrawg shoved forward, boots crunching. “Who saw Torin last?” he barked. "Which of you was with the Fjorn last night?"

Murmurs followed, bitter and quick. The boy claimed Torin had supped by the Skjald fire—trade talk, he said—then wandered out into the dusk to smoke a pipe, vanishing between the Sundr tents.

A Sundr warrior spat. “We saw nothing. Maybe the Skjald took what fight they couldn’t win with steel!”

“Easy to blame, when your hands never stray far from a coin purse," growled a battered Jotunstag. “Or should we speak of the Sundr’s vanished scouts, too?”

Tension pulsed. The moot’s hard-won unity, already battered by loss and hunger, cracked at the edges. Kerr raised his voice. “No man lays blame without proof. Eirik—take a party. Find where these tracks end. Skjald, Sundr, Valskar—one from each, or I’ll have you all answering to the gods for what comes.”

—

Snow muffled every step as Eirik led his searchers around the twisted pines, boots searching for signs in drift. Inga was at his flank, her jaw grim, her eyes drifting to where the last scuffle of Torin’s footprints iced over the lake.

They traced a stagger—dragging, two sets at first, then only one. All at once the prints ended, replaced by a strange disturbance in the snow: a swirl of black feathers, a pattern scraped in the ice like runes—a wheel, curling inward.

A Skjald youth whistled, fear sharp in his voice. “No beast makes that mark. Nor any man I know.”

Eirik stooped, insensible to the wind. "These are taloned tracks—see? And here—blood, not just Torin’s. Something’s wrong."

They found no corpse. Only more feathers tangled with a lock of pale hair.

Freyja drifted up, heedless of the swirl. Her staff brushed through the marks, and her face blanched with unspoken horror. “Old magic speaks here. Blood was spilled to open a door. He is not merely dead.”

Inga, glancing sharply at Freyja, hissed under her breath, "Are you certain it is not trickery? Fear feeds on omen when men are desperate."

“Would you trust the truth, girl, if it led only to the edge of night?” Freyja replied. Eirik’s hand hovered near Inga’s, a comfort neither dared show.

Back at the moot, the council gathered in the smoky hall. Each arrival brought new whispers, every face coiled with suspicion. Hrawg burst in first, voice booming over the crackling fire. “This is no accident, nor Raven’s whim. The Sundr were last to see him—how many debts do you owe Ylva?”

The Sundr chieftain, grey-browed, shot a look of venom. “We give nothing to crows but threats. You Skjald, though—did you not say Torin owed you gold?”

Tempers snapped like thawed bowstrings. A Skjald thegn barked at a Sundr archer, blades half-drawn. A Jotunstag woman raised her shield in warning.

Kerr slammed his fist on the table. “ENOUGH! If we bleed each other, the Ravens walk over our bones before sunrise.”

But the accusation would not die. Men whispered of strange shadows near the lake last night. Someone had seen Inga near Torin’s tent—or said they had. Sundr accused Skjald of seeking vengeance for defeat at the moot. Even Eirik’s loyalty was knit with doubt when he took Inga’s side too swiftly in debate.

Kerr moved between factions, jaw set. "Who profits with Torin dead? Not the Skjald, nor Sundr, nor Raven—unless we break."

Yet every man measured his rivals anew. Hands drifted to hilts in the hallways. The Fjorn eyed the Skjald with wolfish hunger; Jotunstag whispered that the Sundr had always played both sides, and now, perhaps, the Black Ravens walked beneath stolen cloaks.

Seeress Freyja, voice thin but commanding, called to the embers. “There is burden neither steel nor suspicion can lift. I see the hand of old curses, of dark bargains struck above and below. Test every soul—but recall that sometimes the shadow behind you is your own.”

Old feuds flared in her words. Two Sundr clashed with Valskar over a disputed loaf; blood spotted the table. Kerr broke them apart, cursing, but Inga stepped between her father and a Skjald thegn, voice sharp with old wounds. “If you accuse the living, do not forget the dying. None here is so clean.”

Night fell, and with it, more violence. Fires flared in two camps—tents burned, men fought in the dark. An arrow landed in the snow beside the moot hall, black-fletched and marked with a rune that none could read but all feared. The defenses, built for outward threats, nearly failed from within.

Kerr retreated outside, breath ragged, Eirik at his side. “This is how we fall,” the Wolf said, voice hollow. “No need for Ravens when every heart here runs black.”

Eirik’s reply was bitter. “They want us broken by our own hand. Perhaps they have already won.”

Through it all, Inga wandered, her movements watched and weighed, her spirit coiling tighter with every whisper. Eirik found her at the lake, alone, staring across the mirrored ice. His words were little comfort to the fear in her eyes.

Within the hall, Freyja built a ring of bone and twig at the fire’s edge. She burned root and feather, summoning truth or ward against lies. The smoke curled green, then black—omen of secrets deeper than the lake. “There are ravens in the hearts of men,” she warned. “And the witch who calls them is closer than the moon.”

