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Foreword
The Wolf Does Not Ask Permission
There are men born for glory.

And then there are men born too fucking large to fit
inside the neat little boxes other people build for them.

Bjgrn was one of those men.

In a village stuffed with loud drunks, axe-waving
bastards, goat thieves, and self-important warriors who
smelled like old piss and smoked fish, Bjgrn still
managed to stand out like a warhammer in a basket of
knitting needles. Not because he wanted attention.
Quite the opposite. He hated people. Most of them
talked too much, fought too little, and somehow
believed bathing once a year counted as “good
hygiene.”

The village loved him when blood needed spilling.
When English monks needed frightening.

When rival clans came marching over the hills waving
spears and screaming about honor.

Then suddenly everyone loved Bjgrn.
“Bjgrn! Save us!”
“Bjarn! Kill them!”

“Bjgrn! Break that man in half!”



Which he usually did.
Because Bjgrn was very good at killing things.

Unfortunately, being good at killing does not
automatically make a man happy. Strange world, that.

The problem was simple: after every battle, after every
victory feast, after every drunken idiot slapped him on
the back hard enough to nearly dislocate his spine,
Bjorn still felt empty inside. Like someone had scooped
out the middle of him with a rusty spoon and filled it
with cold seawater.

He sat alone while others laughed.
He drank alone while others sang.

And every time he looked around the great hall at the
sweaty faces and stupid grins, he felt like he was
watching life through a crack in the wall instead of
actually living it.

The gods, naturally, did not explain a bloody thing.
They never do.

Odin whispers nonsense.

Thor solves problems by hitting them with a hammer.

Loki would probably laugh at you while setting your
trousers on fire.

Useful bunch.



So Bjern did the only thing a man can do when the world
stops making sense:

He left.
No grand speech.
No emotional farewell.

No crying woman clutching his leg while screaming his
name into the heavens.

Just a cold morning, a heavy axe across his back, and
the sound of snow crunching beneath his boots as he
walked away from the only home he had ever known.

Most men who travel into the wild die quickly.
Some freeze.
Some starve.

Some discover that wolves are less friendly than tavern
stories suggest.

Bjarn, however, had always been too stubborn to die
properly.

And somewhere deep in the forests beyond the frozen
mountains, where the trees stood like ancient giants
and the wind howled like angry spirits, fate finally
stopped pissing about and decided to show him
something worth living for.

A wolf.



White as winter moonlight.

Young, starving, furious, and half ready to rip his throat
out.

Naturally, it became the closest thing Bjgrn ever had to
family.

Together they would cross kingdoms drowned in blood.

Fight raiders, berserkers, slavers, kings, and creatures
that sensible people would immediately run away from.

Together they would hunt.
Kill.
Survive.

And perhaps — beneath all the violence, swearing,
broken bones, and rivers of blood — discover what it
truly means to belong somewhere in this cruel,
maghnificent bastard of a world.

This is not a story about heroes.

Heroes are usually dead by page fifty.

This is a story about loneliness.

About rage.

About finding meaning when the gods have gone silent.

And about one enormous Viking and his murderous
white wolf teaching the world a very important lesson:



Some monsters hunt alone.

The truly terrifying ones hunt together.



Chapter1
The Man Who Did Not Belong

Snow fell across the village like the gods were emptying
ash from a giant bloody firepit in the sky.

Cold wind clawed between the longhouses, carrying the
smell of wet timber, stale ale, goat shit, and smoked fish
so old it could probably remember its own funeral.
Somewhere nearby, a baby screamed. Somewhere
farther away, two drunk men argued about whose father
had the larger cock. Standard winter evening in Nordvik.

Bjorn hated all of it.

He sat alone outside the great hall on a thick tree stump
blackened by years of weather and spilled beer,
sharpening his axe with slow, deliberate strokes while
laughter thundered from inside the hall behind him.

Every now and then the doors burst open and warm
torchlight spilled into the snow along with noise,
drunken singing, and the smell of roasted meat. Then
the doors slammed shut again, leaving Bjarn in silence
and cold darkness.

Exactly how he preferred things.

The axe resting across his knees was enormous. Most
men needed two hands to swing something that size.
Bjorn could use it one-handed while drinking ale with
the other. Which explained why enemy warriors tended
to stop laughing once battles began.



The blade gleamed silver despite the dim light.
Freshly sharpened.
Again.

“You planning to shave your arse with that thing?” came
avoice.

Bjorn sighed.
Egil.
Of course it was fucking Egil.

The man stumbled out of the great hall carrying two
mugs of ale and wearing the expression of someone
whose brain had drowned hours ago. Snow gathered in
his red beard as he lurched toward Bjgrn like a wounded
walrus.

Egil dropped onto the stump beside him with all the
grace of a dying cow.

“Everyone’s inside celebrating,” Egil said. “You sitting
out here like a widow at a funeral.”

Bjorn kept sharpening the axe.
“Maybe I’'m hoping someone dies.”

Egil barked laughter loud enough to scare birds from
nearby rooftops.

“That’s the spirit.”

He shoved one mug toward Bjarn.



Bjgrn stared at it.
Then at Egil.

Then back at the mug.
“You spitin this?”
“Only a little.”

Bjorn took the ale anyway. At this point, avoiding other
people’s spitin Nordvik was about as realistic as
teaching a pig to write poetry.

Inside the hall, warriors roared another song. Loud. Off-
key. Absolutely terrible.

Egil drank deeply before wiping foam from his beard.
“You should come inside.”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’d rather cut my own bollocks off with a
spoon.”

“Fair.”
They sat in silence for a while.
Snow drifted around them.

Far out beyond the village walls, dark mountains
loomed beneath the moonlight like sleeping giants.
Bjorn found himself staring toward them more and more



lately. The wild lands beyond. Endless forests. Frozen
rivers. Silence.

Freedom.

“You fought well today,” Egil muttered eventually.
Bjorn shrugged.

Today’s battle had been short and bloody.

Arival clan from the south had attacked just after
sunrise. Fifty men charging across the snow screaming
about honor and revenge and whatever other nonsense
warriors used to explain why they enjoyed stabbing
strangers.

Bjorn had killed nine of them personally.
Possibly ten.

One man had lost his head so quickly it became difficult
to count properly.

The villagers loved him for it now.

Tomorrow they would go back to treating him like a
storm cloud sitting at the edge of the room.

“You saved Halfdan’s life,” Egil continued.
“Unfortunately.”
“You’re a miserable bastard.”

“l work hard at it.”



Egil laughed again, then glanced sideways at him.
“You ever think maybe the problem is you?”

Bjorn stopped sharpening.

Slowly looked at him.

Egil raised both hands.

“See? That face right there. That’s exactly what | mean.
You look like a man deciding where to bury a body.”

“l am deciding.”

“Gods above...”

Bjorn snorted quietly and returned to the axe.
Truth was, Egil wasn’t entirely wrong.

Bjgrn had never fitin here.

Even as a child he’d been different.

Too quiet.

Too large.

Too angry.

The other boys had wrestled and laughed and chased
girls around the village while Bjgrn sat alone carving
shapes into wood or wandering the forests for hours
without speaking to anyone.

Then he grew older.



And larger.

By sixteen he looked like a grown warrior and could split
logs faster than three men together.

By eighteen he’d killed his first man.

By twenty-five he’d killed so many he sometimes forgot
their faces before the blood even cooled.

Still alone though.
Funny thing, loneliness.

People assume it disappears when you’re surrounded
by others.

Usually it gets worse.
The hall doors burst open again.

A huge man staggered outside clutching a barrel under
one arm.

Halfdan.

Village chief.

Warrior.

Professional loud bastard.

His beard looked like someone had glued dead foxes to
his face.

“BJODBARN!” Halfdan roared.

Several nearby dogs immediately started barking.



Bjarn closed his eyes briefly.

“I hate him,” he muttered.

“No you don’t,” Egil said.

“l dream about feeding him to trolls.”

“That’s practically friendship.”

Halfdan stomped toward them through the snow.

“You hiding out here again?” he boomed. “Like a fucking
snow goblin!”

“l was enjoying the silence until now.”

Halfdan grinned wide enough to frighten children.
“There’s silence in the grave. Come drink!”

“l am drinking.”

“That pisswater doesn’t count.”

Halfdan slammed the barrel into the snow and pulled
free the cork with his teeth.

Ale sprayed everywhere.

“Now that’s a drink.”

Egil cheered.

Because of course he did.
Halfdan handed Bjarn the barrel.

“Today we celebrate victory!”



“We killed hungry farmers with rusty spears.”
“Avictory is a victory.”

“You shouted that while hiding behind a shield wall.”
Halfdan looked offended.

“That is called strategy.”

“That is called being a coward.”

Egil nearly choked laughing.

Halfdan pointed a thick finger at Bjgrn.

“You know why women avoid you?”

“Because they possess survival instincts?”
“Because you never smile.”

Bjorn stared blankly.

Halfdan sighed dramatically.

“Gods, look at him. Face like a constipated bear.”
“I hit people less when they leave me alone.”
Halfdan took another long drink.

“You should marry.”

Bjorn almost laughed at that.

Almost.

“I’d rather fistfight a frozen bear.”



“Marriage is basically that anyway,” Egil muttered.
Halfdan ignored him.

“You need purpose.”

“l have purpose.”

“What?”

“Killing things.”

Halfdan nodded thoughtfully.

“Fair point.”

For a moment the three men sat quietly together while
snow drifted across the village.

Then a scream echoed from near the goat pens.
Followed by shouting.

Then another scream.

The three warriors froze instantly.

Drunkenness vanished like smoke.

Halfdan stood first.

“What now?”

A young boy came sprinting through the snow toward
them, pale with terror.

“Wolves!” he shouted. “Wolves inside the pens!”

Halfdan cursed.



“Again?”

The boy nodded frantically.
“They took two goats already!”
Halfdan grabbed his axe.

Egil rose beside him.

Bjarn stood slowly.

And suddenly, for the first time all evening, something
inside him felt awake.

Not happiness.

Not excitement.

Something older.

Sharper.

Predator recognizing predator.

The three men hurried across the village while others
stumbled from the great hall clutching weapons and
shouting nonsense.

Snow crunched beneath heavy boots.

The goat pens stood near the outer wall beside the
forest edge.

Severalvillagers crowded nearby holding torches.

And beyond them—



Movement.

Grey shapes darting through darkness.
Wolves.

Big bastards too.

One leapt the fence carrying a screaming goat in its
jaws.

Another snarled at the villagers from atop a snow-
covered rock.

Torchlight reflected in yellow eyes.
Bjgrn felt his heartbeat slow.
Calm.

Focused.

The world narrowed.

He stepped past the others.
“Bjgrn—”" Halfdan started.
Too late.

Bjgrn was already moving.
The wolf on the rock lunged.
Fast as lightning.

Teeth flashing white.

Villagers screamed.



Bjorn swung the axe one-handed.
CRACK.

The wolf flew sideways through the air and hit the snow
so hard it folded wrong in the middle.

Dead before it stopped sliding.

The second wolf bolted toward the forest.
Bjorn chased immediately.

“Leave it!” Halfdan shouted.

Bjgrn ignored him.

Cold air burned his lungs as he sprinted across shnow
toward the trees. The wolf vanished between dark
trunks ahead.

Most men would stop there.

The forest at night belonged to older things.
Cruel things.

But Bjgrn kept running.

Branches whipped his face.

Snow sprayed beneath his boots.

Ahead, the wolf stumbled suddenly.
Collapsed.

Bjorn slowed carefully.



The animal lay half-buried beside a fallen tree.

Not dead.

Wounded.

An old spear wound scarred its flank, infected and ugly.
The creature growled weakly as Bjgrn approached.
Yellow eyes fixed on him.

Ready to die fighting if necessary.

Bjorn understood that feeling.

He lowered the axe slightly.

The wolf bared its teeth.

“Easy,” Bjgrn muttered.

Snow drifted silently around them.

For several long moments neither moved.

Then the wolf limped backward into darkness and
disappeared between the trees.

Gone.
Bjarn stood alone beneath the black forest canopy.
Listening.

Somewhere far away, wolves howled beneath the
moon.



And for reasons he could not explain, Bjgrn suddenly
felt less alone than he had in years.



Chapter 2
A Feast for Idiots and a Road for Bastards
Morning arrived like a hangover with weather.

The sky hung low and grey over Nordvik, pressing down
on the village as if the gods had woken up bored and
decided to sit on the world. Smoke crawled from the
longhouse roofs. Dogs barked at nothing. Chickens
scratched in the frozen mud like tiny feathered idiots
searching for meaning.

Bjorn stood by the goat pens, staring at blood in the
snow.

The dead wolf had been dragged away at dawn. The
villagers had cheered when they saw it, because
villagers were simple creatures. Show them a corpse
and they assumed the problem was solved. They did the
same with politics, marriages, and bad cooking.

The blood remained.
Dark red against white.
Areminder.

Bjorn crouched and touched two fingers to the frozen
stain.

The wolf he had chased into the forest had not moved
like the others. It had been injured, yes, but there had
been something else in its eyes. Not hunger. Not
madness.



Recognition.
That was stupid, obviously.

Wolves did not recognize men beyond “food,” “danger,”
or “large bastard with axe.” Still, Bjgrn could not stop
thinking about it.

Behind him, Halfdan shouted from across the yard.
“Bjgrn! Stop fondling wolf blood and come eat!”
Bjogrn closed his eyes.

There were mornings when a man hoped for peace.

Then Halfdan opened his mouth and murdered the
possibility.

Bjorn stood and turned.

The chief was outside the great hall, wrapped in a fur
cloak too fine for a man shaped like a beer barrel with
opinions. Beside him stood Egil, chewing something
that looked dead, and three other warriors who were
laughing too loudly for people who had clearly forgotten
most of last night.

“I’m not hungry,” Bjgrn said.

Halfdan frowned. “That has never stopped anyone from
eating.”

“I’m busy.”

“You’re staring at snow.”



“It’s better company.”

Egil grinned. “He’s still upset the wolf didn’t stay for a
chat.”

The other men laughed.
Bjorn looked at them.
The laughter faded.

That was one of Bjgrn’s few reliable talents. He could
kill a joke without touching it.

Halfdan sighed and waved him over. “Come inside. We
need to talk.”

That sounded unpleasant.

Talking with Halfdan usually meant three things: ale,
bad advice, and an assumption that shouting made
words wiser.

Still, Bjgrn followed.

The great hall smelled like old smoke, roasted meat, wet
wool, and regret. Men lay sleeping under tables. One
had his head inside an empty bowl. Another snored with
one hand still wrapped around a drinking horn. A
woman stepped over him with the calm skill of
someone used to navigating domestic ruins.

At the far end of the hall, the fire burned low.

Halfdan dropped onto his carved chair and tore meat
from a rib bone. Grease ran into his beard.



Bjorn sat opposite him.
Egil leaned against a post nearby, still chewing.

Halfdan pointed the rib at Bjgrn. “You ran into the forest
alone last night.”

“Yes.”

“At night.”
“Yes.”

“After wolves.”
“Yes.”

Halfdan stared. “Are you waiting for me to admire your
stupidity?”

“No. | assumed it came naturally.”

Egil laughed and nearly choked.

Halfdan ignored him badly.

“The forest is dangerous.”

“So is this conversation.”

“You know what | mean. Something is stirring out there.”
Bjgrn said nothing.

Halfdan leaned forward. For once, his voice lowered.

“We’ve lost six goats in two weeks. Three dogs. One
hunter vanished near the northern ridge. Yesterday,



before the southerners attacked, Harek found tracks
beyond the old burial stones.”

“What kind?”
“Wolf. Bear. Men.”
“That’s three different problems.”

“Aye. And | dislike having even one. Makes my head
hurt.”

“That’s thinking.”
Halfdan scowled.

Egil raised a finger. “In fairness, chief, thinking has hurt
better men than you.”

Halfdan threw the rib bone at him.
Egil ducked.
Bjorn stared into the fire.

Tracks beyond the burial stones. Wolves raiding pens.
Men disappearing.

The village would do what villages always did: panic
loudly, blame ghosts, drink too much, and wait for
someone competent to fix it.

Usually Bjgrn.

Halfdan wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “I
want you to take men north. Find what’s out there.”



“No.”

Halfdan blinked. “No?”

“No.”

“You haven’t even heard the whole request.”
“l heard enough.”

“You’re one of my best warriors.”

“I’m your best warrior.”

“Fine. My best warrior. Which is why—"
“No.”

Halfdan slammed his hand on the table. Several
sleeping men twitched.

“Damn it, Bjgrn, this is your village.”
Bjarn looked up slowly.
There it was.

The lie everyone liked to use when they needed
something from him.

Your village.
Your people.
Your duty.

Funny how those words only appeared when danger
did.



When feasts were held, he was a shadow at the edge of
the fire.

When marriages were arranged, he was too grim to
invite.

When songs were sung, his name appeared only in
verses about bloodshed, as if he were not a man but a
convenient axe with boots.

But when wolves came from the forest?
Then suddenly he belonged.

Bjarn stood.

The hall went quiet.

Even Halfdan, dense as frozen mud, sensed something
had shifted.

“This is not my village,” Bjgrn said.
Halfdan’s face hardened. “Careful.”
“No.”

One word.

Flat.

Final.

Bjorn looked around the hall. At the drunks. The
warriors. The women watching from the walls. The old
men pretending not to listen. The children peeking from
behind posts.



All of them knew him.
None of them knew him.

“l have fought for this village since | was old enough to
lift steel,” Bjgrn said. “I have killed raiders, thieves, oath-
breakers, and every ambitious little shit who thought
Nordvik would be easy prey. | have stood in shield walls
while better-loved men pissed themselves behind me.”

Nobody spoke.
The fire cracked.

“And when the fighting ends, you all go back to your
songs and your beds and your warm little lives. | go back
outside.”

Halfdan rose slowly.

“That is not fair.”

Bjgrn almost smiled.

Fair.

What a childish little word.
“No,” he said. “Itisn’t.”

Egil looked uncomfortable now. That was rare. Egil
usually treated discomfort as something to drink
through.

Halfdan’s jaw worked.

“What do you want, then?”



Bjorn did not answer immediately.

Because the truth had been sitting in his chest for
months, maybe years, heavy as stone.

He wanted quiet.
He wanted space.

He wanted to stop feeling like a weapon keptin a corner
until needed.

He wanted to walk beyond the mountains and see
whether the emptiness inside him ended somewhere.

He wanted to find the wolf again.
That last thought surprised him.
But there it was.

The injured wolf, limping into darkness, eyes burning
beneath the trees.

“I’'m leaving,” Bjgrn said.

The words landed like an axe in a table.
Someone gasped.

Halfdan stared at him. “Leaving?”
“Yes.”

“For how long?”

Bjorn shrugged. “Until | stop walking.”



“That is not an answer.”
“Itis the only one | have.”

Halfdan stepped around the table, anger rising now.
“You cannot just leave.”

“l can. Watch.”

He turned.

Halfdan grabbed his arm.

A very brave thing to do.

Also a very stupid one.

The hall froze.

Bjorn looked down at the chief’s hand.
Then up at his face.

Halfdan held on for half a heartbeat too long before
letting go.

“You walk out now,” Halfdan said, voice low, “and you
may not have a home to return to.”

Bjorn leaned closer.

“l don’t have one now.”

Then he walked out.

Outside, the cold hit him like truth.

Clean.



Sharp.
Merciless.

He crossed the yard to his small hut near the edge of
the village. It had never felt like a home. More like a
place where a large angry man stored weapons and
occasionally slept.

Inside, everything he owned waited in silence.
A bearskin cloak.

A whetstone.

A coil of rope.

A drinking horn.

Three knives.

A pouch of silver.

A spare tunic.

Dried meat.

His father’s old arm ring, dull with age.
And the axe.

Always the axe.

Bjorn packed without hurry. He had no wife to comfort.
No children to confuse. No old mother to weep into her
apron and accuse him of breaking her heart. His



parents had died years ago, which was inconsiderate of
them but also saved time this morning.

As he tied the last strap on his pack, Egil appeared in
the doorway.

For once, he was not smiling.
“You’re really doing it.”

“Yes.”

“You dramatic bastard.”
Bjorn grunted.

Egil stepped inside and looked around the hut. “l always
thought you’d leave one day.”

“Why?”

“Because you look at the horizon like it owes you
money.”

Bjern tied his cloak.

Egil scratched his beard. “Where will you go?”
“North first.”

“The burial stones?”

“Beyond.”

“Bad country.”

“Good.”



“That is not how sensible people respond.”
“I’ve met sensible people. They disappoint me.”

Egil nodded slowly, then pulled something from
beneath his cloak.

A small leather bundle.
He tossed it to Bjgrn.