By dawn, the clans were broken into wary knots—no closer to Torin’s fate, the wound in their trust bleeding raw. Every eye hunted enemies, phantom and real, while outside, the army of the Raven Queen gathered, emboldened by the chaos within. The last glint of hope guttered in the wind, as the shadow of the lake grew long and uneasy beneath the watchful gaze of circling birds.





  
    Blood on the Frost

    
    
  
  

The icy wind tore at flesh and banners alike as Kerr and his chosen returned from the mountain’s barrow: feet numb, eyes ringed with exhaustion and awe. They bore with them Wyrm-Tongue—ancient steel redrawn with fire and wolf’s bone, runes still weeping cold light. Freyja’s face was hollowed by ordeal, Eirik’s limp more pronounced, Inga’s gauntlet stained from cutting her own palm in the rites. Their arrival at the ruined moot was no triumph, but a shivering hush: what few had waited for hope gathered at the gates, seeing in the reborn blade and the survivors a sign, or a last haunting.

Yet the night allowed no time for wonder. Word came with a Fjorn sentry on trembling legs: “They march—Ravens in full, drums and witch-lights. They come with dawn!”

Kerr wasted no words. The battered clans—Valskar, Skjald, remnants of Fjorn and even the haunted Sundr—were roused to arms again. All night, the defenders stacked ruined carts, hammered shattered shields into barricades, salted the snow with lines of pitch and stone. Freyja limped from gate to gate, weaving runes with shaking hands. At the edges, the caw of ravens formed a dark chorus; none watched the stars, for the sky gave only a low, sullen bruise as Ylva’s army pressed near.

Just before first light, the wind stilled—a breath held by gods or fate or doom itself. Kerr strode the line, Wyrm-Tongue on his shoulder, and met each haggard eye. Inga hovered near the Skjald; Eirik braced what Sundr lingered, lips blue, blade bright. Halvard’s captain—Hrolf, the boy with the ancient shield—stood at the fore of the Fjorn, face set in sorrow, bravery shining through fear.

“We hold till the last!” Kerr called, voice slicing the cold. “Let raven wings break against wolf-teeth and old stone. No more running.”

The battle began not with a horn, but a sudden, unnatural hush—then shrilling flutes, then the crash of steel. Ylva’s Black Ravens swept from the birch and pine, shields held high, axes and firebrands burning with mad color. Sorcerers clad in crow-feather mantles hurled frost and flame at the barricades; arrows whined; the world combusted.

The clans fought as frenzied as beasts. Hrawg, arm bound in bloody cloth, broke a Raven line with the butt of a waraxe. Skjald shields locked with Valskar spears, holding while the first surge battered and broke. The Sundr archers peppered the flank as Freyja screamed curses into the wind, her words turning runes blue on the scorched snow.

Kerr was everywhere, Wyrm-Tongue clearing a path—its new magic burning freezing lines where enemies fell. He slashed, ducked, dragged wounded men from the line, the wolf-bone blade shrilling as it drank. Beside him, Eirik deflected a dart meant for Kerr’s throat, his sword breaking a Raven’s cheek. For a moment, hope flickered: a circle of unity and fury, holding against the black storm.

But Ylva’s power was a tide. Their dead rose in the Ravens’ wake—witchfire animating the fallen, hands clutching at ankles, faces twisted with last terror. The sorcerers flung bolts of ice, freezing a Skjald shieldwall into grotesques; the fences broke, Ravens poured through, slaughter seething at the heart of the moot.

Inga, hemmed by four enemies, screamed for her father. Hrolf—Halvard’s captain—raced to her, shield upraised. An axe-blade rang off his mail; he staggered but advanced, dragging her clear, fending off blows meant for her heart. Inga slipped, fell; Hrolf took a hammer-blow to the jaw, then another to the ribs. Even on his knees, he covered her body with his shield, shoving her aside as two Ravens hacked into him, axes crunching through fur, flesh, bone.

Kerr, sweeping back a knot of enemies, saw the moment: Hrolf’s blood misting the dawn, his dying gasp a sob—“Go! Live for the fjords!”—as Inga, battered but alive, was dragged clear by Eirik. The boy’s shield shattered, his lifeblood soaking the snow in steaming arcs.

Rage had a taste: bitter, metallic, turning all warmth to ash. Kerr howled—wolf and man at once—charging the murderers, Wyrm-Tongue cutting them down in a splatter of gore. For an instant he fought mad, but not mad enough to save the boy he hardly knew, who had chosen the fate of heroes—forgotten by songs but bright in memory.

The lines wavered. The Ravens pressed on as the moot’s defenders drew closer, backs to the last ruined walls. Eirik and Inga, grim with shock and loss, dragged wounded beyond the barricade. Hrawg collapsed, only the weight of his own rage holding him upright. The Skjald, seeing their old chief falter, closed ranks with Valskar, voices rising in curses meant to shame the sun.

In the heart of the melee, Freyja bled at the rune-altar, her spirit flickering; her spells burned out of control. Runes sparked from her staff—fire and frost mingling in unnatural union, stalling the sorcerers but threatening to blind her mind forever. She screamed invocations at the sky as witches and dead alike faltered under her wrath.

By midday, red smoke curled above the moot; the snow ran with blood and grease. Ravens died, but so too did kin—too many to count. The Fjorn’s remnant was ended, save the youngest and one old crone too stubborn to kneel. Hrolf’s broken body was all that remained to mark that the Fjorn fought to the last.

As the sun crawled low, the Black Ravens withdrew—Ylva herself riding to the rise, cloak smeared with flame and frost. She surveyed the ragged defenders, eyes bright as starless ice, then turned and vanished into the darkening line of the wood, leaving behind only the silence of loss and the stink of sorrow.

Kerr knelt over Hrolf’s shattered form, cold snow melting beneath the press of his grief. He did not weep—his voice was gone, his eyes dry. Eirik, bloody and battered, placed a hand on Kerr’s shoulder. “His name will be sung, Wolf. But it is left to you to mourn him—vengeance and memory both.”

Kerr rose, mouth a raw line. He staggered through the ruined moot—nods of battered kin, wounded friends, children sobbing into scarred hands. He called the clans to gather, voice wrecked. “Let the dead be counted. And mourn! But at sunrise, carve the names in blood—upon the snow, upon the Raven’s heart. No peace stands now, but vengeance, or nothing.”

Night fell, bitter and restless. Inga sobbed alone by the frozen well. The clans built a pyre from broken arrows and shields for the fallen. Hrolf was laid atop, his sword at his chest, eyes closed by Eirik’s hand. Freyja, spent, pressed a rune of peace to his brow and whispered words for which no translation lived.

Kerr stood apart, jaw clenched, staring into the pyre as flames clawed the sky. The first snowflakes drifted down, settling on ash and blood—unmaking the day, binding all sorrow beneath a new, colder world.





  
    Seeress' Prophecy

    
    
  
  

A silence thick as oil pressed against the cavern walls, muffling breath and heartbeat alike. In the wavering lantern glow, ancient bones cast elongated shadows, their contours suggesting swords, ravens, open-mouthed wolves. Freyja’s hand trembled on her staff; her lips parted, skin sheened with a cold, luminous sweat. The old figure—guardian of the tomb or spirit of the barrow—waited with eyes like glacier-fire, impassive. The earth beneath seemed to drum in time with blood, pulsing out of sight.

No one dared speak. Even Kerr, so often first among them for word or deed, felt fear nestling in his jaw, gnawing patience raw.

Into that fathomless hush, Freyja’s voice came—unbidden, thick with borrowed power:


“In the hush before the last fire, a choice is given: wolf and raven, hand and heart,
One must bleed the bond unbroken, one must offer what is most dear—
The wound that binds is the hope that wounds,
Only by blood freely poured can the curse be broken, and the night made memory.

See you the shadow: a wolf crowned in ash, a raven mourning at dawn.
A sword quenched not in steel, but in the heart’s own longing.

Betrayal and love coil like roots beneath snow—
One survives by sacrifice, or none survive but carrion and fame.”



The words fell in a hush that devoured all sound. No one breathed. The ancient guardian inclined its hood, approving or merely acknowledging, before receding out of the pool of torchlight, as if absorbed by the stone itself.

Freyja slumped, her cane rattling. Eirik and Inga caught her before she slipped to the barrow floor—her breath shallow, her eyes glazed.

Kerr knelt at her side, tension strangling his voice. "What did you see? Was that you, or the thing that haunts this place?"

Freyja’s pupils—pale, seeing and unseeing—found him, but her words came slow, the cadence of deep trance. “Not I alone. The old ones—wolf, raven, kin and foe—they speak with broken teeth. There is a path: not of blade only, but of blood—heart’s loyalty, heart’s surrender. A chieftain’s blood, spilled free, will unmake the Queen’s curse. But at the cost of what ties us—that which no steel can mend.”

Eirik’s face twisted. “You mean a sacrifice. One of us.”

Freyja nodded, fingers tightening against Inga’s cold wrist. “Willingly. And only at the hour of truest need—when all else is sundered and the world stands at the cliff’s edge.”

Inga drew in a shuddering breath. “Then there must be a price for peace... Death to buy a dawn.”

Kerr’s jaw clenched. Unspoken, all their eyes turned inward: the tally of their own loves, wounds, secrets. The cost of every moment that had wound toward this trap.

The barrow-hall began to shudder—whether with wind or spirit, no one later agreed. Torchlight flickered, runes pulsed on the walls like veins seen beneath thin flesh. The guardian’s riddle hung, half threat, half prayer.


	



They fled the underworld as the cold rose, stumbling into the pale, late-afternoon light. The wind cut the tears from their eyes, biting through every layer of resolve. Behind them, the mountain seemed to breathe, low and implacable.



At the moot, the returned party looked half-wraith, half-myth risen from the grave. The battered clans clustered round—the Skjald with faces like flint, the last Sundr and Jotunstag hunched by the flame.

Kerr spoke first, laying out the prophecy without flourish, without preamble. “The seeress has spoken. If we would see an end to this war—if Ylva’s shadow is to be broken—one of our blood, a chief of kin, must offer all: not from fear, nor coercion, but freely, before the dawn breaks on the field of final battle.”