“Dried fish. Hard bread. Flint. Some herbs Astrid says
help with infection.”

Bjgrn caught it.
“Why?”

“Because you’re my friend, you miserable lump of wolf
shit.”

Bjgrn said nothing.
The word sat awkwardly between them.
Friend.

Egil looked embarrassed by his own sincerity, which
was fair. Sincerity was disgusting before noon.

“You could come with me,” Bjgrn said.

Egil laughed once. “No. I’'m too fond of beds, women,
and being alive.”

“Coward.”

“Yes. A happy one.”



They stood in silence.

Then Egil held out his hand.

Bjorn gripped it.

Hard.

Egilwinced. “Gods, man, | need those fingers.”
Bjorn released him.

Egil cleared his throat. “Try not to die.”
“Try not to drink yourself into a ditch.”
“No promises.”

Bjorn stepped outside.

By then, people had gathered.

Of course they had.

Villagers loved departures almost as much as they
loved gossip and blaming foreigners for bad weather.

Halfdan stood near the gate, arms folded.

His face was carved from anger, but beneath it Bjgrn
saw something else.

Fear.
Not of Bjarn.
For him.

That was almost touching.



Annoyingly so.
Bjorn walked toward the gate.
Nobody stopped him.

A few children whispered. One woman crossed herself
in the old way, then remembered they worshipped
different gods and looked confused.

Halfdan spoke when Bjgrn reached him.

“You are a fool.”

“Yes.”

“The world is full of worse things than loneliness.”
“Then I'll meet them.”

“They may kill you.”

“They may try.”

Halfdan held his gaze.

Then, with a grunt, he removed a small iron token from
around his neck. It was shaped like a hammer.

Thor’s sign.

He shoved it into Bjgrn’s hand.
“For luck.”

Bjorn looked atit.

Then at Halfdan.



“l thought you said | was a fool.”
“Fools need luck most.”

Bjorn tucked the token into his pouch.
“Thank you.”

Halfdan nodded once, stiffly.

That was the closest either of them would come to
affection without vomiting.

The gate opened.

Beyond it, the road ran north through snow-covered
fields, then vanished into the dark line of forest beneath
the mountains.

Bjorn stepped through.

The village remained behind him, breathing smoke into
the grey sky.

For a while he expected someone to call after him.
No one did.

Good.

He walked.

By midday, Nordvik had shrunk behind him to a smudge
of roofs and smoke. By afternoon, it was gone
completely.

The silence was enormous.



No shouting.

No drunken songs.

No Halfdan bellowing orders.

No Egil laughing at his own terrible jokes.

Just wind, snow, trees, and the steady crunch of boots.
Bjorn should have felt free.

Instead, he felt hollow.

Typical.

A man spends years wanting solitude, finally gets it,
then discovers his own thoughts are miserable
company. The gods must have laughed themselves sick
inventing that particular joke.

Near dusk, he reached the old burial stones.

They stood on a hill overlooking the forest: tall black
rocks placed by hands long dead, each carved with
runes worn soft by snow and time. Beneath them lay
warriors, chiefs, seers, murderers, and probably several
men who lied about being important.

Bjorn paused among them.
The wind moved strangely there.
Low and whispering.

He found tracks in the snow.



Men.
Three, perhaps four.
Not villagers.

Their boots were wrapped in hide, southern style. One
dragged a foot slightly. Another carried something
heavy.

Beside them were wolf tracks.
Many.

Too many.

Bjgrn crouched.

The wolf tracks circled the human ones but did not
attack.

Interesting.
Bad, but interesting.

He followed the prints beyond the stones and into the
forest.

Darkness gathered quickly beneath the trees. Branches
twisted overhead, black against the fading sky. Snow
muffled every sound.

After another mile, Bjgrn smelled smoke.
Not village smoke.

Camp smoke.



He moved quietly now, despite his size. Men who
assumed large warriors could not move silently often
died with that comforting belief still in their heads.

Ahead, firelight flickered between the trees.
Voices.
Men speaking low.

Bjorn crept closer and saw four strangers camped
beside a frozen stream. Rough men. Armed. Not
farmers. Not hunters.

Slavers, likely.

There was a cage made of saplings near the fire.
Inside it lay a wolf.

Not grey.

White.

Young.

Blood matted its fur near one shoulder. An iron chain bit
into its neck.

The wolf’s eyes opened.
Pale.

Bright.

Furious.

Bjegrn’s breath stopped.



The men laughed around the fire.

One poked the cage with a spear.

“Pretty beast,” he said. “Jarlin the south will pay well.”
The wolf snarled.

The man laughed harder. “Careful, snow-pup. Bite me
and I’lLl skin you alive.”

Bjorn stood behind the trees, one hand tightening
around his axe.

Ah.

There it was.

The world making sense at last.
Not gently.

Not kindly.

But clearly.

Four men.

One cage.

One wolf.

One very large Viking who had been looking for a reason
to ruin someone’s evening.

Bjorn smiled.

It was not a friendly smile.



It was the sort of smile that made ravens gather early.
“Poor bastards,” he muttered.

Then he stepped into the firelight.



Chapter 3

Four Bastards, One Wolf, and a Terrible
Miscalculation

Bjorn stepped into the firelight like a bad omen that had
grown legs.

The four men stopped laughing.
That was wise of them.

Laughter is difficult to maintain when a giant Viking
walks out of the trees carrying an axe large enough to
settle family disputes permanently. The forest behind
him swallowed the last of the daylight, and the campfire
painted his face in red and gold, making him look less
like a man and more like something carved out of
winter, rage, and old bad decisions.

For a moment nobody moved.

The white wolf inside the cage lifted its head.
Its pale eyes fixed on Bjarn.

Not begging.

Not frightened.

Just watching.

Good.

Bjorn hated begging. It made everything awkward.



One of the men stood slowly. He was tall, narrow, and
ugly in the way some men are ugly because their souls
are trying to escape through their faces. A scar crossed
his cheek from ear to chin. His beard was tied in three
greasy braids, each decorated with little bronze rings,
because apparently even human filth enjoyed
accessories.

He pointed his spear at Bjarn.
“This is our camp.”

Bjgrn looked around.

Four men.

Two spears.

One short sword.

One axe.

A cage.

A wolf.

Afire.

A pot of something bubbling over the flames that
smelled like old meat and personal failure.

“Yes,” Bjorn said. “l can see that.”
The scarred man narrowed his eyes. “Then piss off.”

Bjorn glanced at the cage.



The wolf growled low in its throat.

The sound made the horses tied nearby stamp
nervously.

Bjorn looked back at the men.
“NO,”

A second man rose. Shorter, broader, with a nose that
had been broken so many times it looked like someone
had tried to sculpt it with a boot. He spat into the snow.

“No?”

“No.”

“You deaf?”
“No.”

“You stupid?”
“Possibly.”

The third man laughed. He had yellow teeth and the
kind of grin that made people check whether their
purses were still attached. “He’s alone.”

The fourth man remained sitting by the fire, but his hand
moved toward a knife.

Bjorn saw it.

Bjorn saw everything.



That was another thing fools misunderstood about large
men. They assumed size meant slowness. As if the gods
had traded thought for muscle. Sometimes they had, to
be fair. Halfdan was proof of that unfortunate system.
But Bjern was not Halfdan.

Bjarn was quiet because most talk was shit.

Not because he was slow.

The scarred man shifted his spear. “You want the wolf?”
“Yes.”

“Why?”

Bjarn considered that.

Why?

Because the wolf had looked at him in the forest with
the same cold loneliness Bjgrn carried in his own ribs.

Because four armed cowards had chained something
wild and called it property.

Because the world was full of people taking things that
should never have been theirs.

Because Bjgrn had walked away from his village
searching for meaning, and apparently meaning had
teeth and was locked in a cage.

Instead, he said, “Because you have it.”

The scarred man smiled.



Wrong reaction.

Men should not smile before violence unless they truly
understand what is coming. This man clearly did not.
His smile was the smile of a pig admiring the butcher’s
knife because it was shiny.

“We caughtit,” he said. “It’s ours.”

Bjarn tilted his head.

“You caught a wolf.”

“Aye.”

“And now you think that makes you brave?”

The broken-nosed man barked a laugh. “Careful,
stranger.”

“NO.”
“You keep saying that.”
“It saves time.”

The yellow-toothed man stood and drew his sword.
“Maybe we sell you too. Big bastard like you might fetch
silver.”

Bjorn looked at him.
Then looked at the scarred man.
Then at the wolf.

Then back at yellow teeth.



[{3 Try-”

There are moments in life when men are offered mercy
and mistake it for weakness.

This was one of those moments.

The yellow-toothed man rushed first, because idiots are
often eager. He came around the fire with his sword
raised high, shouting something meant to sound fierce.
It sounded more like a goose being kicked.

Bjarn stepped sideways.

The sword came down.

Missed.

Bjern struck him in the face with the haft of his axe.
Not the blade.

The haft.

Because killing him immediately would have been too
generous.

The crack was loud enough to make the horses rear.
Yellow Teeth dropped his sword, spun half around, and
fellinto the snow with his mouth rearranged into a new
and less useful shape.

The broken-nosed man lunged next with a spear.
Better.

Not good.



But better.

He thrust toward Bjgrn’s belly, aiming to gut him like a
fish. Bjern twisted, caught the spear shaft under his
arm, and yanked.

The man came forward.

Unexpectedly fast.

Bjorn drove his forehead into the man’s nose.
There was a wet crunch.

Broken Nose screamed, which was rude, considering
his nose had already been mostly ruined. Bjgrn kicked
his knee sideways. The leg bent wrong. The man
collapsed, howling.

The wolf in the cage stood now.
Silent.
Watching.

The scarred man snarled and came in from the left. The
fourth man finally rose, knife in hand, trying to circle
behind Bjarn.

Ah.
Teamwork.
How charming.

Bjorn stepped back toward the fire, forcing them to
come at him together from the front. Scar-face jabbed



with his spear, quick and careful. The knife-man
hovered at the edge, looking for an opening.

Bjgrn gave him one.

He deliberately lowered his axe a fraction.
Knife-man took the bait like a starving trout.
He darted in.

Bjarn turned his shoulder, caught the knife across his
leather tunic instead of flesh, and smashed his elbow
into the man’s throat.

Knife-man made a small choking noise.

Then Bjgrn grabbed him by the collar and hurled him
into the fire.

The man landed across the burning logs.
He screamed.

Rolled.

Kicked.

Knocked the cooking pot over himself.
The smell grew worse.

Which seemed unfair, since the camp had already been
working hard to offend the nose.

Scar-face stared.

Bjgrn stared back.



The wolf made a sound that might have been approval.
Or hunger.
Possibly both.

Scar-face lifted his spear again, but the confidence had
gone from his eyes. Good. Confidence is like ale. Men
often take too much and then make a mess of
themselves.

“You don’t know who we are,” he said.
Bjgrn sighed.

There it was.

The traditional cry of men about to lose.
You don’t know who | am.

You don’t know who my father is.

You don’t know what clan | serve.

As if names mattered once blood hit snow.
“No,” Bjgrn said. “And | am already bored.”
Scar-face spat. “We serve Jarl Ragnald of Skerning.”
“That sounds unfortunate for him.”

“He’ll come for you.”

“Then I’ll wait.”

The man’s eyes flicked to the trees.



Thinking of running.

Good.

Bjorn preferred when problems solved themselves.
Scar-face suddenly threw his spear.

A decent throw.

Fast.

Accurate.

Bjorn shifted just enough for the spearhead to graze his
arm instead of entering his chest. Pain burned hot
through the cold.

Then Scar-face ran.
Not toward Bjarn.

Not toward the horses.
Toward the cage.

He pulled a knife and reached for the wolf through the
bars.

“If | can’t sell it—"
He never finished.

The wolf exploded forward inside the cage with such
fury the sapling bars cracked.

Scar-face jerked back.



Too slow.

The wolf’s jaws closed on his forearm.
He screamed.

Bjorn moved.

Three strides.

One swing.

The axe struck Scar-face between neck and shoulder
and drove him to the ground like a post hammered into
mud. Blood sprayed across the snow and firelight.

The forest became very quiet.
Scar-face twitched once.
Then stopped.

The wolf released the dead man’s arm and backed into
the cage, breathing hard. Its white fur was streaked with
blood, but its eyes remained clear.

Bjorn turned.

Yellow Teeth was crawling away, whimpering through his
broken mouth.

Broken Nose clutched his ruined leg and sobbed.
Fire-man rolled in snow, smoking and swearing.
Bjorn considered killing them.

It would be easy.



Probably sensible.
The world rarely improved by leaving bastards alive.

But then again, killing every fool he met would become
tiring, and Bjagrn had only just started travelling. Pace
was important.

He walked to Yellow Teeth, picked up the man’s sword,
and tossed it into the stream. Then he collected the
remaining weapons and threw them after it.

Broken Nose stared up at him, pale with terror.
“Please,” the man gasped.

Bjarn crouched.

The man flinched.

“Listen carefully,” Bjgrn said. “You will crawl, limp, or
drag yourselves south. You will tell your jarl that the wolf
is gone. You will tell him his men were beaten by one
man who did not even enjoy himself.”

Broken Nose swallowed.

“And if you follow me,” Bjgrn continued, “l will feed
pieces of you to ravens while you are still alive.”

The man nodded violently.
“Good.”
Bjeorn stood and turned back to the cage.

The lock was crude iron.



He searched Scar-face’s belt and found a key.
The white wolf watched him approach.

Its lips peeled back slightly.

A warning.

Fair enough.

Bjarn stopped outside the cage and held up the key.
“l am opening this.”

The wolf growled.

“Good conversation.”

He unlocked the chain first, then the cage door.
It creaked open.

The wolf did not move.

Bjorn stepped back.

Several heartbeats passed.

Snow drifted through the smoke.

The wolf emerged slowly, one paw at a time. Young, but
already large. Lean from hunger. Strong despite the
wound at its shoulder. Its coat was not pure white now,
of course. Blood, mud, and ash had made a complete
bloody insult of that. Still, beneath it all, the animal
shone pale as moonlight.

It circled Bjgrn.



He stayed still.
That was difficult.

Standing still while a wolf inspected you is not a natural
activity for any sane man. Every old instinct in Bjgrn’s
body suggested either killing it or climbing a tree, and
since he was not a squirrel, the options were limited.

The wolf sniffed his boots.

His cloak.

His wounded arm.

Then it stepped back and stared at him.
“What?” Bjgrn said.

The wolf sneezed.

Bjgrn frowned.

“Ungrateful little shit.”

The wolf turned and trotted toward the edge of the
firelight.

Then stopped.
Looked back.
Bjorn stared.
“No.”

The wolf waited.



“l am not following you.”

The wolf sat down.

Bjorn pointed at it. “Do not do that.”

The wolf yawned.

Behind Bjgrn, one of the wounded men groaned.
Bjern rubbed a hand over his face.

He had left Nordvik to escape people needing things
from him. Now a wolf was somehow doing the same
without using words. Excellent. Wonderful. Truly, the
gods had a rare talent for pissing in a man’s drinking
horn and calling it fate.

The wolf stood again and took three steps into the trees.
Then looked back once more.

Bjorn sighed.

“Fine.”

He gathered what useful supplies he could from the
camp: dried meat, a waterskin, a better flint, some
rope, and a small pouch of silver that he took mostly
because dead men had no talent for spending.

He also found salve wrapped in cloth.
That would help the wolf’s wound.

Assuming it did not bite his hand off first.



He slung his pack over his shoulder and followed the
animal into the forest.

The wolf kept ahead of him, never too far, never close
enough to touch. Its limp was visible now, but it moved
with stubborn purpose.

Bjorn respected that.

Stupidity and stubbornness often looked similar, but
stubbornness at least got things done.

They walked beneath black trees while night settled
fully around them. The campfire faded behind. The
wounded men’s cries became distant, then
disappeared entirely.

After a while, the wolf stopped beside a cluster of rocks
beneath an old pine.

There, half-hidden from the wind, was a shallow hollow
lined with dead leaves and old bones.

A den.
Not much of one.

The wolf entered, turned once, and lay down with a low
grunt.

Bjorn remained outside.
“l see,” he said. “You wanted an escort home.”

The wolf closed its eyes.



“Lazy bastard.”

Bjorn built a small fire nearby. Not too close. Enough
warmth for himself. Enough light to keep other
creatures away. He cleaned the cut on his arm first,
then looked toward the wolf.

Its shoulder wound was ugly.

Not fresh, but reopened.

Bjorn took the salve and some cloth.
“This will hurt.”

The wolf opened one eye.

“ldon’t care.”

He moved slowly.

The wolf growled as he approached.
Bjorn stopped.

Then continued.

It snapped once, teeth clacking inches from his wrist.
Bjgrn pulled back.

“Try that again and I’'ll call you Halfdan.”
The wolf stared.

Bjorn tried again.



This time, it allowed him close enough to touch the
blood-matted fur near the wound.

Its whole body went rigid.

Bjorn worked carefully, cleaning away dirt and old blood
with melted snow. The wolf trembled but did not bite.
He spread the salve over the wound, then wrapped
cloth around its shoulder as best he could.

It looked terrible.
He had no idea whether wolves appreciated bandages.
Probably not.

They were practical creatures, not old women at a
market stall.

When he finished, he backed away and sat by the fire.
The wolf watched him from the den.

“You need a name,” Bjgrn muttered.

The wolf blinked.

“Snow is obvious. Ghost is too dramatic. Fang is stupid.
White Death sounds like something a drunk boy would
carve into a shield before dying immediately.”

The wolf rested its head on its paws.
Bjorn stared into the flames.

“Vargr,” he said finally.



Wolf.

Outlaw.

Monster.

A thing beyond society.

A thing men feared because it lived outside their rules.
The wolf’s ears twitched.

“Vargr,” Bjorn repeated.

The animal did not object.

Good enough.

Bjorn leaned back against the tree and pulled his cloak
tighter.

Above them, stars burned cold between the branches.

For the first time since leaving Nordvik, the silence did
not feel empty.

It had breathing in it.
A second heartbeat nearby.

A presence that did not ask questions, demand loyalty,
or expect him to smile at feasts full of idiots.

Just a wolf.
A wounded, furious, stubborn white wolf.

Bjorn closed his eyes.



“Don’t eat me while | sleep,” he muttered.
From the den came a soft huff.

It sounded almost like laughter.

Bjarn smiled in the dark.

“Little bastard.”



Chapter 4
The White Wolf and the Dead Men’s Road

Morning came cold, grey, and rude as a slap from an old
fishwife.

Bjarn woke with frost in his beard, a stiff neck, and the
strong suspicion that every god in the sky was a lazy
bastard. The fire had burned low during the night,
leaving only red coals beneath a crust of ash. His cloak
was damp. His boots were half-frozen. His back hurt
like he had slept on a pile of angry stones, which was
mostly accurate.

Across from him, inside the shallow den, the white wolf
was awake.

Vargr stared at him.

Not blinking.

Not moving.

Just staring.

Bjorn sat up slowly. “What?”

The wolf said nothing, because wolves were wise
enough not to begin mornings with conversation.

“I'm not breakfast.”

Vargr’s ears twitched.



Bjorn pointed a thick finger at him. “Try it, and I’'l/l wear
you as a hat.”

The wolf yawned.

It was insulting how easily the animal dismissed
threats. Most men at least had the decency to look
nervous when Bjgrn threatened them. Vargr treated him
like bad weather. Annoying, perhaps dangerous, but not
worth dramatic concern.

Bjorn liked that.
Which was worrying.

He stood, stretched, and felt several bones make
sounds they should not have made in a man under
thirty. Then he kicked snow over the coals and checked
his gear.

The camp from last night lay somewhere behind them,
along with four men who had made a series of poor
decisions and paid the standard price. Three still lived,
unless the cold had claimed them during the night.
Bjorn did not care much either way. Mercy had been
offered. If they survived, they could crawl south and
warn their jarl. If they died, the ravens would have a
better breakfast than Bjgrn.

Everyone won, really.
Except the dead man.

But he had been a prick.



Bjorn pulled dried meat from his pack and tore off a
strip with his teeth. It tasted like salted leather dragged
through smoke and sadness.

He tossed a piece toward Vargr.
The wolf sniffed it.

Then ate.

“You’re welcome,” Bjgrn muttered.

Vargr licked his mouth and stared at him as if more food
was not only expected but morally required.

“No.”

The wolf stared harder.

Bjorn sighed and tossed another strip.
“There. Spoiled little bastard.”

Vargr ate again, then rose carefully. The bandage around
his shoulder had loosened, but it still held. His limp was
better than the night before, though not gone. Strong
animal. Stubborn too.

Good.
The world killed soft things quickly.