Hrawg limped forward, hand clenched on his spear. “Another witch’s game! Is this not a southern trick to bleed us of what leaders remain?”

The new Sundr captain, thin from hunger and pride, muttered, “Why not save our own? Why wager on hope that asks the dearest price?”

A chorale of unrest rose: Jotunstag elders accused the Valskar of planning to trick others into the knife; the Fjorn murmured about their youth, too few to spare. Old grievances boiled up as blood sought escape from the fresh wound hope had become.

But others, Inga foremost, stepped forward. “Would you trade your children’s lives for pride, or do you cling so tightly to blood that you forget what it is to live?”

Freyja, propped between Eirik and a Skjald youth, spoke hoarsely, her body spent but gaze afire. “You mistrust prophecy because it grants choice, not certainty. But every choice denied us so far has only sharpened the knife at our throats.”

All night, arguments seethed. Kerr heard threats, pleadings, the moans of those who once prayed for a clean death. In the darkest hours, two more Sundr packed their meager bags, slipping toward the razed woods—gift or burden, none could yet judge. The senior Jotunstag proposed they send false tribute, trick the Queen with a scapegoat—a suggestion met with curdled laughter and Skjald curses.

Eirik and Inga found Kerr at the rim of the dying council-fire, the sky whirling snow overhead. “We cannot force this sacrifice on anyone, Kerr,” Eirik said quietly, the knot in his voice all sinew and pain. “If you swear to die for us, the power is lost. It must be choice.”

Kerr stared at the red spark of the embers, then up at them—at all the battered faces half-lit by flame.

“I do not know if my blood is enough. Or if my death can buy the future you want. But I will walk the prophecy’s path, pay its cost, if it means more than one life survives. No matter who is called, the bond will hold or all was for nothing.”

He raised his ruined hand, scars raw, and pointed to the night. “We do not wait for doom in our beds. We fight. If the gods demand a heart, so be it. Ours is the right to choose what is lost, and what endures.”

Freyja approached as the first crow settled on the ruined lintel, watching with midnight eyes. Her words, for Kerr alone, were a final whisper:

“Be sure you comprehend, Wolf. The gods will accept no trickery. The knife will find not only flesh, but hope and memory. The sacrifice must be freely given and freely grieved. Else darkness wins through all our efforts.”

Kerr met her sightless gaze, and for a moment—just a moment—he seemed to waver. Then he squared his shoulders and beckoned to his kin, voice steady:

“Let the dawn find us worthy or damned—but never yielding.”



In the darkness beyond, the wind caught the edges of the banners, twisting wolf and raven together. Somewhere deep in the mountain, something old and patient waited for destiny’s coin to fall.



  
    The Broken Pact

    
    
  
  

The dawn after the barrow’s ordeal bled thin and hopeless, casting gray light on a camp hollowed by hunger, fear, and secrets. The rescue party limped home beneath a shroud of silence; the wind carried no songs, only the coiled dread of judgment deferred. Shadows clung to every tent. Silk banners, stitched with wolves and crows, hung limp as unburied dead.

Kerr strode stiffly through the camp—Freyja’s words gnawing at his mind, the memory of the mountain’s guardian a continual ache in his chest. His hand still throbbed from the vision, his knuckles raw and battered. Eirik and Inga followed close, exchanging wary glances. Nothing in the world seemed stable now, not even the ground beneath their battered boots.

At the heart of the moot, he found turmoil already boiling. The Skjald and Sundr argued in shrill bursts, their words edged with exhaustion and loss. Near the broken storehouse, survivors of the Fjorn hunched tight about their captain, the boy whose cheeks seemed to hollow further with each day’s famine. The young captain would not meet Kerr’s gaze—even as rumors snaked around him: that some hidden pact had been struck, that traitors moved unseen as rats in the walls.

Hrawg led the shouts from the Skjald, shaking his crutch like a cudgel. “Where was the warning, Wolf? Raven banners struck at dawn—my own cousin slain, bow in hand! And yet, the Fjorn patrols were conveniently absent. Twice now our bread has vanished. Do you call this chance?”

Kerr raised scarred hands for calm, the effort more plea than command. “No one leaves this moot until truth is sown. I will have answers, not more graves.”

He turned on the Fjorn captain, searching the boy’s cracked blue eyes. “Speak, Guntar. What debt did you lay at Ylva’s feet?”

The captain’s jaw worked—denial and terror snared in his throat. “We had no bread left, Wolf. The old and women begged for mercy. Ylva’s scouts came in the night, offering gold, food—‘just open a way through the western ditch, hold back your men when the horn is called.’ Only two Fjorn were to stand aside when the sign came. My kin—I thought I could keep them from being butchered.”

At his confession, despair rippled outward. The Skjald spat in the snow. Sundr warriors shrilled oaths, some calling for Guntar’s blood. Others—mothers, the wounded, the weak—sagged in place, eyes wide with horror.

Kerr’s vision seemed to blur: the prophecy from the barrow, the shadows of the old pact, the threat of one betrayal shattering all. He wanted to condemn Guntar—wanted to seize the boy by his filthy collar and hurl him before the vengeful Skjald. Yet he remembered the hunger, the sightless pleading of those left to starve.

Hrawg thundered, “You have killed us! You dared raise bread above brotherhood? Our dead mount higher than your years, boy. There is no debt old enough to pay this treachery.”

Guntar dropped to his knees, sobbing, “Kill me if you must! Spare them—spare the Fjorn. I have nothing else to give.”

Freyja’s voice cut through the tumult. She stood at the circle’s edge, one hand clutching the runestaff. “This is the breaking spoken in dreams. One crack more, and the ice will split beneath us all. The wolf and raven danced once, and so must again, or all become bones beneath the snow.”

No one moved. Some muttered, others wept. The urge for vengeance seethed in the air, pressing on the battered remnants like a physical weight. Even Eirik looked at Kerr in silent appeal; Inga’s hands balled white on her skirt, her lips moving in soundless prayer.

Kerr took a ragged breath. “If we rend ourselves apart now, Ylva will need no sorcery to win. The Fjorn will pay for bread with service: you fight at the spear-point in every skirmish, and your name is first on the roll when tribute is claimed. You bled us, Guntar, and you will bleed with us henceforth.” His voice quavered, but did not break. “Blood for blood, not for pride—only for survival.”

No violent eruption—just the long, shuddering sigh of hope shriveling further. But the decision, for now, stemmed riot. The Skjald grimaced, the Sundr shook their heads; the Fjorn captain nodded, dust and snot streaking his chin. Kerr spat and turned from them all, bitterness a stone in his gut.



The price of betrayal was paid even before judgment finished. While the moot wrestled with the Fjorn’s treachery, chaos rippled through the defenses. Scouts called out: “Ravens in the storehouse! The snow is trampled—half the food’s gone!”

Warriors tumbled from their posts, chasing shadows that vanished into drifts. In the confusion, two Raven warriors, faces masked in soot and dead men’s mail, darted from the lower tents with bundles of stolen bread and meat. Sundr archers loosed arrows, but struck only smoke and empty air. Worse still, panic blossomed through the ranks—facing an enemy that could be anywhere, everywhere, and within.

Hrawg rounded on Kerr. “You see what mercy brings? The Skjald march for their own at dusk, with compacts drawn at sword-point. Your rule is empty as a raven’s nest!”

The threat hung—a knife in the throat of unity. For a frozen moment, it seemed the alliance would disintegrate with a single word. Only Inga’s shrill voice broke the tension:

“Enough! My father saw too many kin fall not to know what comes if you sever steel from steel. The ravens will not sort you by grudge when they descend. Remember what the witch said—one more break and there is no tomorrow.”

Eirik stepped forward, open-handing his sword hilt. “So what? Divide, and let Ylva claim what’s left, or die with wolf and spear alike?” He looked scornfully at the chieftains around him. “Choose, then: your old quarrels, or the ground to rot in together.”

The moot fell into sullen, fractured silence. Real unity was gone, replaced by a desperate truce ringed with suspicion and barbs. Freyja’s presence loomed over them, a reminder of the unkept prophecy, the cost unpaid, the gods’ patience draining.



Preparations for defense staggered on. Weapons were counted again, each clan keeping tally by their own sly arithmetic. Walls were shored with frozen mud and splintered beams. Freyja moved among the men like a vibration, her hand tracing runes on every spear and shield, though half the warriors eyed her with fear and anger.

Within the circle of flame, Kerr gathered those still loyal: Eirik, Inga, and even the shamefaced Guntar. Their war council was harsh, voices hushed but urgent.

“We trust no one outside this ring,” Kerr said. “Each patrol must have blood from all clans, three eyes for every shadow. If Ylva comes at dawn—with sorcery, with steel, with our own in her van—we stand. Fight for kin, not for flags.”

Inga offered a last thread of hope. “Let there be one oath, sworn now, that if any breaks faith—we kill them ourselves, and the gods mark us not as curs, but as those who chose defiance.”

Eirik grinned, lips split and red. “A poor oath, but the best we have.”

Each drew blade—Kerr’s cracked, Inga’s slim, Eirik’s battered, Guntar’s shaking—pressing the edges to frostbitten palms. Their blood steamed together, hissing on the fire, binding what was left of faith for the final stand.



As frost closed around the camp, word spread that Ylva’s banners rose along the eastern ridge—hundreds, perhaps more, their wolfskin cloaks dusted white where the ravens perched, endless and insatiable. Hope was not even named; only the hollow call of courage held the battered alliance upright.

Within the walls, the last children crawled into corners, muffling their whimpers. Elders sharpened sticks, memories of old feuds worn thin by hunger and dread. Warriors wrapped their arms around kin, not banners. Kerr moved among them—scarred hand outstretched, silent now—not as chieftain, but as last among equals, the Wolf against the dying light.

Above the battered moot, the ravens gathered, stroking the wind with their wings, hungrier than all men combined. They watched as blades were honed and oaths muttered, patient for the feast promised by the broken pact.