Bjorn packed the rest of his supplies and slung the axe
across his back. The road north waited somewhere
beyond the trees, though “road” was generous. It was
more a strip of misery beaten through the forest by



hunters, traders, outlaws, and other fools too poor or
stupid to travel by ship.

He looked at Vargr.

“I’m going north.”

The wolf watched him.

“You can stay here.”

Vargr blinked.

“Fine. Die dramatically in a hole. See if | care.”
Bjgrn turned and walked.

After ten steps he heard paws crunching in the snow
behind him.

He did not smile.
Absolutely not.
That would have been embarrassing.

They moved through the forest in silence. Bjgrn walked
beneath black pines heavy with snow, while Vargr
drifted between the trees like a pale ghost with teeth.
The wolf stayed ahead, then behind, then vanished
entirely only to reappear moments later on a ridge or
beside a frozen stream.

Show-off.

By midday, they reached the Dead Men’s Road.



It earned the name honestly, which was rare. Most
places had dramatic names invented by drunk men
trying to impress women. Skull Hill usually had no
skulls. Dragon Marsh usually contained frogs and
disappointment. But the Dead Men’s Road had corpses.

Old ones, mostly.

Bones lay half-buried beneath snow along the roadside.
Some belonged to animals. Some to men. A cracked
skull grinned from beneath a root, wearing a helmet
rusted nearly through. A spear shaft jutted from the
ground nearby, black with age.

Bjorn paused beside it.

“Cheerful place.”

Vargr sniffed the skull.

“Don’t piss on that. He might have been important.”
The wolf pissed on it.

Bjern nodded. “Fair judgement.”

The road twisted between hills and frozen marshland. It
was narrow, ugly, and watched by too many trees.
Perfect place for an ambush.

Bjgrn almost admired it.
Almost.

He walked with one hand near his axe.



Vargr moved lower now, head down, ears forward.
He smelled something.

A few moments later, Bjgrn smelled it too.
Smoke.

Sweat.

Horse.

Men.

He crouched beside a fallen log and studied the road
ahead.

A wagon stood trapped in the snow at the bottom of a
shallow dip. One wheel had sunk deep into frozen mud.
Two horses stamped nervously in their traces. Around
the wagon stood five people: an old man, a woman with
a spear, two younger men, and a boy no older than
twelve.

Traders.
Poor ones.

Which meant they carried either furs, iron tools, salt, or
some other miserable cargo barely worth freezing over.

Around them stood eight armed men.
Bandits.

Of course.



The world had a talent for placing bastards wherever
decent people were already having a terrible day.

The bandit leader wore a wolfskin cloak, which Bjgrn
found personally offensive under the circumstances.
He had a long knife in one hand and too many rings on
his fingers. Men who wore too much stolen silver often
confused jewellery with authority.

“Last chance,” the leader said. “Food, furs, silver. Then
you walk away.”

The woman with the spear spat at his feet.

The leader smiled. “Or we cut the men down, take the
boy, and sell you east.”

Charming.

Bjorn looked at Vargr.

The wolf looked back.

“No,” Bjgrn said quietly. “We are not getting involved.”
Vargr stared.

“We’re not.”

The boy by the wagon began crying.

Bjorn closed his eyes.

“Shit.”

He stood.



Vargr’s ears lifted.

“Fine,” Bjgrn muttered. “But if this becomes a habit, I’'m
blaming you.”

He stepped onto the road.
The bandits noticed him after three strides.

That was the problem with being Bjgrn. Sneaking was
possible. Arriving unnoticed while standing in the open
with an axe on your back was less practical.

The leader turned.

His smile widened.

“Look here, lads. Another traveller.”
The bandits laughed.

Bjorn kept walking.

One of them, a squat man with a club, moved to block
him.

“Toll road,” the squat man said.
“Noitisn’t.”

“Itis today.”

Bjorn stopped in front of him.

The bandit had to tilt his head back to meet Bjgrn’s
eyes.

That should have been warning enough.



It was not.
“Pay,” the man said.

Bjorn looked past him at the wagon. “Are these your
men?”

The old trader shook his head quickly.

The woman with the spear stared at Bjgrn as if unsure
whether he was rescue or just a larger problem.

Good instincts.

Bjorn looked back at the bandit leader.
“Leave.”

The leader laughed.

His men joined in.

Bjorn waited.

Laughter always took a moment to die when men were
stupid. Like chickens running after losing their heads.

“You hear that?” the leader said. “Big bastard says
leave.”

“l did,” Bjgrn said.
The squat man lifted his club. “And if we don’t?”
Vargr emerged from the trees behind them.

Silent.



White.

Low.

Every bandit turned.

The laughter stopped properly this time.

The horses screamed and pulled at the traces.
The boy stopped crying.

The leader’s smile twitched. “That your dog?”
Bjorn sighed.

Mistake.

A bad one.

Even Vargr looked offended.

“No.”

The squat man with the club sneered, perhaps deciding
that survival was overrated.

“Looks like a dog to me.”
Vargr hit him first.

The wolf crossed the snow in a blur and slammed into
the bandit’s chest. The man went down screaming.
Vargr’s jaws closed around his forearm, and the club
dropped uselessly into the snow.

Bjgrn moved at the same time.



The nearest bandit swung an axe at him.

Bjorn caught the man’s wrist, twisted, and drove his
knee into the man’s stomach. Air burst from him. Bjgrn
brought his elbow down on the back of his neck. The
bandit collapsed face-first into the road.

Another came with a spear.
Bjorn drew his axe.
The blade flashed.
The spear shaft splitin half.

The man stared at the two broken pieces in his hands
like they might explain what had just happened.

Bjern punched him.

The man fell backward into a snowbank and did not get
up.

The woman by the wagon shouted and thrust her spear
into a bandit trying to circle behind Bjgrn. She caught
him in the thigh, not fatal, but enough to make him
scream like a goat discovering winter.

“Good,” Bjgrn grunted.
She looked surprised.
“Don’t look pleased,” he said. “Do it again.”

The bandit leader rushed him then, knife low, fast and
skilled.



Finally.
Someone competent enough to be annoying.

He slashed at Bjgrn’s ribs. Bjgrn stepped back, felt the
knife scrape his mail, and swung his axe. The leader
ducked under it and drove his shoulder into Bjgrn’s
chest.

Bjern moved half a step.
Only half.

But it was enough that the leader bounced off him like a
child running into a door.

Bjern headbutted him.

The leader staggered.

Blood poured from his nose.

“Fuck,” he gasped.

“Yes,” Bjgrn said. “That is often the word.”

Behind him, Vargr released the squat man and leapt at
another bandit who had decided to attack the wolf from
behind. Poor timing. Poor planning. Poor future.

The wolf twisted mid-lunge, caught the man by the calf,
and dragged him down. The scream that followed was
high, wet, and educational.

The remaining bandits broke.

One ran into the trees.



Another threw down his weapon.

A third tried to climb onto one of the wagon horses and
was bitten by the horse, which seemed fair.

The leader, however, still had pride left.

Tiny little scrap of it.

Embarrassing thing, pride.

Gets men killed more efficiently than plague.

He wiped blood from his mouth and raised his knife
again.

“You don’t know who |l am.”
Bjorn groaned. “Why does everyone say that?”
The leader blinked.

“Do you bastards rehearse it?” Bjgrn asked. “Is there a
hall somewhere where little shits practice dramatic
threats before robbing wagons?”

The trader boy laughed once, then clapped a hand over
his mouth.

The leader snarled and lunged.

Bjorn stepped inside the attack, caught the knife arm,
and broke it.

The sound was sharp.

The leader screamed.



Bjorn took the knife and tossed it aside.

Then he grabbed the man by his wolfskin cloak and
dragged him close.

“Listen carefully.”
The leader whimpered.

“If | see you wearing wolfskin again, I’ll peel yours off
and see how you like the fashion.”

He threw the man into the snow.
“Run.”

The leader ran.

Badly.

But with enthusiasm.

A few moments later, the road was quiet except for
groaning bandits, panicked horses, and Vargr chewing
thoughtfully on someone’s boot.

Bjgrn pointed at him.
“Leave the foot.”
Vargr pulled harder.
“The foot stays.”
Vargr growled.

Bjorn stared.



The wolf stared back.
Finally Vargr released it.
The bandit attached to the foot fainted.

The old trader approached slowly. He had a beard white
as frost and eyes sharp enough to cut cord.

“You saved us,” he said.

Bjarn looked at the broken wagon. “Seems so.”
“Why?”

“Bad judgement.”

The old man smiled faintly. “| am Torsten.”
“Unfortunate.”

Torsten paused. “That is my name.”

“Yes.”

The woman with the spear came forward. She was
younger than Bjgrn had first thought, perhaps twenty,
with dark hair tied back and blood on one sleeve. She
looked at Vargr, then at Bjarn.

“That wolf yours?”
“No‘”
Vargr sat beside Bjagrn.

The woman raised an eyebrow.



Bjgrn frowned. “He is not.”
Vargr leaned against his leg.
Traitorous animal.

The woman smiled. “Of course.”

Bjorn stepped away from the wolf, which did absolutely
nothing to improve the situation.

Torsten glanced at the dead and wounded bandits.
“There may be more of them nearby.”

“Probably.”

“You heading north?”

“Yes.”

“Then don’t.”

Bjorn looked at him.

Torsten’s expression darkened.

“There is a place two days ahead. Old fort near the
black river. Men have gathered there. Slavers, raiders,
deserters. Worse than bandits. They serve someone
called Skarde.”

Bjorn remembered the name Ragnald from the night
before. A jarlin the south. Men trapping wolves. Now
slavers in an old fort.

The world was connecting its little threads.



Annoying.
“Skarde works for Jarl Ragnald?” Bjegrn asked.

Torsten nodded slowly. “So they say. Ragnald pays silver
for beasts, warriors, children, anything that can be sold
or broken.”

The boy hid behind the wagon.

Bjorn looked north along the Dead Men’s Road.
Vargr growled softly.

“You know the place?” Bjgrn asked him.

The wolf’s ears flattened.

Interesting.

Bjorn felt that old cold thing settle inside him.
Purpose.

Not happiness.

Not peace.

Something sharper.

The woman crossed her arms. “You’re still going north,
aren’tyou?”

“Yes‘”
“That’s stupid.”

“I’ve been told.”



Torsten studied him for a long moment. Then he
reached into the wagon and pulled out a bundle
wrapped in cloth.

“Take this.”

“No.”

“It’s food.”

Bjorn hesitated.

Vargr stood.

Bjorn took the bundle.
Torsten smiled. “Thought so.”
“I’m taking it for the wolf.”
“Of course.”

“Not for me.”

“Naturally.”

Bjarn hated old men. They always sounded like they
knew things.

He helped them pull the wagon free, mostly by lifting
the sunken wheel while the two younger men pushed
and made noises that suggested they were contributing.
Once the wagon moved, Torsten’s group prepared to
travel south.

The woman paused beside Bjgrn before leaving.



“My name is Signe.”

“Good foryou.”

She smirked. “You always this charming?”
“No.”

“Worse?”

“Yes.”

She laughed and climbed onto the wagon.

Torsten raised a hand as they departed. “Avoid the black
river!”

Bjorn watched them go until the trees swallowed them.
Then he turned north.

Vargr stood in the road ahead, waiting.

Bjorn sighed.

“Don’t look at me like that.”

The wolf turned and began walking.

Bjarn followed.

The Dead Men’s Road stretched before them, white and
silent beneath the winter sky. Somewhere ahead stood
an old fort full of slavers, raiders, and men who bought

wolves in cages.

Bjorn should have turned away.



A clever man would have.
A sane man certainly would have.

But Bjgrn was neither clever enough nor sane enough to
ignore the pullin his chest.

Beside him walked Vargr, pale as moonlight, limping but
proud.

For the first time in years, Bjgrn was not merely walking
away from something.

He was walking toward it.

And gods help the poor bastards waiting at the end of
the road.



Chapter 5
The Black River Smells Like Trouble

By noon the next day, Bjgrn had discovered three
important things.

First, the Dead Men’s Road had been named by an
optimist. There were more bones than road.

Second, Vargr had decided that walking beside Bjarn
was beneath him. The wolf preferred to vanish into the
trees, reappear when least expected, and stare at Bjgrn
as if judging every decision he had ever made.

Third, the north smelled wrong.

Not wrong like old fish, wet socks, or Halfdan’s breath
after a feast. Those were honest smells. Terrible, yes,
but honest.

This was different.
Smoke.

Rot.

Fear.

Men.

Too many men.

Bjorn stood on a ridge overlooking the valley below. The
trees thinned ahead, giving way to a wide frozen marsh
cut through by a black river winding like a snake through



snow and dead reeds. Beyond the river stood the old
fort Torsten had warned him about.

It sat on a rocky rise, ugly and squat, made from
blackened timber and stone. A palisade circled it.
Smoke rose from several fires inside. Men moved along
the walls.

Slavers.
Raiders.
Deserters.

All the little pieces of shit society swept into corners
until they grew teeth.

Vargr appeared beside Bjgrn without sound.
“Stop doing that,” Bjgrn muttered.

The wolf ignored him.

Together they watched the fort.

A wagon creaked across the frozen ground below,
pulled by two tired horses. Four armed men escorted it.
In the back were cages.

Bjorn’s hand tightened around the haft of his axe.

Inside one cage crouched a woman holding a child. In
another sat two boys, both bruised and silent. The third
cage held animals: a lynx, two foxes, and something
dark and wounded that Bjgrn could not see clearly.



Vargr growled.

Low.

Deep.

Personal.

“Yes,” Bjorn said. “l see.”

The wolf’s pale eyes stayed on the cages.

Bjorn crouched behind a snow-heavy bush and studied
the fort. The gate faced south. Two men guarded it. More
stood near the river crossing. A watchtower leaned at
the eastern corner, looking ready to collapse from
shame. The fort had been built by someone who
understood defence, then repaired by idiots with
hammers and confidence.

Still, too many men.
At least thirty.
Maybe more.

A clever warrior would turn around, find allies, make a
plan, gather information, perhaps wait until night.

Bjern hated how sensible that sounded.
Vargr looked at him.
“No,” Bjgrn said.

The wolf stared.



“We are not attacking a fort in daylight.”
Vargr continued staring.

“l know you want to.”

The wolf blinked.

“l also want to break every skull down there, but
wanting a thing doesn’t make it wise.”

Vargr turned and began walking downhill.

Bjarn closed his eyes. “You furry little arsehole.”
He followed.

Not because the wolf led him.

Obviously not.

Bjorn was a free man. A warrior. A killer of champions.
He did not take orders from a half-healed wolf with an
attitude problem.

He simply happened to be walking in the same
direction.

That was all.

They moved through the trees parallel to the wagon
track. Vargr kept low, silent as mist. Bjgrn moved slower,
placing his boots carefully. He was quiet for a man his
size, but there was only so much stealth available when
you were built like a war god’s bad mood.

The wagon rolled toward the river crossing.



One of the guards laughed and jabbed a spear through
the bars at the boys.

“Quietin there.”
The younger boy flinched.

The older boy did not. He stared at the guard with hatred
burning in his eyes.

Good lad.

Hatred kept people alive when hope had gone off
somewhere warm to drink itself blind.

Bjorn waited until the wagon reached a narrow bend
where the road passed between trees and a frozen
ditch.

Perfect place.
Awkward for horses.
Bad footing.

Limited room.

A proper little gift from the gods, who were occasionally
useful when not busy being mysterious pricks.

He looked at Vargr.
The wolf had already vanished.
“Of course,” Bjgrn whispered.

The first guard died before anyone saw the wolf move.



Vargr burst from the reeds in a white blur and hit the
man behind the knees. The guard screamed, fell
backward, and vanished beneath snapping jaws and
flying snow.

The horses panicked.
The wagon lurched.
One guard turned toward Vargr.

Bjorn stepped from the trees and buried his axe in the
man’s shield so hard the shield split. The man stared at
the blade lodged inches from his face.

“Hello,” Bjgrn said.
Then he kicked him in the chest.

The guard flew backward into the wagon wheel and
dropped like a sack of wet grain.

The third man rushed Bjgrn with a sword.
Decent stance.
Bad future.

Bjorn caught the first swing on his axe haft, shoved
forward, and slammed his forehead into the man’s
mouth. Teeth scattered into the snow.

The man staggered.
Bjern punched him in the throat.

Done.



The fourth guard had the rare intelligence to run.
Vargr saw him.

The guard made it six steps before the wolf caught him
by the calf and brought him down screaming.

Bjorn walked over.

“Leave him alive,” he said.

Vargr growled without releasing the leg.
“| said alive.”

The wolf gave one final vicious shake, because
apparently compromise mattered, then let go.

The guard curled into a sobbing ball.

Bjorn crouched beside him. “How many men in the
fort?”

The guard whimpered.

Bjorn sighed. “l asked politely. That was special. Don’t
waste it.”

“Forty,” the man gasped. “Maybe fifty.”
“Leader?”

“Skarde.”

“Where?”

“Inside. Main hall. Please—"



Bjarn leaned closer. “Do they have more prisoners?”

The man nodded quickly. “Yes. In the pit. Under the
hall.”

Bjarn looked toward the fort.
A pit.
Of course there was a pit.

Men like Skarde always had pits. Holes for prisoners,
holes for bodies, holes where decency went to die
quietly.

Bjorn stood. “Run south.”
The guard stared. “What?”
“Run south. Tell no one. Stop when your leg falls off.”

The man scrambled up, limped three steps, fell, got up
again, and vanished down the road making pathetic
noises.

Vargr watched him go with disappointment.
“You can’t eat everyone,” Bjarn said.

Vargr huffed.

“l know. Tragic.”

Bjorn took keys from a dead guard and opened the
cages.



The woman inside the first cage stared at him as if she
expected a trick.

“You’re free,” Bjgrn said.

She did not move.

Bjorn frowned. “That means come out.”
The child began crying.

Bjorn looked at the child. “Don’t do that.”
The child cried harder.

“Helpful,” Bjgrn muttered.

The older boy in the second cage stepped forward. “Are
you with them?”

Bjorn looked at the bodies in the snow.
“No.”

“You killed them.”

“Yes.”

“All of them?”

“Not the noisy one. He ran.”

The boy nodded as if this was acceptable.
“What’s your name?” Bjgrn asked.

“Leif.”

“Take the others south.”



Leif glanced toward the fort. “My father is still in there.”
Bjgrn said nothing.

The woman climbed from the cage, clutching the child
tightly. “My husband too. They took the men
underground.”

Bjorn looked at the fort again.

A bad plan began forming.

Worse, it was his only plan.

“How many prisoners?” he asked.
“Twenty,” she said. “Maybe more.”

Vargr sniffed around the animal cage and pawed at the
door.

Bjorn unlocked it.

The foxes shot out like little red streaks of panic. The
lynx hissed at Bjgrn as if he had personally invented
cages, then fled into the reeds.

The dark wounded shape remained.
A dog.

Huge, black, old, scarred. One ear torn. One eye
clouded. It limped out slowly and stood before Vargr.

For a moment, wolf and dog stared at each other.

Bjeorn prepared for violence.



Instead, the dog sneezed and walked away.
Vargr looked offended.

Bjorn almost laughed.

Almost.

Leif stepped beside him. “You’re going into the fort,
aren’tyou?”

“NO.”
The boy’s face fell.

Bjeorn pointed toward the trees. “l am going around the
fort. Theninto it.”

Leif stared.

“That is different,” Bjgrn said.

“It doesn’t sound different.”

“You’re young. Your ears are stupid.”

The woman touched Bjgrn’s arm. “You can’t fight fifty

»”

men.
“No »
Her eyes widened.

“l can fight some of them,” Bjgrn said. “The rest can
panic.”

That did not comfort her. People were difficult like that.



Bjorn gathered weapons from the dead guards and
handed a sword to Leif.

The boy took it with both hands.

“Ever used one?”

“No.”

“Sharp end goes in the enemy.”

“l know that.”

“Good. You’re already ahead of most warriors.”
He gave the woman a knife.

“South. Stay off the road. Hide until night. If I’'m not
back by morning, keep going.”

“What if they catch us?”

Bjorn looked at Vargr.

The wolf was watching the fort.
“They’ll be busy.”

Bjorn and Vargr left the freed prisoners among the trees
and moved toward the river. The black water was not
fully frozen. It slid beneath broken ice with a slow, oily
sound. Bjarn disliked it immediately. Rivers should
sparkle or roar. This one looked like it knew secrets and
enjoyed drowning children.

They crossed at a shallow place where stones broke the
current.



Halfway across, Vargr slipped.

Bjorn caught him by the scruff before the current
dragged him under.

The wolf twisted and snapped at him.