  
    Twilight of the Clans

    
    
  
  

The barrows loomed out of the snow, ringed in skeletal birch and ancient, listing stones—a crown of frost above the battered host of the North. Here, in the deep twilight that was neither day nor true night, the last of the Fjordland clans drew breathing space from the waiting dark.

They came with what little remained: six score fighters, a handful of mothers with knives tucked in skirts, youths and the broken walking on last reserves of will. Kerr stood at the apex of the mound, the reforged Wyrm-Tongue strapped across his shoulder, his cloak crusted in frost, his jaw blackened by grief and a will steeled past despair. Beside him, Inga stalked the rim of the mound, spear in hand, her face gaunt as hunger and twice as fierce. Eirik followed, silent and hollow-eyed, his hand never far from his sword. Hrawg, battered and bandaged, argued for the Skjald’s last scraps of pride—though even he limped now, pride wounded beyond mending. Near the barrow entrance, Seeress Freyja knelt with runes and stones in a ruined bowl, her hair and hands crusted with the dust of ancient bones.

The wind stank of ice and coming blood. Above, ravens circled in a black gyre, their shapes swelling the shadows, mocking any hope of dawn.



In the lee of the stones, Kerr walked the line—the last shieldwall the clans might ever build. The Skjald crooned an old death-song under their breath, every refrain an oath mending a hundred feuds. The Sundr, much reduced, whispered the names of missing kin into the ground. Among the Fjorn, the new captain, eyes rimmed red, set axes and torches in the snow, marking places for the dead before the battle even began.

Eirik stopped beside Inga, his voice a low growl lost beneath the wind. “If we fall here, let no song call us cowards.”

“No,” she breathed. “Let it call us stubborn fools—kin enough to spill blood on hallowed ground for each other.”

Kerr watched them, envy and pride twisting within. Tonight, all their chances ran thin as a shadow’s edge.

Freyja, finishing her mute labor, pressed her palm to the earth atop the barrow. “They listen,” she said in her shagged voice, heavy with the weight of listening ghosts. “They hunger for story, for justice. But our plea is frail beside hers.”



The ravens’ ring widened, then broke. From the north, through the last haze of falling snow, marched the Black Ravens. A forest of banners emerged—skeins of dead men’s hair, shields painted with sigils bleeding into white. Drums thudded, a heartbeat of doom. Ylva strode at their head atop a black horse, her cloak thrown back to show armor stitched with bone and jet. Her hair hung in black ropes; her eyes, catching the torchlight, flared with an echo of storm and fire and something old as folklore.

The ground itself seemed to resist her—frost lancing up at her horse’s legs, the wind battering her banners. Still she smiled, pale lips splitting in mirthless invitation.

She raised her hand. The drums stopped. Even the ravens stilled. “I am Ylva, dread-blood, Queen of the Last Winter. You, exiles and traitors, rootless sons and scraped-bone daughters, think you can hold old ground with names and memories. This barrow is a door. I am the key. Your ancestors built it for kings—but kings rot, and ravens grow fat.”

A shudder passed through the defenders. The Skjald shivered in dread, remembering tales told to frighten children.

Ylva leaned in the saddle, her gaze sweeping Kerr and the ragged shieldwall. “I offer the same mercy: kneel. Surrender, I will give you to the dead with honor. Resist, and I will open the door to every shadow that ever hunted you—all at once.”

Kerr answered, voice cracked but carrying: “We choose the living. Take your poison and choke on it.”

Ylva laughed. The torches on her side guttered as though starving for air. She muttered a word, sharp as breaking ice—and the world shuddered.



The boundary between sky and earth blurred. Midnight blue welled up from the old stones. A wind rose—not the north wind, but a cold out of legend, a night banished by the eldest gods. All sound stilled; colors leached to monochrome. Between the standing stones, shadows thickened, bending and twisting, birthing figures with faces like the dead—men in ancient arms, their mouths sewn with cords, women with hair of ice and fingers sharpened to black claws. The dead of the barrow, waked and woven.

Among the Raven host, a ragged chant took up—a cruel, ululating cry. The two lines met in dire silence, axes beating against shields, then crashing together with a fury untouched by the living’s memory.

Snow erupted red. The shieldwall held, just. Kerr and Eirik fought shoulder to shoulder, hacking and stabbing as figures emerged and vanished in the storm. Inga dragged Sundr and Skjald alike into the line, each desperate to keep the cold at bay for one more breath.

Among the chaos, Freyja chanted at the barrow’s crown. Her voice reached into the howl of the world. “Defend us, old kings! Wake, wolf and raven both—carry our oaths above the storm!”

The earth trembled. Blue fire guttered up from cracks in the barrow, swirling around her staff. The dead of Fjordland rose—forms pale and translucent, bearing axes and swords of ghost-light, locking arms beside their descendants. The lines between living and dead blurred—Skjald and Valskar fighting iron to iron, but now flanked by shadows of men and women lost a dozen generations gone.

Ylva, seeing this, howled a word that bent the air itself. “I am the reckoning kept from you by fathers’ lies. I am vengeance, not a crown!”

She leapt from her horse, her body contorting, the armor shrieking at her change. Her eyes turned full midnight, her hair became a mantle of smoke and tomb-dust. Shadows bent to her touch, congealing into a mask of wolf and raven both, her arms gloved in claws of void. The ancient power of the barrow and the hungry ghosts vied for supremacy.



Hrawg, battered and proud, limped forward, axe braced in one hand. “You will not take us like lambs, Queen! My brother fell to betrayal, but I fall to no shadow!” He charged, roaring the Skjald death-song.

Ylva’s shadow-beasts swept toward him, jaws gaping. Hrawg’s axe cut once—twice—before he was overwhelmed, his cry ringing out even as his frame vanished in a flurry of claws and ancient night. The sacrifice flowed through the clan—breaking some, hardening others. Inga screamed, rallying the Skjald in his stead.

Eirik and Inga found themselves back to back atop the mound, ringed by bodies and wraiths and shadows in riot. “I made you a promise,” Eirik shouted over the gale. “If we live, we make our own oath. If we die, we shame the gods for letting it be so.”

Inga clasped his hand, fingers slipping in blood. “Live, then. Die as kin, not as prey.”



Kerr forced his way through the melee, Wyrm-Tongue aglow with fire and azure. Ylva met him by the barrow’s mouth—the air around them torn by wind and the shriek of spectres.

Her face flashed human, then monstrous, then something old and genderless, every form a cloak for the hunger underneath. “Why do you fight, Wolf?” she asked, her voice a hundred ages’ worth of sorrow and rage. “Even your ancestors would not stand together. You sacrifice kin on the pyre of pride—so did I.”

Kerr, heavier for every loss, answered, “I fight because someday a child might walk these hills and remember we did not kneel.”

Ylva struck—darkness welling from her hand, lashing the sword from Kerr’s grasp. They wrestled not as man and queen, but as avatars—wolf and raven, steel and talon, fate and fury.

Above, Freyja cried a word in the tongue of barrow-kings. Light lanced from the mound, striking the two at the threshold: Kerr’s wounds blazed, Ylva’s shape writhing and smoking.

All around, men and dead fought shadow for shadow. Some fell, the life torn from them, only to rise again in ghost-form. Sundr mothers keened with voices that stirred the snow to new flurries. The air blazed with the song of the ancient North, and bled with the agony of the present.

At last, Kerr seized Wyrm-Tongue and drove it through the heart of Ylva’s shadow. She screamed—a noise that shattered the stones and silenced the battling dead. Her arms dissolved into feathers and dust.

But at the same moment, the mound shook. The dead, called forth, could not return easily. Freyja collapsed, spent. Eirik caught her before her head struck stone. Inga fell to her knees beside her father’s spirit, who gazed on her once before vanishing in the silver mist.

Kerr stood, half-mad with battle and loss. Ylva’s form faded, but her voice lingered, a prophecy: “The Queen gives her last: Spring comes only when the last wolf’s oath is kept. Watch the hills for ravens. Bury your dead, Wolf.”



The Black Ravens, leaderless, broke and ran. Their banners tore in sudden wind. The clans, decimated, ringed the barrow atop battered shields, eyes wild with the terror of what had been unleashed, and what had been stopped only by equal horror.

That night, the survivors built pyres not just for the fallen, but for the spells that bound them. Freyja’s body was placed atop the barrow, crowned with birch and cold gold, her staff shattered and cast upon the fire.

Kerr stood alone, mourning more than victory—lost kin, broken legends, a world changed forever beneath the twilight. Beside him Eirik and Inga held each other, wounded but bonded by the savagery and miracle they had survived.

Above, at last, the ravens circled wider and drifted north, away from the mound. And as the dawn broke, weak red in the east, not a single bird lingered to trouble the barrow’s hallowed ground.





  
    Legacy of the Wolf

    
    
  
  

The ash of battle still lay heavy on the barrow field. In the shallow dawn, gray and virgin, a silence stretched over the dead—kin and foe mingled in frozen repose. By the shattered stones, the survivors stood in tatters, every hand crimson, every eye hollow with the cost of legend thrust upon mortal frames.

Above, ravens circled but did not land, uneasy in the cold afterlight. For the first time in a generation, the wind did not carry their mocking calls. The Wolf and the Raven had bled, and the world waited, uncertain if dawn meant renewal or ruin.


	



Kerr knelt beside the last pyre—where the bones of Hrawg, Skjald’s great chief, smoked beside fallen warriors hemmed in ancient armor. His own wounds wept beneath filthy wraps; the blood of myth not quite enough to heal a man who had paid in memory for every dawn. To his left, Eirik braced himself on a spear, swaying slightly, exhaustion eating through sinew and oath alike. Inga, face drawn but steady, watched the horizon from the crest of the barrow, where the banners blew weakly—frayed symbols of tribes changed forever.