Bjorn hauled him onto the bank and shoved him into the
snow.

“You’re welcome, you ungrateful bag of teeth.”
Vargr shook water from his fur, soaking Bjgrn.
“Lovely. Thank you.”

The eastern side of the fort was weaker. The palisade
leaned outward near the watchtower, where rot had
chewed through the lower posts. A drainage ditch ran
beneath the wall, half-blocked by ice and filth.

Bjorn stared at it.

“No.”

Vargr sniffed the ditch, then crawled inside.

Bjorn looked up at the grey sky.

“Gods, if any of you are watching, | hope you choke.”

Then he dropped to his belly and dragged himself into
the frozen muck.

The ditch smelled like piss, shit, old blood, and every
regrettable decision ever made by mankind. Bjgrn
crawled through it inch by miserable inch, his shoulders



scraping wood and ice. Somewhere ahead, Vargr moved
easily, because wolves were narrow cheating bastards.

At last Bjgrn emerged inside the fort behind a pile of
broken barrels.

He lay still, covered in filth, cold water dripping from his
beard.

Vargr stood nearby looking clean.
Somehow.

Bjorn glared at him. “I hate you.”
The wolf ignored him.

Inside the fort, men shouted, laughed, hammered,
drank. A smith worked near the far wall. Horses
stamped in a pen. Prison cages lined one side of the
yard. At the centre stood a large hall built against the
rock.

The pit would be below that.

Two guards stood by the hall door.
Bjorn smiled.

Not happily.

Happiness had nothing to do with it.
This was purpose again.

Sharp, ugly, useful purpose.



Vargr’s ears flattened.

Bjorn drew his knife.

“Quiet first,” he whispered.
Vargr slipped into shadow.
Bjgrn moved after him.

The first guard died confused.

The second managed half a shout before Bjgrn’s hand
closed around his mouth and Vargr’s teeth closed
around his leg. Bjgrn dragged him behind the barrels
and ended the noise quickly.

He took the guard’s cloak and wiped mud from his face
badly enough that he looked less like a sewer creature
and more like an ordinary filthy warrior.

Inside the hall, voices boomed.

One voice louder than the rest.

Cruel.

Amused.

Skarde, likely.

Bjorn leaned close to the door and listened.

“..sell the boys east, keep the strong men for the mines,
and skin the white wolf when we find it.”

Vargr went still.



Bjorn felt the air change.

The wolf’s growl was barely sound.
Bjorn placed a hand on his head.
“Not yet.”

Inside, the voice continued.

“And the big man who took it? Bring me his head. I’ll
pissin his skull.”

Bjarn blinked.

Then smiled wider.

“Well,” he whispered, “that’s rude.”
He kicked open the hall door.
Every man inside turned.

There were twelve of them.

Maybe thirteen.

Skarde sat at the far end in a chair made from antlers
and arrogance. He was broad, bald, tattooed across the
scalp, with a black beard forked into two points. One
eye was missing, covered by a bronze plate.

He looked like the sort of man who had spent his life
mistaking cruelty for strength.

Bjorn stepped inside with Vargr at his side.

Mud on his cloak.



Blood on his axe.

Cold fury in his bones.

The hall went silent.

Skarde leaned forward.
Bjorn looked straight at him.
“l hear you want my skull.”
Skarde grinned.

Bjern lifted his axe.

“Come take it, then.”



Chapter 6

Skulls, Smoke, and Very Poor Decisions
For one beautiful heartbeat, nobody moved.
The hall sat frozen in silence.

Twelve hard-looking bastards stared at Bjarn.
Bjarn stared back.

Vargr stood beside him, white fur bristling, lips curled
away from teeth sharp enough to ruin several perfectly
good lives.

The fire crackled in the centre of the hall.
Somewhere outside, a horse screamed.

Inside, the smell of ale, sweat, wet fur, and unwashed
warriors hit Bjgrn like a wall. Men always smelled worst
when they gathered in groups. One man alone smelled
unpleasant. Twelve together smelled like a shipwrecked
arsehole.

At the far end of the hall, Skarde slowly leaned back in
his antler chair.

He smiled.
Not nervously.
That was the worrying part.

Most men looked at Bjgrn and immediately
reconsidered their life choices. Skarde looked amused.



Like a butcher discovering a pig clever enough to insult
him before slaughter.

The bronze plate covering his missing eye gleamed in
the firelight.

“You’ve got balls,” Skarde said.
Bjorn shrugged. “Heavy burden.”
A few men laughed uncertainly.

Skarde’s smile widened. “You kill my guards, sneak into
my fort, interrupt my supper, and now you stand in my
hall making jokes.”

“Yes.”

“You think you’re special?”

“No. Justviolent.”

That got a proper laugh.

Even Skarde barked one sharp grunt through his nose.
Vargr growled louder.

Skarde looked at the wolf. “That beast killed three of my

»

men.
“Only three?” Bjgrn said. “He’s clearly feeling lazy.”

One of the warriors near the fire spat into the flames.
Huge man. Bald. Nose flattened sideways. Arms like
tree trunks wrapped in old scars.



Berserker type.
Bjorn hated berserkers.

Mad bastards always screaming about glory while
forgetting basic tactics like “don’t run face-first into an

”»

axe
The big warrior stepped forward.

“IiLgut him.”

Skarde lifted one finger lazily. “Then do it.”

Ah.

There it was.

The thing men like Skarde loved most.
Entertainment.

A good fight saved them the trouble of thinking.

The berserker rolled his shoulders and grinned at Bjgrn.
Several teeth were missing. The remaining ones looked
diseased enough to kill a man faster than the axe
probably would.

“You die slow,” the berserker promised.
Bjorn nodded thoughtfully. “You smell slow.”
The hall laughed again.

The berserker’s grin vanished.

Good.



Angry men made mistakes.
Very useful little habit.

The giant warrior grabbed a two-handed axe from
beside the wall and charged with a roar loud enough to
shake dust from the rafters.

Subtle fellow.

Bjorn stepped sideways.

The axe smashed through a table.

Wood exploded.

Ale sprayed everywhere.

The berserker snarled and ripped the weapon free.
Bjgrn hit him in the face with a stool.

The stool broke.

The berserker blinked.

“Interesting,” Bjgrn muttered. “Your skull might actually
be thicker than Halfdan’s.”

The berserker roared again and swung wildly.

Too much strength.

Not enough brain.

The axe blade crashed into a support pillar and stuck.

Bjgrn moved instantly.



One step.

Two.

Then his own axe slammed into the berserker’s knee.
Crunch.

The giant screamed and collapsed sideways. Bjarn
kicked him onto his back and placed the axe edge
against his throat.

Silence fell again.

The berserker stared upward, breathing hard.
Bjorn looked at Skarde.

“This one yours?”

Skarde drank from his cup calmly. “Was.”
Bjgrn nodded.

Then buried the axe in the berserker’s skull.
Blood splashed across the floorboards.

One warrior vomited quietly into the fire.

Honestly, Bjgrn respected that. It showed self-
awareness.

Vargr trotted forward and sniffed the corpse.
“Don’t eat him,” Bjgrn said.

Vargr sneezed.



“Good judgement.”
Skarde finally stood.
Now the hall felt smaller.
The man was enormous.

Not Bjgrn enormous, but close enough that normal
people probably reconsidered annoying him. Tattoos
crawled across his arms and scalp like black snakes.
His remaining eye was pale grey and utterly dead.

This was not a bandit pretending to be dangerous.
This was a killer.

Real killers always looked calm.

The loud ones usually died first.

Skarde descended the steps from his chair slowly.

“l was told a giant Viking travelled with a white wolf,” he
said. “l expected someone uglier.”

“That’s hurtful.”

“I try.”

The other warriors spread out around the hall now.
Smart.

Not smart enough, but smart compared to the
berserker.

Skarde pointed toward the floor.



“Under this hall are twenty-three prisoners. Men,
women, children. Valuable cargo.”

“People,” Bjgrn corrected.
Skarde shrugged. “Depends who’s buying.”

Vargr’s growl deepened.

Skarde looked at the wolf again. “That beast belonged
tome.”

Bjorn sighed. “No. That’s not how wolves work.”
“l captured it.”

“And yet it still seems deeply unconvinced.”
Several warriors chuckled nervously.

Skarde’s face darkened.

Ah.

Pride.

There it was again.

Always useful.

“You think you’re better than me?” Skarde asked quietly.
Bjorn considered that honestly.

“Yes.”

The hall went still.



Skarde smiled again, but now it looked wrong. Thin.
Dangerous.

“I built this fort,” he said. “Men feared this place before |
arrived. Now they piss themselves at the mention of my
name.”

“Probably because of the smell.”
One warrior laughed accidentally.
Skarde punched him without looking.
The man hit the floor unconscious.
Bjorn blinked. “Efficient leadership.”

Skarde rolled his neck slowly. “You know what | see
when | look at you?”

“A man about to make a mistake?”

“A lonely bastard pretending he chose solitude.”

The words landed harder than Bjarn expected.
Annoying.

Very annoying.

Bjarn hated accuracy in other people.

Skarde took another step closer.

“You walk with a wolf because animals don’t judge you.”

Vargr’s ears flattened.



“And you cage people because humans won’t follow
you willingly,” Bjarn replied.

That one hit.

Good.

Skarde’s smile vanished entirely.

“There he is,” Bjgrn said softly. “The real man.”
Then everything exploded.

Three warriors rushed from the left.

Another from behind.

Skarde himself came straight forward with a sword
longer than most men’s arms.

Vargr leapt first.

The wolf hit one warrior high in the chest and tore him
backward into the fire. Burning logs scattered across
the floor. Men shouted.

Bjorn met the first attacker with an upward axe swing
that split chin from forehead in a spray of blood and
shattered teeth.

The second slammed into him shield-first.
Better.
Aggressive.

Disciplined.



Bjorn grabbed the shield rim and headbutted the man
so hard the warrior’s nose vanished into his own face.

The third attacker stabbed low with a spear.

Bjorn trapped the shaft under his arm and yanked the
man forward directly into Skarde’s swing.

The sword punched through the spearman’s ribs.
Everyone paused.

The dying man looked down at the blade sticking from
his chest.

“Well,” Bjgrn said, “that’s awkward.”

Skarde ripped the sword free with a curse.

The warrior collapsed screaming.

Vargr tore out another man’s throat near the wall.
Blood painted the timbers black-red.

Smoke thickened as burning logs rolled across the hall
floor.

Outside, alarms began shouting through the fort.
Too late now.

Wonderful.

Bjorn had hoped for a quiet evening.

Skarde attacked again.



Fast bastard too.

The long sword flashed toward Bjgrn’s neck. Bjgrn
blocked with the axe haft, sparks flying as steel crashed
against steel. The impact jolted up his arms.

Strong.

Very strong.

Skarde kicked Bjgrn in the stomach.
Bjgrn moved half a step backward.
Skarde grinned. “There you are.”
Bjgrn punched him in the mouth.

Skarde stumbled sideways spitting blood and laughter
together.

“Oh, I like you,” Skarde growled.
“That makes one of us.”
Two more warriors charged Bjgrn together.

He ducked beneath a spear thrust and shoved one
attacker directly into Vargr.

The wolf hit the man like a snow avalanche with teeth.
Screaming followed.
Always screaming.

Battles sounded heroic in songs.



Real fights sounded like pigs dying in muddy fields.
Skarde swung again.

Bjarn blocked.

Again.

Again.

The hall shook with violence now. Men slipping in blood.
Fire spreading across fallen tables. Smoke thick enough
to sting the eyes.

Outside, boots thundered toward the building.
More men coming.
Excellent.

Bjorn hated being outnumbered slightly less than he
hated cheerful priests.

Skarde saw the glance toward the doors and smiled.
“You die here.”

“Maybe.”

“You should’ve kept walking north.”

“You should’ve stopped buying children.”

That wiped the smile away again.

Good.



Bjagrn slammed forward with brute force, driving Skarde
backward across the hall. Their weapons locked
together, faces inches apart.

Skarde smelled like iron, smoke, and old violence.

“You think killing me changes anything?” Skarde
snharled. “Ragnald owns ten forts bigger than this.”

“Then I’'ll need more axes.”

Skarde barked laughter and shoved free.
The hall doors burst open.

Six more warriors stormed inside.

At their head stood a thin man wrapped in black furs
carrying a curved sword and a hunting bow.

His eyes widened at the chaos.

Bodies.

Blood.

Burning tables.

A white wolf ripping apart someone near the fire.

And Bjarn in the centre of it all looking like winter had
learned to hate.

The thin man looked at Skarde. “What in the fuck
happened?”

Bjorn answered first.



“Poor management.”

Then he hurled an axe.

Not his main axe.

One taken from a dead warrior earlier.

The spinning blade crossed the hall and buried itself in
the newcomer’s chest.

The man flew backward through the doorway.
Silence.

One heartbeat.

Two.

Then every surviving warrior charged at once.
Bjorn grinned.

Finally.

Now it felt honest.

Vargr launched himself across the hall as Bjgrn roared
and met the wave head-on.

The first man lost an arm.

The second lost most of his face.
A spear stabbed Bjgrn’s shoulder.
Pain exploded through him.

He ignored it.



A sword cut his ribs.
Ignored.

Another warrior jumped onto his back trying to drag him
down.

Bjgrn slammed backward into a pillar hard enough to
crush the man between timber and muscle.

Vargr ripped through legs and throats like a pale demon
sent by angry gods.

Skarde fought through the madness toward Bjgrn,
sword red with blood.

The bronze plate over his eye gleamed through smoke.
“You’re dead!” Skarde roared.

Bjern spat blood onto the floor.

“Eventually.”

Then the floor beneath them exploded upward.

Wood shattered.

A massive crash shook the hall.

Men screamed as part of the floor collapsed inward,
revealing darkness below.

The prisoner pit.
Chains rattled beneath.

Hands reached upward through smoke and dust.



Skarde staggered backward in shock.

Bjorn stared into the broken floor.

Dozens of prisoners looked up from below.

Thin faces.

Bruised faces.

Terrified faces.

One little girl blinked at Bjgrn through the smoke.
Vargr stood beside him, fur red with blood.

The wolf looked down into the pit.

Then up at Bjagrn.

Bjarn sighed.

Because of course this had become his problem now.
Of course it had.

Skarde recovered first.

“Kill them all!” he roared.

Several warriors rushed toward the pit with weapons
drawn.

Bjorn’s expression hardened.
Cold.

Final.



He stepped between the prisoners and the charging
men.

“No,” he said.

The first warrior swung anyway.

Bjarn split him from shoulder to chest.
The second lunged.

Vargr took him by the throat.

The third stopped suddenly, perhaps discovering
survival instincts at last.

Good for him.

Skarde raised his sword high above the chaos.
“YOU DIE HERE!”

Bjorn looked around the burning hall.

At the prisoners.

At the blood.

At Vargr standing beside him.

At the warriors hesitating now.

And suddenly he realized something strange.
For the first time in years, he did not feel empty.
Angry, yes.

Bleeding, certainly.



Possibly on fire in one area.

But not empty.

Purpose filled the hollow space inside him like thunder.
He smiled slowly at Skarde.

“You first.”



Chapter 7
The Pit Beneath the Hall
The hall burned beautifully.

Flames crawled across spilled ale and shattered tables
while smoke rolled along the rafters thick as storm
clouds. Men coughed. Blood steamed on the
floorboards. Someone was still screaming near the fire,
though at this point Bjgrn honestly could not remember
who it was.

Too many screaming bastards spoiled the atmosphere.

Bjorn stood at the edge of the broken floor with Vargr
beside him.

Below them, prisoners stared upward through smoke
and dust.

Chains rattled.
Children cried.

One old man laughed hysterically, which suggested
either bravery or permanent brain damage. Hard to tell
sometimes.

Across the hall, Skarde raised his sword.
“You protect slaves now?” he roared.

Bjarn rolled his shoulders carefully. Pain stabbed
through the spear wound in his shoulder. Blood soaked
his sleeve and dripped from his fingertips.



Wonderful.

Exactly the sort of thing a man wanted during a life-or-
death fight.

“They’re prisoners,” Bjgrn said.
“Same thing.”
“NO.”

Skarde grinned with bloody teeth. “You really are
stupid.”

“Possibly.”
“You could’ve walked away.”
“So could you.”

Skarde barked a laugh. “No. Men like me don’t walk
away.”

That, unfortunately, was true.

Men like Skarde built their entire lives on fear. Once
people stopped fearing them, all that remained was an
ugly bastard with old scars and too many enemies.

The surviving warriors circled carefully now.
Not eager anymore.
Good.

Fear was healthy.



Fear kept a man alive long enough to make more
mistakes later.

Vargr moved low beside Bjgrn, white fur soaked red
along his jaws and chest. The wolf’s pale eyes never left
Skarde.

Smart animal.
He understood the shape of danger.

One warrior near the wall swallowed hard. “Skarde... the
hall’s collapsing.”

“Then fight faster,” Skarde snarled.
Another beam cracked overhead.
Burning sparks rained down.

One landed in a warrior’s beard.

The man screamed and slapped himself repeatedly
while everyone ignored him. Fair enough. If your beard
caught fire during battle, the gods had already made
their opinion of you clear.

Skarde pointed his sword at Bjgrn.
“Kill the wolf first.”

Vargr snarled.

Bjgrn sighed.

“You know,” he said, “every time someone threatens
him, he becomes impossible to live with afterward.”



The first warrior charged.
Young.

Desperate.

Terrified.

The worst combination.

He rushed at Vargr with a spear held badly and courage
held together by panic. Vargr sidestepped the thrust
effortlessly and tore into the man’s thigh.

The warrior collapsed screaming.
A second man swung at Bjgrn from the right.

Bjorn blocked with his axe haft, punched the attacker in
the throat, and shoved him directly into the burning
table behind him.

The man caught fire surprisingly quickly.
Human beings were disappointingly flammable.
Three more attackers came together.

Better.

At least they were learning.

Bjorn backed toward the pit edge, forcing them into a
narrow approach. One sword, one axe, one spear.

The spear thrust first.

Bjorn knocked it aside.



The axe came next.
Too slow.

He stepped inside the swing and drove his forehead into
the attacker’s face.

Crunch.
The sword-man lunged low toward Bjgrn’s stomach.

Vargr hit him from the side so hard both vanished across
the floorboards in a tangle of limbs, claws, and
screaming.

Bjorn ripped the spear free from the first attacker’s
hands and hurled it.

The spear punched through the burning-beard warrior
just as the man finished putting himself out.

Unfortunate timing.

The warrior looked down at the spear sticking from his
chest.

Then at Bjgrn.

“Really?”

Bjorn shrugged. “Bad day.”

The warrior collapsed into the flames.
Skarde roared and charged.

Finally.



Bjgrn met him head-on.
Steel crashed.

The impact shook Bjgrn’s wounded shoulder hard
enough to blur his vision. Skarde was monstrously
strong. Not wild berserker strong. Controlled strong.
The dangerous kind.

Their weapons locked.

Skarde leaned close enough that Bjgrn could smell old
blood beneath the sweat.

“You feel it yet?” Skarde hissed.
“What?”

“You’re tired.”

Ah.

That was the problem.

Skarde was right.

Bjorn hated that almost as much as he hated cheerful
priests and damp socks.

The cuts across his ribs burned. His shoulder throbbed.
His arms felt heavy from fighting too many men too
quickly.

And Skarde saw it.

Killers always saw weakness.



“You bleed like everyone else,” Skarde growled.
Bjorn grunted. “Deep insight.”

Skarde slammed his forehead into Bjgrn’s face.
Pain exploded.

Bjarn staggered backward half a step.

Skarde swung low.

Bjorn barely caught the blow on his axe.

Sparks burst between them.

The floor beneath Bjgrn cracked loudly.

The pit below groaned.

One of the prisoners shouted, “The chains are loose!”
Bjorn risked a glance downward.

Iron cages lined the underground chamber beneath the
hall. Rusted chains held them shut. One entire section
of ceiling had collapsed, leaving broken beams and
scattered stone across the prisoners below.

A woman reached upward desperately.
“Help us!”

Skarde attacked again.

No time.

No room.



No choices.
Wonderful.

Bjarn blocked another savage swing and kicked Skarde
backward into a burning pillar. The big man stumbled
but recovered instantly.

Vargr meanwhile had become pure chaos.

The wolf darted through smoke like a pale demon,
striking legs and throats before vanishing again. Men
shouted in terror whenever they lost sight of him.

Smart.
Avisible predator was dangerous.
An invisible one destroyed sleep forever.

One warrior climbed onto a table trying to shoot Vargr
with a bow.

Vargr leapt six feet upward and dragged him screaming
onto the floor.

Bjorn almost admired it.

“Show-off,” he muttered.

Skarde heard.

“You love that beast more than people.”
The words hit harder than the sword.

Annoying again.



Bjarn snarled and attacked properly for the first time.
The axe roared downward.

Skarde barely blocked.

Bjarn hit him again.

And again.

Heavy.

Relentless.

The entire hall shook beneath each impact.

Skarde retreated step by step now, boots sliding in
blood and ash.

“You think this makes you noble?” Skarde spat. “You kill
just like me!”

Bjgrn swung again.

“Yes.”

Skarde blocked desperately.
“You enjoy it!”

“Yes.”

Another blow.

“But | choose who suffers.”
That landed.

Not the axe.



The words.

Skarde’s face twisted with sudden rage.
Good.

Anger made men sloppy.

Skarde roared and lunged wildly.

Too much force.

Too much hate.

Bjorn twisted aside and buried the axe deep into
Skarde’s shoulder.

The hall fell silent.

For a heartbeat nobody moved.

Skarde looked down at the blade lodged in his flesh.
Blood spread black across his furs.

Vargr stood nearby, breathing hard.

Smoke rolled through the hall.

Then Skarde laughed.

Actually laughed.

Mad bastard.

“You finally fucking hit me,” he wheezed.

Bjorn frowned. “You are taking this strangely well.”



Skarde grabbed the axe haft with one hand and yanked
himself closer instead of pulling away.

That surprised Bjgrn.

The bronze-eyed killer smiled through blood.
“You know what lonely men do?” Skarde whispered.
Bjorn smelled death on his breath.

“They build kingdoms out of pain.”

Then Skarde stabbed Bjgrn in the side.

Short knife.

Hidden.

Dirty trick.

Good trick.

Pain exploded through Bjgrn’s ribs.

He punched Skarde across the face hard enough to
send both men crashing apart.

The axe tore free from Skarde’s shoulder in a spray of
blood.

Bjorn staggered.
Warm blood poured down his side now.
Too much.

That was definitely too much blood.



Human bodies contained an unreasonable amount of
the stuff.

Skarde dropped to one knee laughing and coughing red
foam.

“You’re dying now,” he said.

“Probably.”

“That makes two of us.”

Fair point.

The remaining warriors backed away uncertainly.
Their leader wounded.

The giant stranger bleeding but still standing.

The white wolf staring at them like winter hunger given
flesh.

Nobody wanted to be first anymore.

Another beam cracked overhead.

The roof sagged.

Fire raced along the walls.

One warrior shouted, “The hall’s going down!”
Good observation.

Bjorn wished people made useful observations
occasionally.



The prisoners below screamed as burning debris rained
into the pit.

Bjgrn looked down.

Children.

Chains.

Smoke filling the chamber.

He looked back at Skarde.

The bastard smiled through blood.

“You can kill me,” Skarde rasped. “Or save them.”
Ah.

There it was.

The choice.

Heroes in songs always got choices like this.
Save the innocent.

Avenge the dead.

Protect the weak.

Wonderful dramatic nonsense.

Real life usually offered uglier options, like “bleed to
death slowly” or “freeze with dignity.”

Bjern hated choices.

Vargr looked at him.



The wolf’s ears flicked toward the pit.

Bjorn sighed heavily.

“Fine.”

Skarde laughed harder. “You stupid bastard.”
“Yes.”

Bjarn charged.

Not at Skarde.

At the nearest support pillar.

The warriors blinked in confusion.

Bjorn swung his axe into the burning timber with all his
strength.

CRACK.

The pillar split.

The roof groaned violently.

“What are you doing?” Skarde shouted.
“Improvising.”

Bjarn hit the pillar again.

The ceiling above the far side of the hall collapsed
inward with a roar of fire and smoke.

Half the warriors screamed and ran for the exits.

Good.



Panic was contagious.
Bjarn kicked aside burning debris near the pit edge.
Then he jumped down.

The prisoners shouted in shock as the giant blood-
covered Viking landed among them in chains and
rubble.

Vargr leapt after him effortlessly.
Show-off again.
The underground chamber was chaos.

Cages lined the walls. Smoke poured through cracks
overhead. Several prisoners coughed violently while
others clawed uselessly at chains.

A little girl stared up at Bjgrn with enormous terrified
eyes.

“Are you a monster?” she whispered.

Bjorn looked around thoughtfully.

“Sometimes.”

Then he buried his axe into the nearest cage lock.
Iron shattered.

“Move,” he barked.

The prisoners stumbled free.



Vargr prowled the chamber while Bjgrn smashed locks
one after another. His wounded side screamed with
every swing.

Pain blurred his vision.
Too slow now.
Too weak.

One cage contained three men so thin they looked half-
dead already.

Another held women chained together at the wrists.
Another held a boy barely older than Leif.
Bjorn broke every lock he could reach.

Above them, the hall thundered with collapsing beams
and distant shouting.

Then Skarde appeared at the broken edge overhead.
Blood soaked his shoulder.

His remaining eye burned with hatred.

And in his hand—

Atorch.

Ah.

Shit.

Skarde grinned down into the pit.



“If | die,” he rasped, “you burn with me.”

Then he threw the torch into the chamber below.



Chapter 8

Fire Below, Wolves Above
The torch fell slowly.

At least, it felt slow.

In truth, it probably dropped like any ordinary burning
stick thrown by a bleeding one-eyed bastard into a pit
full of prisoners. But Bjgrn’s mind stretched the moment
thin, because apparently the body liked to be dramatic
before death. Very considerate. Very poetic. Completely
fucking useless.

The torch spun end over end through smoke and falling
ash.

Children screamed.
Prisoners ducked.
Vargr snarled.

Bjorn moved.

He lunged forward, shoved a woman and two boys
backward, and swung his axe like a madman swatting a
flaming wasp. The flat of the blade struck the torch in
midair and sent it spinning sideways into a wet patch of
mud and old straw near the wall.

It hissed.

Smoked.



Did not catch.
For one blessed heartbeat, nothing burned.

Then a burning beam crashed through the ceiling and
smashed into the floor ten paces away.

That caught.
Because of course it bloody did.

Dry straw flared at once, orange flames licking up the
wall of the pit. Smoke thickened immediately, black and
choking, rolling through the chamber like a living thing
with a personal grudge.

Above, Skarde laughed.
Bjarn looked up through the broken floor.

The bastard stood at the edge, swaying from blood loss,
grinning like a corpse that had learned one final joke.

“You should have killed me!” Skarde shouted.
Bjorn coughed smoke from his lungs.

“Yes,” he said. “I’m starting to see that.”

Vargr barked once, sharp and urgent.

Prisoners were pushing toward the broken cages,
panicking now. Panic was natural. Sensible, even.
Unfortunately, it also made people stupid. One man
shoved another aside. Awoman slipped. A child
screamed beneath someone’s elbow.



Bjarn grabbed the nearest man by the front of his ragged
tunic and slammed him into the wall.

“Stop pushing,” he growled.
The man froze.
Bjorn raised his voice until it filled the pit.

“Anyone shoves a child again, | break their fucking spine
and leave them for the fire.”

Silence.

Not calm silence.
Terrified silence.
Good enough.

Bjorn pointed toward a low tunnel at the back of the
chamber. It was half-hidden behind old barrels and
broken chains.

“You. Old man. Where does that go?”

A grey-bearded prisoner with one swollen eye looked
over. “Drain tunnel. To the river.”

“Open?”
“Barred.”

“Of course itis.”



Why would anything be easy? That would insult the
gods’ commitment to making life a sack of flaming goat
shit.

Bjgrn shoved through the prisoners toward the tunnel.

Vargr moved ahead of him, snapping at anyone who got
too close. The wolf’s presence did wonders for crowd
control. People who ignored commands from a bleeding
Viking suddenly became very respectful when a white
wolf showed them teeth.

The tunnel entrance was low, narrow, and blocked by
rusted iron bars set into stone.

Bjorn gripped one bar and pulled.
Nothing.

He pulled harder.

The bar groaned.

His wounded side screamed.
Blood ran hot down his ribs.

“Wonderful,” he muttered. “l was worried this might be
pleasant.”

Behind him, smoke rolled thicker. People coughed
violently. The fire had found old straw, dry wood, and
whatever filthy bedding the slavers had thrown into the
pit. Flames crawled along the wall like hungry fingers.



Bjorn planted one boot against the stone and pulled
again.

The bar bent.
Not enough.

Vargr growled beside him, then bit at the lower wooden
frame, ripping away rotten timber.

“Good,” Bjgrn said through clenched teeth. “Chew
faster.”

Vargr snarled, which probably meant you chew it then,
enormous useless ape.

Fair point.

Bjorn took his axe in both hands and struck the iron
joint.

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

Sparks flew.

The old rust cracked.

The fourth blow tore one bar loose.

The fifth broke another.



Bjorn grabbed both and ripped them free with a roar that
tore at his throat. The opening was still narrow, but
children could crawl through. Thin adults too.

Sadly, Bjgrn was not thin. Bjgrn had been built by gods
who thought subtlety was for cowards.

He turned to the prisoners.
“Children first. Then women. Then wounded. Move.”
They moved.

The little girl who had asked whether he was a monster
crawled first, eyes wide and wet from smoke.

She paused beside him.

“Are you coming?”

“No.”

Her lip trembled.

Bjorn sighed. “Yes. Later. Move.”

She crawled into the dark tunnel.

Others followed.

One by one.

Too slowly.

Above, Skarde shouted down, “You can’t save them all!”

Bjorn looked up.



Skarde had found another torch.
Persistent prick.

Bjorn picked up a broken length of chain and hurled it
upward.

It struck Skarde in the chest.

The slaver stumbled backward with a grunt and
vanished from view.

“Maybe not,” Bjgrn muttered. “But | can annoy you while
trying.”

A man near the cages collapsed coughing.

Bjorn grabbed him under the arms and dragged him
toward the tunnel.

“l can’t,” the man gasped.
“You can.”

“My leg—"

Bjern glanced down.
Broken.

Badly.

Naturally.

“Then crawl.”

“l can’t!”



Bjorn leaned close. “Listen. You can crawl into that
tunnel, or you can stay here and become smoked meat.
I’m not your mother. Choose.”

The man stared.

Then crawled.

Motivation. Bjgrn had always had a gift for it.
Vargr suddenly snapped his head upward.
Bjorn heard it too.

Boots.

Above.

Not running away.

Gathering.

Skarde’s men were not done.

Of course they were not. Evil men rarely had the
decency to die conveniently. They lingered. Like lice, rot,
and relatives who wanted to borrow silver.

A spear thrust down through the broken floor.
It stabbed one prisoner through the shoulder.
The man screamed.

Bjorn grabbed the spear shaft and yanked.

A warrior above toppled through the hole with a
surprised shriek and smashed onto the pit floor.



He tried torise.

Vargr landed on him.

He did not rise.

More spears jabbed downward.

Bjorn shoved prisoners aside, took one spear across the
forearm, and snapped it with his axe. Blood ran freely
now. His left hand felt numb. His ribs burned. His
shoulder throbbed.

His body was becoming a list of complaints.
He ignored all of them.

“Faster!” he shouted.

The tunnel swallowed more prisoners.

The smoke was terrible now. Eyes streamed. Lungs
burned. The air tasted of ash and fear.

Vargr coughed once.
Bjorn glanced at him.

The wolf looked back, furious at the indignity of
breathing bad air.

“Nearly done,” Bjgrn said.
That was a lie.

There were still too many.



But lies were useful when truth was a miserable
bastard.

Then Skarde came down.
Not through the broken floor like a fool.
Through the stairs.

At the far side of the pit, an iron door slammed open
and Skarde staggered in with four warriors behind him.
Blood covered his shoulder. His bronze eye-plate was
blackened by smoke. His sword hung low in one hand.

He looked half-dead.

Unfortunately, half-dead men could still be very
irritating.

“Enough!” Skarde roared.

The remaining prisoners screamed and scattered.
Bjorn stepped between them and Skarde.

Vargr moved beside him, head low.

Skarde laughed, but it came out wet.

“You look worse.”

“You still look uglier.”

One of Skarde’s men charged.

Vargr met him halfway and dragged him down by the
throat.



The other three hesitated.

Smart lads.

Late learners, but still.

Skarde lifted his sword. “You’re bleeding out.”
“Yes.”

“You can barely stand.”

“Also yes.”

“And still you think you can stop me?”
Bjarn shifted his grip on the axe.

“No.”

Skarde frowned.

Bjorn nodded toward Vargr.

“We can.”

The wolf sprang.

Skarde swung fast, too fast for a wounded man. His
blade caught Vargr across the side. The wolf twisted
away with a sharp yelp, blood streaking white fur.

Something inside Bjgrn went very quiet.
Not angry.
Beyond angry.

Anger was loud. This was colder.



Final.

Skarde saw it.

His grin faltered.

“Oh,” Bjgrn said softly. “You shouldn’t have done that.”
The three warriors attacked at once.

Bjern did not fight beautifully.

There was no elegance left.

No clever footwork.

No graceful dance of blades.

He fought like a collapsing house.

The first man’s axe struck Bjgrn’s mail and bit shallowly
into his side. Bjgrn ignored it and smashed his own axe
into the man’s collarbone.

The second tried to stab him.

Bjorn grabbed the blade with his left hand.
It cut deep.

He did not let go.

He pulled the man forward and broke his face with the
haft of his axe.

The third turned to run.



Vargr, wounded and furious, took him from behind and
brought him down screaming.

Then only Skarde remained.

Fire roared behind him.

Smoke swallowed the ceiling.

The last prisoners crawled into the tunnel.

Bjarn and Skarde faced each other in the burning pit
beneath the hall.

Skarde’s sword shook in his hand.
Bjorn’s axe felt heavier than a mountain.
For a moment, neither moved.

Then Skarde spat blood.

“You think that wolf makes you whole?”
Bjorn breathed hard.

“No.”

Skarde smiled faintly.

Bjarn stepped forward.

“He reminds me | was never meant to be broken by men
like you.”

Skarde lunged.



Bjorn stepped inside the sword swing and let the blade
cut across his shoulder rather than through his neck.
Pain flashed white.

He slammed his forehead into Skarde’s face.
Once.

Twice.

The bronze eye-plate cracked loose.

Skarde staggered.

Bjorn hooked his axe behind Skarde’s knee and ripped
his leg out from under him. The slaver fell hard.

Bjorn stood over him.

Skarde looked up, coughing blood.

“Doit.”

Bjorn raised the axe.

Then paused.

Above them, the hall groaned.

The roof collapsed inward.

Fire and timber crashed down between them.
The floor buckled.

The wall behind Skarde split open, revealing black river
water beyond the stone.



Skarde’s eyes widened.
The river burst through.

Cold black water exploded into the pit, smashing
burning debris aside and sweeping across the floor with
savage force.

Bjorn grabbed Vargr by the scruff.
The current hit them.
Hard.

Skarde screamed as the water dragged him backward
into the collapsing darkness.

Bjorn saw his hand claw at the mud.
Then vanish.

Gone.

Not dead by Bjarn’s axe.

Taken by the black river.

Typical.

Even death had to be dramatic.

The water rose fast, flooding the pit and drowning the
flames in steam.

Bjorn staggered toward the tunnel, dragging Vargr with
one arm. His strength was nearly gone. His legs felt like
wet rope. The world blurred at the edges.



“Move,” he growled.

Vargr stumbled beside him.
They reached the broken bars.
Too narrow.

Of course.

Bjarn shoved Vargr through first.
The wolf resisted.

“Go, you stubborn shit!”

He pushed harder.

Vargr slid into the tunnel.

Bjorn dropped to his knees and forced himself after
him, shoulders scraping stone, wounds tearing open,
water surging at his boots.

Behind him, the pit collapsed with a sound like the
world splitting.

Cold water swallowed his legs.
Then his waist.

He crawled.

Inch by inch.

Through darkness.

Through mud.



Through pain.

Ahead, faint grey light glimmered.

The river exit.

Voices shouted.

Hands reached in.

Prisoners grabbed his arms and hauled.

Bjarn burst from the tunnel into freezing daylight and
collapsed onto the riverbank.

Vargr lay beside him, panting, blood on his side but
alive.

Around them stood the freed prisoners.

Dirty.

Shaking.

Crying.

Alive.

The old man with the swollen eye looked down at Bjarn.
“You saved us.”

Bjorn coughed water and smoke from his lungs.

Then rolled onto his back and stared at the grey sky.

“Don’t make it sound noble,” he rasped. “I mostly ruined
a perfectly awful fort.”



The little girl knelt beside Vargr and carefully touched
his fur.

The wolf did not bite her.

Bjorn noticed.

So did everyone else.

The girl looked at Bjgrn.

“What is his name?”

Bjorn closed his eyes.

“Vargr.”

“What does it mean?”

“Wolf. Outlaw. Monster.”

She looked at the wounded white animal.
Then at Bjgrn.

“Which one are you?”

Bjgrn opened one eye.

The girl waited.

Vargr rested his head against Bjgrn’s arm.
Bjorn sighed.

“Depends who’s asking.”

Above the black river, the old fort burned and collapsed
into steam, ash, and ruin.



Behind them, the prisoners began walking south.

Ahead, somewhere beyond the mountains, Jarl Ragnald
still lived.

Bjorn knew that name would return.
Names like that always did.

Like infection.

Like bad weather.

Like relatives.

But for now, he lay in the show beside a wounded white
wolf, bleeding from too many places, cold as death, and
strangely peaceful.

The world had tried to kill him again.
It had failed.

Careless bastard.



Chapter 9

The Dead Should Stay Bloody Dead

Bjarn woke because something was licking his face.
Not gently.

Not lovingly.

Aggressively.

Like the tongue belonged to a creature debating
whether he was alive or simply fresh enough to eat.

Bjgrn opened one eye.
Vargr stood over him.

The wolf’s massive white head tilted slightly as he
continued licking blood from Bjgrn’s beard with
disturbing enthusiasm.

Bjorn groaned. “If you start eating me before I’'m dead, |
swear I’ll haunt your furry arse forever.”

Vargr huffed warm breath into his face.

The sky above them was pale grey. Snow drifted lazily
across the riverbank. The ruined fort behind them still
smoked, though most of it had collapsed into
blackened rubble beside the river.

Good.

Bjorn hated unfinished work.



His entire body hurt.
Not normal hurt.
Not “I slept badly” hurt.

This was the sort of pain a man earned after fighting half
a fort, getting stabbed repeatedly, drowning slightly, and
crawling through a sewer tunnel full of old piss and bad
memories.

His ribs burned.

His shoulder screamed.

His left hand barely worked.
Wonderful.

A lesser man might have died.

Fortunately, Bjgrn had always been too stubborn for
reasonable outcomes.

He pushed himself upright slowly.

Nearby, the freed prisoners had built a rough camp
among the trees. Smoke rose from small fires. People
moved carefully through the snow wrapped in
scavenged cloaks and blankets. Some were crying
quietly. Others stared blankly into flames like souls
waiting for instructions.

One old woman was beating a former slaver with a
stick.



Bjorn approved immediately.

The slaver, tied to a tree, raised his arms weakly while
the old woman struck him repeatedly across the head.

“You sold my grandson!” she shouted.
WHACK.

“You piss-drinking bastard!”

WHACK.

“You ugly little shit!”

WHACK.

The slaver whimpered.

Bjern watched thoughtfully.

“Strong technique,” he muttered.
Vargr sneezed beside him.

The little girl from the pit sat nearby feeding the wolf
strips of dried fish.

Traitor.

Vargr accepted the food with complete dignity, as
though he had not spent the last several days
pretending he was too proud to care about humans.

The girl looked up and smiled when she saw Bjgrn
awake.

“You’re alive.”



“Apparently.”
“You snore.”
“That’s a lie.”
“You do.”

Bjeorn frowned suspiciously at Vargr. “Did you tell her
that?”

The wolf ignored him completely.
Coward.

The girl held out another piece of dried fish toward
Vargr.

The wolf took it delicately.
Bjorn stared.

“You bite armed warriors without hesitation, but
suddenly you’re polite around children?”

Vargr blinked.
“Ridiculous animal.”
The girl giggled.

Bjorn rubbed a hand over his face and instantly
regretted it when pain shot through his shoulder.

Gods.

He felt a hundred years old.



An old man approached through the snow carrying a
steaming bowl.

Not the swollen-eyed prisoner from before.

This one was thinner. Taller. Bald except for grey hair
around the sides like sad little winter bushes.

He handed Bjgrn the bowl.

“Soup.”

Bjorn looked inside suspiciously.

The liquid was brown.

That was never encouraging.

“Whatis it?”

“Rabbit stew.”

Bjorn poked something floating inside.
“It has a face.”

“That’s the rabbit.”