The dead were many—too many for rites, the ground too hard for graves. Instead, survivors dragged bough and bundle, building pyres round the stones where, but hours ago, battle and madness had shaken the old earth. Children fetched new torchwood, working in silence. Elders—what few remained—intoned prayers, their voices raising thin columns of hope and warning into the cold sky. No soul among them could say if they prayed to gods, ghosts, or the ancient, watching wolves.

Eirik looked to Kerr, voice rough: “Will you speak? For the dead, for what comes after?”

Kerr forced himself upright. The people—or what was left of them—gathered in a ragged half-circle, all waiting to be told what was paid, and if it had bought a future.

He faced them, fire catching once more on the wolf-bone torque at his throat, the scars on his palm raw as new seasons.

“Brothers, sisters—what is left to speak? You know what you have lost: sons, lovers, homes. Skjald and Valskar—we are remade by grief. Even the Raven, in her wrath, could not kill us all. We have bled for the right to live as kin, not cattle. If the gods linger, may they grant us this moment as seed for something better.”

His words spilled, unornamented. The Skjald, leaderless, lowered heads. The Fjorn captain, tears tracking through soot, nodded. From the Sundr, only a handful of women remained, their faces veiled, bearing stories too wounded to share aloud.

Inga moved beside Kerr, her cloak stitched with Skjald braid, and placed her hand upon Eirik’s. “It cannot be as it was. The future rises in this place, built with what blood we spare each other. Not with old scars, but with new promise. Let those who wish for vengeance follow the bones to cold; the rest must make a road for those yet to be born.”

Through the ashes drifted song: a Skjald lullaby, faltering, then joined by Valskar voices, then Fjorn. It was neither triumphant nor written for victory—simple notes to mark the passing of a season, of a world.


	



They found Ylva at the field’s edge. The Raven Queen’s corpse lay untouched by time or beast, as if the ground itself feared to claim her. Her hair spread like midnight across the ice; her hands folded as if in prayer. They heaped no stone, but Kerr, with Inga and Eirik at his back, knelt and pressed a blade, point-down, into the drifts at her side.

Freyja, her dead eyes reflecting cloud and fire, had spoken thus before she burned: ‘Bury power with respect, or it returns as famine.’ The Raven Queen’s eyes would haunt those who faced her, though her voice, so it seemed, would trouble the North no more. Still, a hush clamped the world as her last rites were made—burnt not as kin, nor as monster, but as one whose story had ended.

From the pyre’s edge, the last of the old seeress’s followers sent out a handful of black feathers on the wind. They circled, eddied, and vanished into the thawing sky.

“Will her curse pursue us?” asked a trembling boy.

Eirik answered—honest, defiant. “All curses fade, in the end. Or else become kin themselves.”


	



At midday, with the pyres spent, those who could still walk gathered in the broken moot-hall, ceilings gaping to the blue. It was colder within than out, but the struggle for warmth had given way to the necessity of peace. Inga, still streaked in the blood of kin, called the gathering to order.

“We are the last of those who stood at the barrow. There are no more Valksars only, or Skjald, or Sundr, or Fjorn—not enough to war as in the past. So let us forge now an oath to hold the rest of our lives. No other enemy remains—only hunger and the ghosts of old hate.”

The council was tense, wary. A Sundr woman spoke: “How do we trust, after all that has burned?”

Inga met her gaze. “You choose. Each day, every day. We share bread and watch each other’s back. We raise the young to remember—not for revenge. If we break, the world is done with us.”

Eirik nodded. “Let law be made of need, not pride. Let peace bind those who answer the fire, and leave to the wilds those who thirst for more death.”

It was Kerr who at last surrendered the right to lead. In the hush, he stepped forward, setting the battered wolf helm—its fur scorched and ears torn—upon the stone. His voice was soft, neither boastful nor broken.

“I led to save what could be saved, and failed half the time. Now it is for all of you, together, to mark the path. Let the next oaths be for the living. Let new hands rule—the Wolf stands guard, not king.”

There were few cheers, but no dissent. The stunned quiet was agreement enough. Before sunset, a new council—one of all remaining kin—was sworn, bound by cut palm and fresh promise, a braid woven by survivors with Skjald blue, Valskar grey, and even Sundr red. No longer were tribes ruled by oldest grievance, but by need and a hope, however thin, for the spring.


	



As dusk colored the world with bruised violet, Freyja’s cairn was set apart, her staff planted upright, runes carved and lit with a final coal. In the wind, children claimed to see her shape drifting, wolf and raven circling above; some elders claimed it was a sign, a warning, or a mercy—as all omens are, depending on the hunger of the heart.

That night, the survivors huddled by the embers. Banners hung together, swords laid aside. Eirik and Inga, hands entwined, watched shadow and starlight, speaking no words of what might come.

“Do you fear tomorrow?” Inga whispered.

Eirik squeezed her hand. “No more than I feared yesterday. And no more than my heart will allow.”

Above, the first snowmelt dripped from the barrow. In the fields, the silence deepened—now seeded not with dread, but with possibility. The Wolf’s legacy lay not in his wounds or the names of the dead, but in the choice to stand, one dawn more, against the breaking of the world.
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