“Still?”

The old man shrugged. “Adds flavour.”
Bjarn snorted and drank anyway.

It tasted awful.

Naturally.



But it was hot, and right now that mattered more than
quality. Viking cooking generally operated under the
principle that if food did not actively kill you, it counted
as successful cuisine.

The old man crouched beside him.

“My name is Einar.”

“Condolences.”

Einar smiled tiredly. “You mock everything?”
“Only things that exist.”

“Fair enough.”

For a while they sat in silence watching smoke drift
across the ruined fort.

Finally Einar spoke again.
“Skarde is dead?”
“Probably.”

“Probably?”

“He fell into a collapsing river tunnel while bleeding
from several important holes.”

Einar nodded thoughtfully. “That sounds dead.”
“Yes.”
“But not certain.”

“No »



They both looked toward the black river.

The water slid past silently beneath floating ice.
Cold.

Dark.

Deep enough to hide ugly things.

Bjorn disliked uncertainty. Dead enemies should stay
dead. Otherwise they became irritating stories later.

Einar followed his gaze.

“You think he survived.”

“l think men like him rarely die cleanly.”
“That sounds like experience talking.”
“It sounds like annoyance talking.”
Vargr suddenly lifted his head.

The wolf’s ears went forward.

Every muscle in his body tightened.
Bjgrn noticed immediately.

“What?”

Vargr stood.

Growled low.

Not panic.



Warning.

Bjorn rose slowly despite the protests from nearly every
bone in his body.

The camp quieted.

People turned toward the trees north of the river.
Snow drifted through silence.

Then came the horn.

Low.

Distant.

One long mournful blast rolling through the forest.
The prisoners froze.

Einar’s face drained pale.

“Oh no.”

Bjorn looked at him. “That sounds bad.”

“That’s a hunter horn.”

“So?”

“Not for animals.”

Ah.

Wonderful.

Because apparently the universe had decided Bjgrn
deserved absolutely no rest whatsoever.



A second horn answered farther east.

Then another.

Vargr’s growl deepened.

Bjorn gripped his axe tighter.

“How many?” he asked.

Einar swallowed. “Ragnald’s hunters travel in packs.”
“Helpful answer.”

“Twenty maybe. Thirty.”

“Less helpful.”

The little girl tugged Bjgrn’s cloak. “Are they coming for
us?”

Bjern looked down at her.

Then toward the trees.

Then back to her.

“Yes.”

Children appreciated honesty.

Mostly because adults lied so badly.

Panic spread through the camp immediately.

People grabbed bundles and children. One man began
shouting about hiding in the marsh. Another suggested
surrender. A third started crying loudly enough that



Bjarn briefly considered throwing him into the river for
morale purposes.

Einar raised his voice. “Quiet!”

Nobody listened.

Of course not.

Crowds were just stupidity with extra legs.

Bjorn stepped onto a fallen log and roared loud enough
to silence the camp instantly.

“SHUT UP”

The forest itself seemed to pause.
Good.

Bjorn pointed south.

“You move now. Stay together. Stay off the road. Anyone
falls behind, someone carries them.”

One frightened man shouted, “What about the
hunters?”

Bjorn shrugged. “I’ll disappoint them.”
The man blinked. “There are thirty—”
“Yes. You already said.”

“That’s suicide!”

Bjorn looked genuinely confused.



“SO?”
The camp stared at him.

Vargr sat beside the log looking very pleased with
himself.

Traitorous furry bastard.

Einar stepped closer. “You cannot fight them all.”
“No.”

“Then why stay?”

Bjarn glanced around the camp.

At frightened people.

At exhausted prisoners barely able to walk.

At children clinging to parents.

Then at Vargr.

“Because if the hunters catch you, they rebuild the
cages.”

Silence followed that.
Cold.
Heavy silence.

The little girl stepped closer to Vargr and buried her face
in his fur.



The wolf tolerated it with deep suffering and enormous
dignity.

Bjgrn pointed south again.
“Go.”

This time they moved.
Fast.

The former prisoners vanished into the snowy trees
carrying what little they possessed. Einar organized the
stronger ones into groups. The older children helped the
younger. The crying man continued crying, but more
quietly now.

Better.

Bjorn watched until the last of them disappeared.

Then he sat back down on the log heavily.

Vargr stared at him.

“What?”

The wolf blinked.

“Yes, | know this is stupid.”

Vargr sneezed.

“That from the wolf who attacks armed camps for fun?”
The wolf looked away.

Coward again.



Bjorn drank more terrible soup while listening to the
distant horns echo through the forest.

Closer now.

Much closer.

The hunters moved quickly.
Professional killers then.
Not ordinary bandits.
Interesting.

And irritating.

Bjorn cleaned his axe carefully while he waited. The
blade gleamed dull silver despite dried blood staining
the edges. Around him the ruined fort smouldered
beneath drifting snow.

He checked his wounds next.

Bad.

The cut across his ribs had reopened.

His shoulder looked ugly enough to frighten healers.
One hand barely closed properly.

Perfect conditions for fighting thirty armed men.
The gods truly were comedians.

Vargr approached and sniffed the shoulder wound.



“Don’t.”
The wolf licked it once.

Bjorn shoved his head away. “| appreciate the effort, but
your medical training seems questionable.”

Vargr huffed.

Bjarn leaned back against the log.
“You could leave.”

The wolf sat beside him.

“I’m serious.”

No response.

“Hunters want you too.”

Vargr stared toward the trees.
“Smart animal would run.”

The wolf remained still.

Bjorn snorted softly.

“Fine. Die horribly beside me then.”
The first hunter appeared shortly afterward.
Not charging.

Not shouting.

Just stepping silently between the trees wrapped in
white furs.



Then another.
And another.
Archers.
Spears.
Swords.

Disciplined men with cold eyes and matching wolfskin
cloaks.

Ah.

Professional bastards.

Those were always harder to kill.

At their centre walked a woman.

Tall.

Broad-shouldered.

Red hair braided tight against one side of her head.
A scar crossed her nose.

Unlike Skarde’s men, she moved without wasted
motion.

Dangerous.
Very dangerous.
She stopped twenty paces away.

Her warriors spread around her carefully.



Bjgrn counted twenty-two.
Good enough.

The woman studied him openly.
Then looked at Vargr.
Recognition flashed in her eyes.
“There you are,” she said softly.
Vargr bared his teeth instantly.
The woman ighored it.

“You destroyed Skarde’s fort.”
“Yes.”

“You killed many men.”

“Yes.”

“You freed the prisoners.”
“Yes.”

The woman tilted her head slightly. “You only say one
word at a time?”

“When possible.”
A few hunters smirked.
Interesting.

They were not frightened of him.



Professionals indeed.
The woman rested a hand on her sword hilt.

“l am Freydis. Captain of Jarl Ragnald’s northern
hunters.”

“Unfortunate title.”

“You speak strangely for a dead man.”
Bjorn smiled faintly.

“Thereitis.”

“What?”

“The threat. | was worried we might have a polite
conversation.”

One hunter laughed once before catching himself.
Freydis’s eyes narrowed slightly.

“You stand alone,” she said.

“No.”

Vargr stood beside Bjarn.

The wolf’s pale fur gleamed against the snow like winter
itself had grown fangs.

Freydis looked at the animal carefully.
Then back at Bjgrn.

“You know what that creature is?”



“A wolf.”
“NO,”
Her voice dropped lower.

“That beast came from the Ice Forest north of the
mountains.”

Bjarn shrugged. “Bad travel habits.”
Freydis did not smile.

“Nothing comes out of the Ice Forest.”
Vargr growled.

Freydis continued staring at him.

“Our hunters found an entire village slaughtered near
the northern border last winter. Bodies torn apart. No
tracks except white fur and blood.”

Bjorn looked at Vargr.

The wolf stared ahead calmly.
“Interesting,” Bjorn muttered.
Freydis pointed at the wolf.
“Ragnald wants it alive.”
Vargr snarled.

“And if | say no?”

Freydis met Bjgrn’s eyes.



“Then we kill you.”

Bjarn stood slowly.

Every wound protested.

Every muscle ached.

He still rose like a storm lifting itself over the sea.
Snow drifted around him.

Vargr moved to his side.

Bjorn looked at the twenty-two hunters.
Then at Freydis.

Then at the ruined fort behind him.
Finally, he sighed.

“You know,” he said, “l was really hoping for one quiet
fucking day.”



Chapter 10

Freydis and the Hunters

Bjorn had been in many bad situations.
Shield walls breaking.

Ships sinking.

Drunken weddings turning into knife fights.

One deeply regrettable evening involving a goat, a
priest, and a barrel of fermented turnip mash.

But standing wounded in the snow while twenty-two
professional hunters aimed weapons at him and a red-
haired woman calmly discussed killing him was
definitely climbing the list.

Freydis watched him with cold blue eyes.
Not angry.

Not excited.

That made her worse.

Angry enemies were simple. They shouted, charged,
made dramatic noises, and died confused. Calm
enemies were trouble. Calm enemies had plans. Calm
enemies waited for you to make mistakes, then politely
inserted steel into your organs.

Bjarn hated calm people.

They always ruined the mood.



Vargr stood beside him, white fur bristling, blood dark
on his flank from Skarde’s blade. The wolf’s lips peeled
back from his teeth, but he did not leap. Not yet.

Good.

Apparently one of them had developed sense.
A miracle.

Freydis lifted one gloved hand.

The hunters spread wider.

Archers moved to the sides. Spearmen stepped
forward. Two men with nets circled left.

Nets.

Bjorn stared at them.

“Really?”

Freydis raised an eyebrow. “You object?”
“To the insult, yes.”

“They are for the wolf.”

Vargr growled.

Bjorn nodded. “He objects too.”

Freydis took one slow step forward. “Stand aside, and
you live.”

Bjorn looked around at the hunters. “That offer seems
poorly supported.”



“You are wounded.”
“Yes.”

“Bleeding.”

“Yes.”
“Outnumbered.”
“Constantly.”

“You cannot win.”
Bjorn sighed.

People said that a lot.
You cannot win.

As if winning was always the point.

Sometimes the point was simply making sure everyone
else regretted participating.

“l don’t need to win,” Bjgrn said. “l only need to make
this expensive.”

One of the hunters shifted uneasily.
Freydis noticed.

Of course she did.

She smiled faintly. “You are not stupid.”
“People keep acting surprised.”

“But you are stubborn.”



“Deeply.”
“That will kill you.”
“Many things have tried.”

Freydis studied him for a long moment, then looked at
Vargr again.

“The wolf comes with us.”

“No.”

“Jarl Ragnald paid Skarde to take it alive.”
“Skarde is dead.”

“Then he failed.”

“Bad habit.”

A hunter behind Freydis muttered, “Enough talk.”

Bjgrn pointed at him. “See? That man has the right idea.
Terrible moustache, but useful spirit.”

The man’s face reddened.
Freydis did not look away from Bjgrn. “Last chance.”
Bjarn rolled his shoulder.

Pain stabbed through him so sharply his vision
flickered.

Excellent.



His body was choosing a fine moment to become
realistic.

He gripped his axe with both hands.

“Last chance for you too.”

Freydis nodded once.

The archers raised bows.

Bjern moved before she gave the command.

He kicked snow into the air, grabbed the corpse of a
dead slaver lying nearby, and dragged it up as the first
arrows flew.

Three thudded into the corpse.
One tore through Bjgrn’s cloak.
Another grazed his thigh.

Rude.

Vargr exploded forward low to the ground, not toward
Freydis, but toward the net-men.

Smart wolf.
The first net flew.

Vargr twisted beneath it and slammed into the thrower’s
knees. The man screamed as wolf teeth closed around
his leg. The second net-man panicked and threw too
early. The weighted cords spun wide and tangled
around a tree branch.



Bjorn hurled the arrow-filled corpse into the nearest
spearman.

Both went down in a mess of limbs, dead weight, and
surprised swearing.

Then the hunters came in.
Disciplined.

Fast.

Too many.

A spear thrust toward Bjgrn’s chest. He knocked it aside
and buried his axe in the shaft, splitting the weapon
nearly to the grip. The spearman released it and drew a
knife, but Bjgrn punched him so hard he folded into the
snow like wet laundry.

Another hunter came from the right with a sword.
Bjgrn turned too slowly.

The blade cut across his upper arm.

Fresh pain.

Fresh blood.

Wonderful.

Bjorn slammed his elbow into the man’s jaw, then
grabbed him by the belt and hurled him into two others.
They all crashed together in a heap of fur, steel, and
disappointment.



Freydis did not join the attack.
She watched.

Learning.

That annoyed him.

“Afraid?” Bjgrn shouted.
“No,” she replied. “Patient.”
“Disgusting habit.”

An arrow struck Bjgrn’s shoulder, punching through
leather and flesh.

He staggered.

Only one step.

But Freydis saw it.

Her hand flicked.

Two hunters charged together from opposite sides.
Bjgrn had no time to block both.

Vargr took one.

The wolf hit the hunter mid-stride, jaws snapping shut
on his forearm. The man cried out and dropped his axe.
Vargr dragged him sideways, using the man’s body as a
shield when another archer loosed.

The arrow struck the hunter in the back.



Bjorn almost smiled.

“Good teamwork.”

Vargr snarled with his mouth full.
The second hunter reached Bjgrn.
Sword low.

Shield high.

Skilled.

Bjorn feinted left, then kicked the man’s shield. The
hunter held firm. Good stance.

Annoying.

The man stabbed.

Bjorn twisted, but the blade sliced across his ribs.
Again.

Same side.

Same bloody wound.

“Could you not?” Bjgrn growled.

The hunter tried to retreat.

Bjgrn hooked his axe behind the shield and yanked. The
man stumbled forward. Bjgrn smashed his forehead
into the hunter’s face.

The man dropped instantly.



Headbutts were honest tools.
Simple.

Reliable.

A gift to civilization.

The fight became chaos after that.
Hunters shouted.

Vargr darted between trees, drawing men after him,
then turning suddenly and attacking from impossible
angles.

Bjorn fought like a wounded bear in a butcher’s yard.
Not graceful.

Not fast enough.

But horribly difficult to stop.

A spear caught him in the thigh.

He broke the shaft and kept moving.

A sword struck his mail and bruised his ribs.

He crushed the wielder’s hand with the axe haft.

A hunter jumped onto his back with a knife.

Bjarn dropped backward onto him.

The crunch beneath him suggested the man’s career
had ended.



Through it all, Freydis watched.
Then finally, she drew her sword.

The blade was long, narrow, and slightly curved. Not a
broad chopping weapon. A duelist’s weapon. Fast.
Clean. Elegant.

Bjorn hated it immediately.
Freydis stepped into the fight as smoothly as snowfall.
One of her own men moved too close.

She shoved him aside without looking and came for
Bjorn.

Her first strike nearly took his eye.
Bjorn jerked back justin time.

The blade whispered past his face.
He swung.

She was gone.

Not backward.

Sideways.

Fast as a snake.

Her sword cut across his wrist.

His grip weakened.

Bjorn snarled and swung again.



She ducked beneath the axe, stepped inside his reach,
and drove her knee into his wounded thigh.

Pain burst up his leg.

Bjorn nearly fell.

Freydis stepped back before he could grab her.
Smart.

Too smart.

“You’re slow,” she said.

“You’re irritating.”

“You’re dying.”

“Everyone keeps saying that.”

“Because it’s true.”

Bjorn spat blood into the snow. “Truth is overrated.”

Vargr tried to reach him, but three hunters drove the
wolf back with spears. One threw a net that clipped
Vargr’s hind legs. The wolf twisted free but lost balance.

Freydis glanced toward him.

“Alive!” she shouted. “Not dead!”

That command told Bjgrn something useful.
She needed Vargr breathing.

Good.



He could use that.

Bjarn backed toward the ruined fort, dragging his bad
leg slightly.

Freydis followed carefully.
“Running?”

“Luring.”

She smiled. “At least you admit it.”
“Didn’t say | was good at it.”

Behind Bjgrn, smoke still rose from the collapsed hall.
Burning beams smouldered under snow. The ground
near the riverbank was unstable, half-collapsed from
the flood beneath.

He felt it shift beneath his boots.

Good.

Dangerous ground.

His kind of place.

Freydis attacked again.

This time Bjgrn did not try to match her speed.
He let her cut him.

Her sword sliced across his side, shallow but painful. As
she stepped in for the second strike, Bjgrn dropped his
axe completely.



Freydis’s eyes flashed.
Surprise.

Tiny.

Enough.

Bjarn lunged forward and grabbed her sword arm with
both hands.

The blade bit into his palm.
He ignored it.

Freydis twisted, trying to break free, but Bjgrn was too
strong. He lifted her bodily and slammed her into the
SNow.

Hard.
The sword flew from her hand.

Before Bjgrn could finish it, a hunter slammed into him
from behind.

Then another.
Then another.

They piled onto him, dragging him down through sheer
numbers.

A knife stabbed into his back, stopped by mail.
A fist hit his ear.

Someone tried to choke him.



Bjorn roared and threw one man off, but more came.
Too many.

Freydis rolled away and shouted, “Take him alive if you

'”

can
Bjorn laughed despite the blood in his mouth.
“If you can?”

He drove his elbow into one hunter’s face, broke
another’s wrist, and bit a third man’s hand when it came
too close.

The hunter screamed.
Bjorn spat blood and skin.
“Tastes like coward.”
Then Vargr howled.

Not a growl.

Not a bark.

A howl.

Long.

Deep.

Wild enough to freeze every heart in the clearing.
The hunters stopped.

Even Freydis turned.



From the northern forest came an answer.
Then another.

And another.

Wolves.

Many wolves.

The trees seemed to breathe.

Grey shapes appeared between trunks.
Eyes gleamed in the shadows.

Freydis’s face changed for the first time.
Not fear.

Recognition.

“Oh,” Bjgrn muttered from under three hunters. “That’s
interesting.”

Vargr stood on a snow-covered rock, blood streaking his
white fur, head raised.

The howl faded.

The forest answered with silence.
Then the wolves charged.

The hunters broke instantly.
Disciplined men can face warriors.

They can face arrows.



They can even face death if someone has lied to them
convincingly enough about glory.

But a pack of wolves bursting from a winter forest tends
to rearrange priorities.

The grey wolves hit the flanks first.

Men screamed.

Spears swung wildly.

Horses bolted from somewhere near the trees.

Vargr leapt down from the rock and tore into the men
holding Bjgrn.

One released him.

Then another.

Bjorn shoved the last away and staggered to his feet.
His axe lay in the snow.

He picked it up.

Freydis stood ten paces away, sword recovered,
watching the disaster unfold.

Around them, hunters fought wolves in pockets of
chaos. Some died. Some ran. Some stood back-to-back
and held their ground.

Freydis met Bjgrn’s eyes.

“This isn’t over.”



“People say that when they’re leaving.”
She gave him a cold smile. “Because | am.”
She whistled sharply.

The surviving hunters began retreating, disciplined even
now, dragging wounded men with them when they
could. The wolves harried them but did not pursue far.

Vargr let them go.

Interesting.

Freydis backed into the trees, never turning her back.
“Ragnald will hear of this.”

Bjorn leaned on his axe, bleeding onto the snow.
“Tell him I’m very handsome.”

Freydis almost smiled.

Almost.

Then she vanished into the forest with the last of her
hunters.

Silence returned slowly.

The grey wolves gathered around Vargr.
Not attacking.

Not threatening.

Waiting.



Bjorn stared.
Vargr walked among them like a prince among warriors.

The largest grey wolf approached him, sniffed his
bloodied shoulder, then lowered its head.

Bjarn blinked.
“Well,” he said. “That’s new.”
Vargr turned back to him.

The wolf’s pale eyes held something Bjgrn could not
name.

Not command.

Not request.

Invitation.

Bjorn looked north toward the mountains.

Toward the Ice Forest Freydis had mentioned.

Toward whatever bloody mystery had just saved his life.
He sighed.

“Of course we’re going north.”

Vargr huffed.

Bjorn limped after him.

Behind them, the ruined fort smoked beside the black
river.



Ahead, the wolves moved into the trees.

And Bjgrn, bleeding, aching, and increasingly
suspicious that his life had become someone else’s
terrible saga, followed the white wolf into the wild.



Chapter 11
The Ice Forest Does Not Welcome Idiots

By sunset, Bjgrn had learned something important
about travelling with a wolf pack.

They were terrible company.

Not loud terrible. Not drunk terrible. Not Halfdan-
standing-on-a-table-singing-about-his-own-bollocks
terrible.

Worse.
Silent terrible.

The wolves moved through the forest like pale shadows,
never speaking, never explaining, never once asking
Bjorn whether his bleeding leg, torn shoulder, stabbed
ribs, and general hatred of existence required rest. They
simply moved north, paws whispering over snow, eyes
fixed ahead.

Vargr walked among them.
Not behind them.

Not beneath them.
Among them.

And that was annoying.

Bjern had known the white wolf was strange. Any animal
that escaped cages, summoned packs, and judged



human cooking with such visible contempt was clearly
not normal. But watching the grey wolves make room for
him, lower their heads when he passed, and follow
when he chose the path made Bjgrn deeply
uncomfortable.

He disliked mysteries.

Mysteries were just problems wearing fancy cloaks.
“Are you planning to explain this?” Bjgrn asked.

Vargr glanced back.

The wolf blinked once.

“Wonderful. As always, your words heal my confusion.”

The largest grey wolf, an old scarred female with one
torn ear, looked at Bjgrn as if he had personally
offended winter.

Bjorn pointed at her. “And you can stop judging me. I've
been judged by experts.”

The wolf kept staring.
“Fine. Better than experts.”
They continued north.

The trees grew larger as they climbed into the
mountains. Pines twisted upward like black spears,
their branches heavy with snow. The air sharpened.
Every breath cut Bjgrn’s lungs. The wind slipped



between the trunks with a long, low moan, sounding
exactly like the world regretted being built.

Ahead, the land rose into white ridges and shadowed
ravines.

The Ice Forest.
Freydis had said nothing came out of it.
Naturally, Bjgrn was walking straightin.

Because apparently his life now consisted of ignoring
sensible warnings from dangerous women.

He stumbled once as his bad leg gave way.
Pain shot up through his thigh.

He caught himself on a tree, cursing quietly.
Vargr stopped.

The whole pack stopped with him.

That was worse than being ignored.

Bjgrn straightened slowly. “I’m fine.”

Vargr stared.

“| said fine.”

The old female wolf sniffed the blood dripping from his
leg.

“Don’t start.”



She huffed and moved on.
Bjarn followed, limping harder now.

He had been wounded before. Many times. Wounds
were honest. They hurt, bled, scabbed, and eventually
became scars if you were stubborn enough to survive.
But these wounds had stacked themselves together like
rude guests at a feast, each demanding attention.

His shoulder burned.

His ribs pulled with every breath.

His palm was wrapped in cloth already stiff with blood.
And his head throbbed from too many impacts.

He had once heard a skald describe battle as glorious.

Bjorn hoped that skald had later died of something
embarrassing.

A wolf ahead gave a soft warning growl.
The pack halted.

Bjern crouched behind a fallen pine and looked down
into a narrow valley below.

There was a village.
Or what had once been one.
Now it was a black scar in the snow.

Burned long ago.



Roofs collapsed. Walls broken. Charred beams jutted
upward like dead fingers. Snow covered most of the
ruins, but here and there blackened wood still showed
through.

No smoke.

No movement.

No life.

Vargr stepped to the ridge edge.

His body went still.

Very still.

Bjorn looked from the wolf to the village.
“Yours?”

No answer.

Of course.

But the answer sat in the silence.
This was where Vargr had come from.
Or where something had ended.
They descended into the ruins.

The wolves spread out between burned houses, sniffing
old ash and buried bones. Bjgrn moved slowly through
the remains of the village, axe in hand. Not because he



expected enemies. Because ruins always made him
want a weapon close.

A child’s wooden horse lay half-buried near a doorway.
One wheel missing.

Bjorn stared at it longer than he meant to.
Then looked away.

There were bones beneath the snow.
Human.

Old enough that wolves had cleaned them.
Men.

Women.

Children.

Bjorn’s jaw tightened.

Freydis had said hunters found a village slaughtered
near the northern border. Bodies torn apart. No tracks
except white fur and blood.

He looked at Vargr.

The white wolf stood in the centre of the village beside a
stone well, head low.

Not guilty.

Not proud.



Grieving.

Ah.

So Freydis had told the truth badly.
People loved doing that.

Truth was a knife. Most people grabbed it by the blade
and then blamed the steel for bleeding.

Near the well, Bjgrn found old iron.
Broken spearheads.

Arrowheads.

A shield boss cracked in half.

Not villagers’ weapons. Too fine.
Military.

Ragnald’s men.

Bjarn crouched and picked up one arrowhead. Black
iron. Barbed. The same shape as the one Freydis’s
hunters had used.

“Well,” he muttered, “that smells like bullshit.”
Vargr looked at him.

Bjorn held up the arrowhead. “Your village was
attacked.”

The wolf’s ears flattened.



“Not by you.”

The old female wolf approached and sniffed the
arrowhead, then growled.

Around them, the pack answered.
Low growls, rising together.

The sound moved through the ruined village like thunder
under snow.

Bjorn stood.

“So Ragnald burns villages, steals wolves, sells
prisoners, and sends polite murderers after anyone who
objects.”

Vargr stared north.
Bjorn followed his gaze.

Beyond the village, high on the mountain, lights glowed
faintly through the falling snow.

Not stars.

Fires.

A fortress.

Far away, but visible.

Built into the cliffs above the Ice Forest.

Bjorn sighed.



“Of course he lives in a mountain fortress. Why wouldn’t
he? Villains never live somewhere convenient, like a
small hut with a loose door.”

Vargr began walking toward the far side of the village.
Bjgrn did not follow immediately.

Something was wrong.

The ruins were too quiet.

Not ordinary quiet.

Trap quiet.

He lifted his axe.

“Vargr.”

The white wolf stopped.

The snow beside the broken longhouse shifted.

A man rose from beneath a white cloak, bow already
drawn.

Then another.

And another.
Hunters.

Not Freydis’s group.
Fresh ones.

Patient ones.



Bjorn counted eight before the first arrow flew.
He threw himself sideways.

The arrow struck the well stone where his head had
been.

Vargr sprang toward the nearest archer, but a weighted
net flew from the left and caught him across the
shoulders. He crashed into the snow, twisting furiously.

The pack erupted.

Wolves charged from every direction.
The ruined village became chaos.
Arrows hissed.

Wolves snarled.

Men shouted.

Bjorn limped toward Vargr, but two hunters blocked him
with spears.

“Stay down,” one said.

Bjarn looked at the spear tip.
Then at the man.

“You first.”

The hunter thrust.

Bjorn knocked the spear aside and stepped in close.
Too close for the second spear. Too close for sense. He



grabbed the first man’s throat and smashed him face-
firstinto the well.

The man dropped.

The second hunter stabbed Bjgrn in the side.
Mail caught most of it.

Pain caught the rest.

Bjern roared and slammed his axe into the man’s shield.
The shield split. The hunter fell backward. Bjgrn kicked
him in the chest and sent him tumbling into a burned
wall.

Vargr tore free of the net with help from the old female
wolf, then launched himself at an archer standingon a
roof beam.

The archer screamed exactly once.
Then became a lesson.

More hunters appeared from the ruins.
Too many.

Always too many.

Bjorn was beginning to suspect the world had a
personal problem with fair fights.

One hunter blew a horn.

The sound echoed up the mountain.



Bjorn looked toward the distant fortress.
Lights moved.

More horns answered.

“Oh, you clever little shits,” he muttered.
This village was not abandoned.

It was bait.

Vargr had been led here.

And Bjgrn had followed him like a sentimental idiot with
an axe.

A hunter rushed from behind with a knife.
Bjern turned too late.

The blade would have found his kidney, which he was
using and preferred to keep.

A grey wolf hit the hunter from the side.

They rolled through the snow in a tangle of blood and
teeth.

Bjorn nodded. “Thank you.”

The wolf ignored him and bit the man again.
Fair.

The fight ended quickly after that.

Wolves were not kind enemies.



The last hunter tried to run north toward the fortress.
Vargr chased him down and knocked him into the snow.
Bjgrn limped over slowly.

The hunter rolled onto his back, hands raised.
“Mercy!”

Bjgrn stopped above him.

“l have had a very long day.”

“Please—”

“And | am tired of people with bows.”

The hunter trembled.

Bjorn crouched, wincing as his wounds protested.
“Who sentyou?”

The man swallowed. “Jarl Ragnald.”

“Yes, we had worked out that complicated mystery. Why
here?”

The hunter’s eyes flicked to Vargr.

“The white one remembers this place.”
Vargr growled.

“Ragnald knew it would come back.”
“Why does he want him alive?”

The hunter hesitated.



Bjorn leaned closer.

“Let me explain the rules. You answer quickly, or | let the
wolf ask next.”

The hunter went pale.

“Ragnald believes the white wolf carries the blood of
Fenrir.”

Silence fell.

Even the wind seemed to pause.

Bjarn blinked.

Then sighed deeply.

“Of course. Gods forbid this be about ordinary greed.”

The hunter rushed on. “He says the beastis a sign. A
weapon. Whoever commands it can command fear
itself.”

Bjorn looked at Vargr.

The wolf looked thoroughly unimpressed by prophecy.
Good.

Bjarn approved.

“Ragnald is an idiot,” Bjgrn said.

The hunter nodded quickly. “Yes.”

“Too late to agree with me.”



The man began crying.

Bjorn stood.

“Run south.”

The hunter scrambled up.
Vargr growled.

Bjorn raised a hand. “Let him.”
The hunter ran.

He made it past three ruined houses before the old
female wolf stepped into his path.

He stopped.
Turned.
Saw Vargr.
Then Bjgrn.

Bjorn shrugged. “I said run south. | didn’t promise
success.”

The hunter bolted east instead, disappearing into the
trees.

The wolves let him go.
For now.
Bjorn watched until the trees swallowed him.

Then he looked north again.



The fortress lights burned brighter now.
Men would come.

Many men.

Freydis would likely return too.

And Ragnald, whoever he was, wanted Vargr not as an
animal, not even as a prize, but as a symbol. A piece of
old fear wrapped in white fur.

Men with power loved symbols.

They were easier to control than truth.
Bjgrn turned to Vargr.

“You didn’t mention you were important.”
Vargr sneezed.

“Yes, yes. Very humble.”

The wolf walked to the centre of the ruined village and
sat beside the broken well.

The pack gathered around him.
Grey wolves in aring.

Old scars.

Hard eyes.

Survivors.

Bjorn suddenly understood.



This had not been only a village of people.

It had been a place where wolves and humans had lived
close. Not tame. Not owned. Bound by something older.

And Ragnald had destroyed it.
No wonder Vargr had looked lonely.
Bjorn knew something about ruined homes.

He walked to the well and sat beside the wolf with a
groan.

“You know this means war.”
Vargr looked at him.
Bjorn rubbed blood from his beard.

“l was hoping for hunting. Maybe travelling. Some quiet.
A small amount of not being stabbed.”

The wolf stared.

“But no. Apparently we are fighting a jarl in a mountain
fortress because you’re some snow-covered nightmare
from old stories.”

Vargr leaned against his leg.
Bjorn looked down.

The wolf was warm.

Solid.

Alive.



The ruined village lay silent around them.

Bjorn placed one hand on Vargr’s head.

“Fine,” he said softly. “We’ll kill him.”

North above the Ice Forest, horns sounded again.
Closer.

Bjgrn smiled without humour.

“Tomorrow, though. Tonight I’m too tired to murder
royalty properly.”



Chapter 12

The Mountain Jarl and the Stupid Shape of Destiny
Morning did not arrive.

It attacked.

A hard white wind came screaming down from the
mountains before dawn, throwing snow across the
ruined village in furious sheets. It hissed through broken
roofs, rattled loose bones, and slapped Bjgrn awake like
an angry old aunt with frozen hands.

He opened one eye.

Snow had gathered on his cloak.

His beard had frozen into stiff little ropes.
His wounds hurt.

His head hurt.

His soul, if he had one, also hurt.
Wonderful start.

Beside him, Vargr lay curled against his leg, warm and
deeply comfortable, because apparently wolves
understood sleep better than men did. The grey pack
had formed a loose ring around the ruined well. Some
slept. Some watched the forest. The old female wolf
stood on a broken wall, staring north into the storm.

Bjgrn sat up with a grunt.



Every injury he owned filed a complaint.

His ribs pulled. His thigh burned. His shoulder had
stiffened so badly he could barely lift his arm. His left
hand looked like a butcher had tried to make rope from
it.

He flexed his fingers.

Pain answered.

“Good,” he muttered. “Still attached.”

Vargr opened one pale eye.

“Don’t look at me like that. You’re not exactly fresh as
spring flowers.”

Vargr yawned.
Bjgrn hated how calm he was.
The village looked worse in daylight.

At night, darkness had softened it. Hidden some of the
horror. Made the burned houses into shapes and
shadows.

Morning ruined that mercy.

Bones lay under snow near doorways. A child’s bracelet
hung from a blackened post. Old claw marks scarred
the frozen earth around the well. There were arrows
embedded in beams, shield fragments beneath the
snow, and a rusted cooking pot split in half by an axe
blow.



This had not been a raid.
This had been slaughter.
Efficient.

Organized.

Ugly.

Ragnald’s work.

Bjorn stood slowly and stared north toward the
mountain fortress. Through the storm, he could just
make out its shape high above the Ice Forest: black
walls against white cliffs, watchfires burning like angry
eyes.

A very dramatic place to live.

Men who built fortresses on mountains were never
normal. They wanted the world below them, wanted
people to look up and feel small. It was architecture
with a superiority problem.

Bjorn disliked it immediately.

Vargr rose beside him and shook snow from his fur.
The grey wolves gathered around.

No barking.

No whining.

Just waiting.



The old female wolf approached Bjgrn and sniffed his
bandaged hand. Then she sneezed directly onto it.

“Thank you,” Bjgrn said. “Your concern is moving.”
She turned away.

Bjorn looked at Vargr. “She hates me.”

Vargr blinked.

“Yes, | know. Excellent judgement.”

They left the ruined village after eating what little food
Bjorn had left. Dried meat. Hard bread. Half a strip of
smoked fish so tough it might have once been a belt.

Vargr ate his share and then stared at Bjgrn’s.
“No.”

The wolf stared harder.

“You already had yours.”

The stare continued.

Bjorn held up the bread. “This is not food. This is
punishment.”

Vargr stepped closer.
Bjorn sighed and threw him a piece.
“l hope prophecy gives you indigestion.”

The pack moved north.



The climb began almost immediately.

The Ice Forest was not like the woods near Nordvik.
Those forests had birds, deer, streams, and the
occasionalidiot hunter falling out of a tree.

This forest felt older.
Colder.

The trees grew huge and black, their trunks twisted like
old giants in pain. Snow clung to their branches in thick
white burdens. The ground rose in sharp ridges and
dropped into sudden ravines where ice glittered blue
beneath the snow.

Nothing sang here.
No birds.
No squirrels.

No cheerful little creatures doing cheerful little creature
things.

Even the wind sounded careful.

Bjorn hated places that made silence feel intelligent.
By midday, they found the first body.

A hunter.

Frozen stiff beneath a pine, half-covered in snow. His
throat had been torn out. One hand still clutched a
broken horn.



Vargr sniffed him once and moved on.
Bjorn crouched and examined the man’s cloak.

Ragnald’s mark had been sewn into the leather: a black
crown above a wolf’s head.

Subtle.
Very subtle.

Nothing says “stable ruler” like putting crowns and
predators on everything.

The old female wolf growled softly.

Bjorn stood. “Your work?”

The wolf ignored him.

“Of course. Why answer? That would be helpful.”
They continued.

Two more dead hunters lay farther up the trail. One had
been dragged into a thorn bush. Another hung upside
down from a snare, frozen in a position that suggested
surprise had been his final emotion.

Bjorn studied the snare.
Human-made.

Not wolves.

Someone else was in the forest.

That was annoying.



He was running out of directions from which enemies
could appear.

A whistle cut through the trees.

Soft.

Sharp.

Bjarn dropped instantly.

An arrow hissed over his head and buried itself in a tree.
Vargr vanished into the snow.

The pack scattered.

Bjarn rolled behind a boulder as three more arrows
struck around him.

“Lovely,” he shouted. “More hospitality!”
Avoice answered from the trees.

“Drop the axe!”

Bjorn looked at his axe.

Then toward the voice.

“No.”

There was a pause.

“Drop it or die!”

“You’re repeating yourself.”

Another arrow struck the boulder.



Bjorn sighed.

He was tired. Wounded. Hungry. Cold. And now
someone hidden in the trees wanted him to drop his
axe, which was roughly as likely as Halfdan becoming a
poet.

Bjorn picked up a stone and threw it toward the voice.
A man yelped.

Good.

He charged.

Not gracefully.

Not quietly.

But suddenly enough that the archer behind the fallen
tree had only time to panic before Bjgrn slammed into
him. They crashed into the snow together. The archer
reached for a knife.

Bjorn grabbed his wrist.

“Don’t”

The man froze.

He was young.

Too young for a beard worth respecting.
His eyes were wide with terror.

Bjorn looked down at him. “Who are you?”



The boy swallowed. “lvar.”

“Bad choice.”

“My name?”

“Ambush.”

The boy stared past him.

Bjorn turned.

A dozen people had emerged from the trees.
Not soldiers.

Not hunters.

Survivors.

Thin men and women wrapped in furs and stolen
cloaks. Armed with bows, spears, knives, axes.
Desperate eyes. Dirty faces. Hard winters carved into
every cheek.

One woman stepped forward.

Older than Bjgrn, but not old. Broad shoulders. Grey
streaks in dark hair. A scar down her neck. She carried a
spear like she knew how to use it and had enjoyed
lessons.

“Let the boy go,” she said.
Bjorn looked down at lvar.

Then back at her.



“He shot at me.”

“He missed.”

“That improves things?”

The woman raised the spear. “Let him go.”
Bjarn released Ivar and stood slowly.

The boy scrambled away.

Vargr appeared beside Bjgrn.

Every survivor flinched.

The grey wolf pack emerged from the snow behind him.
Several bows lifted.

Vargr snarled.

Bjorn raised one hand. “Don’t.”

The woman stared at Vargr.

Her face changed.

Not fear.

Recognition.

Then grief.

She lowered her spear slightly.

“White one,” she whispered.

Vargr stepped forward.



The woman fell to one knee.
So did two others.
Bjorn looked between them.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” he muttered. “Not more
prophecy.”

The woman looked up at him. “Where did you find him?”
“In a cage.”

Her jaw tightened.

“Skarde?”

“Dead.”

Several survivors exchanged shocked glances.

The woman stood.

“You killed Skarde?”

“No. Ariver helped.”

That seemed to confuse everyone.

Good.

Let them work for it.

The woman studied Bjgrn carefully. “Who are you?”
“Bjarn.”

“Just Bjgrn?”



“Usually enough.”
“lam Yrsa.”
“Condolences.”

One of the men frowned. “Why does he keep saying
that?”

Yrsa ignored him. Smart woman.

She looked at Vargr again. “We thought the white
bloodline ended.”

Vargr sneezed.

Bjorn nodded. “He’s very moved.”

Yrsa’s mouth twitched, almost a smile.

Almost.

“The white wolves guarded Kaldheim,” she said.
Bjorn looked back toward the burned village below.
“That was Kaldheim?”

“Yes.”

“Your home?”

“It was.”

The wind moved between them.

No one spoke for a moment.



The survivors stood among the trees like ghosts that had
forgotten how to die.

Yrsa looked north toward the fortress. “Ragnald burned
it because we would not bow.”

“And because of Vargr?”

“Because of what he represents.”

“Which is?”

Yrsa’s eyes returned to the wolf. “Freedom.”

Bjorn snorted. “Dangerous thing. Makes rulers piss
themselves.”

“That is why they hate it.”
He liked her slightly more after that.
Only slightly.

Yrsa stepped closer. “Ragnald has gathered jarls,
hunters, slavers, and oath-breakers in his fortress. He
wants the northern clans under one crown.”

“His crown.”
“Yes.”
“Men are predictable little shits.”

“He believes the white wolf will make the clans fear

»

him.

Bjorn looked at Vargr. “He barely makes me feed him.”



Vargr huffed.

Yrsa studied Bjgrn’s wounds. “You are bleeding badly.”
“l noticed.”

“You need stitching.”

“l need many things. Peace. Food. Better gods.”

“We have a camp.”

Bjern narrowed his eyes. “And why would | go there?”
“Because you can barely stand.”

“l can stand.”

“You’re leaning on your axe.”

“It likes attention.”

Yrsa looked at Vargr. “He trusts you.”

“That’s his mistake.”

“No. Wolves do not make that mistake.”

Bjorn wanted to argue.

He was good at arguing.

Mostly because he did not care whether anyone
enjoyed it.

But then Vargr leaned against his leg again, warm and
solid, and Bjgrn found himself without a proper insult
ready.



Very inconvenient.

Yrsa turned and gestured up the ridge. “Come. If you
want Ragnald dead, you’ll need more than
stubbornness and blood loss.”

Bjorn glanced toward the fortress.

Then at the survivors.

Then at the wolves.

An army of ghosts, beasts, and desperate people.
Not ideal.

But better than being alone.

That thought should have terrified him.

Instead, it settled inside his chest like a small fire.
Annoying.

Hope always arrived badly dressed and at the worst
possible time.

He lifted his axe and limped after Yrsa.
“How many fighters do you have?” he asked.

“Thirty who can stand. Twelve who can shoot. Six who
won’trun.”

“That’s not an army.”

“NO »



“Whatis it?”

Yrsa looked back, eyes hard as frozen iron.
“A beginning.”

Bjorn sighed.

Of course.

A beginning.

He had left his village to escape belonging.

Now he had a wolf, a pack, a rebellion, and a mountain
jarlwho wanted to steal a symbol of freedom.

Destiny, Bjgrn decided, was shaped like a stupid
hammer and swung by a drunken god.

Vargr walked beside him.
The wolf looked pleased.
Bjgrn pointed at him.
“This is your fault.”

Vargr wagged his tail once.
Just once.

Bjorn stared.

“You smug little bastard.”

And together they climbed deeper into the Ice Forest,
toward Yrsa’s hidden camp, toward Ragnald’s fortress,



and toward the sort of war that songs would probably
ruin later by making it sound noble.



Chapter 13
The Camp of Broken People
Yrsa’s camp was hidden inside the mountain itself.

Notinside inside. They were rebels, not bloody dwarves.
But close enough that Bjgrn spent the entire climb
expecting rocks to start talking.

The path wound through narrow cliffs coated in ice and
old snow. Wolves moved silently ahead and behind
while the survivors from Kaldheim guided Bjgrn upward
through cracks in the mountain that no sane traveller
would ever notice.

Which, Bjgrn admitted, made it a very good hiding
place.

The climb nearly killed him.
Not dramatically.

No heroic collapse.

No tragic speeches.

Just a slow, miserable grind of pain while every wound in
his body screamed louder than drunken warriors at a
midsummer feast.

His thigh ached.

His ribs burned.



His shoulder had stiffened so badly he could barely lift
the axe anymore.

And the cold...
Gods.

The cold climbed inside his bones like it intended to pay
rent.

Vargr walked beside him the entire way.

Occasionally the wolf would glance up as if checking
whether Bjgrn had died yet.

Bjorn pointed at him once during the climb.
“If | collapse, drag me somewhere dignified.”
Vargr blinked.

“Not a ditch.”

The wolf sneezed snow into Bjgrn’s face.
“Close enough.”

By dusk they reached the camp.

Bjorn stared at it silently for a long moment.
Then he frowned.

“This is your rebellion?”

Yrsa looked offended. “Yes.”

“It looks like sadness built a village.”



Honestly, it did.

The camp spread through a hidden ravine sheltered
beneath black cliffs and hanging pine branches. Rough
huts made from scavenged timber crouched between
rocks. Smoke drifted from hidden fires. Fur tents leaned
against stone walls. Children carried water in old
buckets while wounded men sharpened weapons that
should have been melted down years ago out of mercy.

Everything looked tired.

The people.

The weapons.

The dogs.

One chicken looked emotionally exhausted.
Bjorn respected that chicken immediately.

A few warriors approached as Yrsa entered camp.
Hard-looking bastards.

Thin from winter but dangerous in the eyes.

One carried a long axe with a cracked handle wrapped
in leather strips. Another had lost two fingers and
replaced them with iron hooks.

Interesting people.

Good.



Bjorn trusted damaged warriors more than polished
ones.

Polished men usually died screaming the first time
reality punched them in the face.

The hook-fingered warrior stopped when he saw Vargr.
Then dropped to one knee.

“Oh for fuck’s sake,” Bjgrn muttered.

More people noticed.

Whispers spread instantly through the camp.
White wolf.

The white one.

Fenrir’s blood.

Prophecy.

Bjarn rubbed his face tiredly.

He hated prophecy.

Prophecy was just stories told by old people who
wanted younger people to die for dramatic reasons.

Vargrignored everyone and walked directly toward the
central firepit.

The entire camp subtly shifted around him.

Not fear.



Respect.

The wolf pack spread through the ravine like pale
shadows. Some lay beside fires. Others vanished into
darkness between the cliffs. No chains. No commands.
No ownership.

Just belonging.

Bjorn felt that strange ache in his chest again.
Annoying feeling.

He preferred rage. Rage was simple.

Yrsa pointed toward a large hut near the cliff wall.
“Inside.”

Bjarn looked suspicious. “Why?”
“You need stitching.”

“| dislike stitching.”

“You are leaking.”

Fair point.

Bjorn ducked into the hut.

Warm air hit him immediately.

Not proper warm. Nobody in the north ever truly
experienced proper warm. But compared to outside, it
felt like sitting inside a mildly friendly bear.



An old woman looked up from a table covered in herbs
and knives.

She squinted at Bjgrn.

Then at his wounds.

Then sighed heavily.

“Oh, wonderful,” she muttered. “Another idiot.”
Bjarn blinked. “You greet everyone this way?”
“Only the wounded ones.”

“That seems unfair.”

“No. What’s unfair is me fixing people after they lose
arguments with weapons.”

The old woman pointed at a stool. “Sit.”
Bjorn sat carefully.

Vargr followed him inside.

The old woman froze.

Then slowly looked at the wolf.

“Well,” she said eventually, “that complicates things.

Vargr lay down beside Bjgrn and rested his head on
Bjorn’s boot.

The old woman stared.

Bjorn shrugged. “He has attachment issues.”



The old woman circled them slowly.

“White fur. Pale eyes. Larger than normal...”
“Very judgmental.”

Sheignored him and crouched before Vargr.
The wolf watched her carefully.

Then allowed her to touch his head.
Interesting.

Very interesting.

“You know what he is?” she whispered.
“Awolf.”

The old woman looked annoyed. “I liked you better
when you were unconscious.”

“That makes two of us.”

Yrsa entered behind them carrying clean cloth and
steaming water.

“He fought Skarde,” she said.

The old woman snorted. “Clearly.”
“And Ragnald’s hunters.”

“Idiot.”

“Yes,” Bjgrn said. “Everyone keeps repeating that.”



The old woman began cutting away bloody cloth from
Bjorn’s side.

Pain stabbed instantly.

Bjorn hissed.

“Hold still.”

“You stabbed me with scissors.”
“l haven’t even started.”
Wonderful.

He was being healed by a cheerful swamp demon
wearing an old woman’s face.

The stitching began shortly afterward.
Bjorn endured pain well.
He had to.

Pain was basically his oldest companion after
loneliness and disappointment.

Still, when the needle punched through the torn flesh
near his ribs, he grabbed the edge of the stool hard
enough to crack wood.

The old woman glanced up.
“Oh good. You can feel things.”
“You are a hateful creature.”

“Yes. Stop bleeding.”



Vargr rested his head against Bjgrn’s leg while the
stitching continued.

The old woman noticed.

“So he chose you.”

Bjorn frowned. “l didn’t ask him to.”

“Wolves like him don’t choose lightly.”

Yrsa leaned against the wall watching silently.

Bjarn pointed weakly at Vargr. “He followed me.”

The old woman snorted. “That is how choosing works.”
Bjarn hated when old people sounded wise.

It always felt suspicious.

The stitching finished eventually, mostly because Bjgrn
threatened to leave if she continued much longer. The
old woman wrapped fresh bandages around his ribs and
shoulder, then shoved a wooden cup into his hands.

“Drink.”

“Whatis it?”

“Medicine.”

“It smells like boiled boots.”
“That means it works.”

Bjgrn drank.



Instant regret.

The liquid tasted like pine needles, old blood, and
something a goat might cough up after poor decisions.

He gagged violently.

Vargr looked delighted.

“You planned this,” Bjgrn accused the wolf.

The old woman cackled.

“Good,” she said. “You’ll live.”

“That sounds less like healing and more like a threat.”
Outside the hut, the camp had grown louder.

Not cheerful loud.

Tense loud.

War loud.

Bjorn stepped outside after the treatment and found
people gathered around the central firepit.

Maps scratched into snow.

Weapons stacked nearby.

Faces hard with fear and determination.
Yrsa joined him.

“Scouts returned.”

“That sounds unpleasant already.”



“It gets worse.”
“Wonderful.”

Yrsa pointed north toward the mountain fortress
looming above the forest.

“Ragnald prepares for war.”

Bjarn looked at the distant fires burning along the
fortress walls.

“How many?”

“Two hundred fighters inside the fortress. Maybe more.”
Bjgrn nodded slowly.

“That is inconvenient.”

“We cannot defeat them directly.”

“No.”

Yrsa glanced sideways at him. “You say that very
calmly.”

“I’ve had a difficult week.”

One of the scouts approached then.
Young woman.

Short dark hair.

Arrow scar across her chin.

She looked exhausted.



“Ragnald sent riders south,” she said. “Calling more
clans.”

Yrsa cursed softly.

The scout continued. “And Freydis returned.”
Ah.

There she was again.

The calm dangerous woman with the sword and the
irritating competence.

Bjorn sighed deeply.

“She survived. How disappointing.”

The scout blinked.

Yrsa ignored him. “What did Freydis report?”
“She says the white wolf has returned.”
Silence spread around the fire.

Not fear exactly.

Something older.

The scout swallowed. “Ragnald called a gathering in the
fortress hall. He says the old blood has awakened.”

Bjorn rubbed his forehead.
“Can everyone stop speaking like drunk priests?”

Nobody laughed.



Which worried him slightly.
Yrsa crouched beside the map scratched into the snow.
“The fortress has one weakness.”

“All fortresses have weaknesses. Usually involving
doors.”

“The lower gate opens onto the frozen river gorge.”
Bjarn looked at the crude drawing.

Narrow cliffs.

Ice bridges.

One main gate.

Watchtowers.

A death trap.

Excellent.

“Let me guess,” he said. “You want to sneak inside.”
Yrsa nodded.

Bjorn stared at her.

Then at the camp.

At the tired warriors.

At the wolves watching from shadows.

At Vargr sitting calmly beside the fire as though he were
not currently the centre of a prophecy-shaped disaster.



Finally Bjgrn sighed.

“I left my village to avoid responsibility.”
Yrsa smirked faintly. “How’s that going?”
“Terribly.”

The old woman from the healer’s hut shouted from
behind them, “If he dies before tomorrow, I’'ll be
furious!”

Bjorn pointed toward her. “See? Pressure from every
direction.”

A few people laughed quietly.
Good.

Fear needed laughter sometimes or it turned into
despair.

Vargr rose and walked toward the northern cliff
overlooking the fortress.

The wolves followed.

Bjern watched him go.

Then followed too.

Because apparently that was his life now.

At the cliff edge, the Ice Forest spread below them like a
black sea beneath moonlight. Far above, Ragnald’s
fortress burned with torchlight against the mountain.



Massive walls.

Heavy gates.

Warriors moving along the battlements.
A king’s fortress.

Built on fear and blood.

Vargr stood staring at it.

Bjarn stepped beside him.

“You really hate this man.”

The wolf’s ears flattened.

“Good. Makes two of us.”

Far below, a horn sounded from the fortress.
Then another answered.

The wind carried faint voices upward.
Preparations.

War.

Bjorn rested both hands on the axe haft.

“You know,” he muttered, “this would all be simpler if he
just fell off the mountain.”

Vargr huffed.

“Yes, | know. We have to climb it first.”



The wolf looked up at him.
Bjorn stared back.

Then he smiled slowly.
Coldly.

The sort of smile that made sensible men reconsider
violence.

“Fine,” he said. “Tomorrow we start killing kings.”



Chapter 14

A Plan So Bad It Might Work

Dawn came pale and frozen over Yrsa’s hidden camp.
Nobody cheered about it.

That was one thing Bjgrn liked about these people. They
understood mornings were not gifts from the gods. They
were threats with sunlight.

The ravine stirred slowly. Fires were fed. Weapons were
sharpened. Wounded men cursed as bandages were
tightened. Children were moved deeper into the caves
beneath the cliffs. Wolves paced along the ridges
above, silent and watchful, like winter had grown eyes
and a deep dislike of everyone.

Bjorn stood beside the central fire, eating something
Yrsa claimed was porridge.

It was not porridge.
It was grey paste with ambitions.

He stared into the wooden bowl. “Did someone already
eat this?”

Yrsa did not look up from the map scratched in the
snow. “Be grateful.”

“l am. Grateful | still have teeth to defend myself.”

The old healer, whose name Bjgrn had learned was
Runa, walked past and smacked the back of his head.



“Eat.”

Bjorn turned slowly. “You enjoy violence for a healer.”
“l enjoy silence. You keep ruining it.”

Vargr sat beside Bjgrn, watching the bowl with interest.
Bjern held it lower.

The wolf sniffed once, then turned his head away.

Bjarn pointed at him. “See? Even the sacred prophecy
wolf thinks it’s shit.”

Runa snatched the bowl from him. “Fine. Starve
heroically, you enormous child.”

“I’'m not a hero.”

“No. Heroes complain less.”

That earned a few laughs from the nearby warriors.
Bjgrn hated that.

Laughter made people comfortable, and comfortable

people started expecting things like friendship, loyalty,
and emotional conversations beside fires. He had left

Norovik to avoid exactly that sort of nonsense.

Now he stood in a rebel camp with wolves, wounded
survivors, and people looking at him like he mattered.

Horrifying.



Yrsa stabbed a stick into the map. “Ragnald’s fortress
has three gates.”

“Good,” Bjarn said. “Let’s avoid all of them.”

Yrsa ignored him. “The main gate faces south. Too many
guards. The eastern gate opens onto the supply road.
Also guarded. The lower river gate is weakest, but the
path there is narrow and exposed.”

“Wonderful. Death with scenery.”

The hook-fingered warrior from yesterday, whose name
was Hrolf, crouched opposite Yrsa. “We cannot storm
it.”

“No,” Bjgrn said.

Hrolf looked at him. “You agree?”

“I’m wounded, not stupid.”

“Debatable,” RUuna muttered from behind him.
Bjorn ignored her, which required heroic restraint.

Yrsa drew a line through the snow. “There is an old ice
tunnel under the river gorge. It leads near the lower gate.
We used it years ago before Ragnald took the
mountain.”

“Blocked?”
“Partly.”

“Guarded?”



“Probably.”

“Likely to collapse?”

Yrsa paused.

Bjorn sighed. “Of course itis.”

Ivar, the young archer who had shot at Bjgrn and
missed, leaned forward eagerly. “But if we can reach the
lower gate, we can open it from inside.”

“And then?” Bjgrn asked.

Ivar blinked. “Then everyone attacks.”
“With thirty fighters?”

“And wolves.”

Bjorn looked at Vargr.

The white wolf yawned.

“Strong contribution.”

Yrsa’s expression hardened. “We do not need to defeat
the whole fortress. We need to kill Ragnald.”

“Good. Assassination. Much cleaner than war. Still
usually bloody as hell, but with fewer speeches.”

Hrolf nodded. “If Ragnald dies, half his allies scatter.”
“And the other half?”

“They fight.”



“Honest bastards.”

Yrsa pointed to the upper hall marked in the snow.
“Ragnald holds court here. He’ll gather clan leaders
tonight. He wants to show them the white wolf.”

Vargr’s ears flattened.

Bjgrn looked at him. “You are becoming inconveniently
famous.”

Yrsa continued. “If we strike during the gathering, we
can cut off the head.”

Bjorn stared at the map.

A mountain fortress. Hundreds of fighters. Three gates.
One half-collapsed tunnel. A handful of rebels. A pack
of wolves. A white wolf everyone thought carried old
monster blood. And Bjarn, who currently hurt in places
he had not known could hurt.

It was aterrible plan.

Possibly the worst plan he had heard since Egil once
suggested robbing a tax collector while dressed as
travelling priests.

Naturally, it had a chance.
“Fine,” Bjgrn said.
Yrsa looked up. “Fine?”

“YeS .J?



“You agree?”

“No. | accept that we’re doing something stupid and
pretending it’s strategy.”

Runa snorted.

Yrsa almost smiled.

Almost.

The camp spent the day preparing.

Weapons were checked. Arrows counted. Blades
sharpened. Leather armour patched with bone, iron,
and pure optimism. Bjgrn found himself sitting near the
forge, watching Hrolf repair a cracked axe head while
Vargr slept beside the fire.

A little boy approached carrying a strip of leather.
“For your hand,” he said.
Bjorn looked at him.

The boy could not have been more than eight. Thin face.
Serious eyes. One sleeve pinned where an arm should
have been.

Ragnald’s work, Bjgrn guessed.
He took the leather.
“Thank you.”

The boy nodded gravely. “Mother says you’re going to kill
the mountain bastard.”



“Your mother sounds confident.”
“She says you’re too ugly to die.”
Bjorn stared.

Then barked a laugh.

The boy smiled.

Vargr opened one eye.

Bjarn wrapped the leather around his injured palm. It
was good leather. Soft, strong, carefully cut.

“What’s your name?” Bjagrn asked.
“Sten.”

“Good name.”

The boy stood straighter.

“Stay away from the fighting, Sten.”
“l want to help.”

“No.”

“l can carry arrows.”

“No.”

“l can—"

Bjorn leaned closer. “You can survive. That will annoy
Ragnald more than dying bravely.”

Sten frowned as if considering this.



Then nodded. “All right.”

“Good.”

The boy ran off.

Bjern watched him go.
Something twisted in his chest.
Vargr lifted his head and looked at him.
“Don’t,” Bjgrn said.

The wolf blinked.

“l am not becoming soft.”

Vargr huffed.

“I’m serious.”

The wolf put his head back down.
Smug little bastard.

By dusk, the storm returned.

Snow swept through the ravine, thick enough to hide
men at twenty paces. Yrsa called the fighters together
beneath the cliff wall.

Thirty rebels.
Twelve archers.
Six who would not run.

Bjgrn studied them.



They were thin. Tired. Poorly armed.
But their eyes were hard.
Good.

Fear was there too, of course. Fear belonged before
battle. Any man who claimed he felt none was either
lying or too stupid to understand death.

Yrsa stood before them. “Tonight we strike Ragnald’s
lower gate.”

Nobody cheered.
Excellent.

Cheering before battle was another tradition invented
by idiots.

“We fight for Kaldheim,” Yrsa said. “For our dead. For
our children. For every person Ragnald chained, sold,
burned, or buried.”

The fighters listened in silence.
Then she looked at Bjarn.

Damn her.

He sighed and stepped forward.
“I’m not good at speeches.”
Runa coughed. “Clearly.”

Bjorn ignored her again. Barely.



He looked at the fighters. “Ragnald has more men.
Better walls. Better weapons. Probably better food,
which is honestly the worst part.”

A few smiled.

“He thinks that makes him strong. It doesn’t. It makes
him comfortable. Comfortable men break badly when
the cold gets in.”

He lifted his axe.

“You are not comfortable. You are hungry, angry,
frightened, and half-dead already. Good. That means he
has less to take from you.”

The camp went still.

“Tonight we climb through ice, crawl through shit, open
a gate, and kill anyone stupid enough to stand between
us and a man who thought burning your homes made
him powerful.”

Vargr rose beside him.

The wolves along the ridges stood too.
Bjorn smiled coldly.

“Let’s go disappoint him.”

This time, nobody cheered.

They simply gripped weapons and moved.

Much better.



The march to the gorge took an hour.

The storm covered them. Snow swallowed sound.
Wolves moved ahead as scouts, ghosts in the white
dark. Bjgrn walked beside Yrsa, every step sending pain
through his leg.

“You should not be walking,” she said.

“You should not be starting rebellions with thirty
starving people.”

“Fair.”

The lower gorge appeared suddenly beneath them, a
black crack splitting the mountain. Far below, frozen
river ice gleamed faintly. Above it, Ragnald’s fortress
rose from the cliff like a crown made of arrogance and
murder.

Torchlights moved along the walls.
Horns sounded faintly from within.
The gathering had begun.

Yrsa led them down a narrow goat path to a frozen
waterfall where blue ice sealed the cliff face. Behind it,
half-hidden by snow, was a dark opening.

The tunnel.
Bjorn stared at it.

“It looks like a mouth.”



Hrolf nodded. “Aye.”

“Things that look like mouths usually bite.”
“Also aye.”

Yrsa lit a covered lamp and stepped inside.
One by one, the rebels followed.

Bjorn ducked into the tunnel last with Vargr at his side.

The passage was low, slick, and brutally cold. Ice
coated the walls. Water dripped somewhere in the
darkness. The air smelled of stone, old earth, and
trapped winter.

They moved slowly.

Too slowly.

Every sound felt too loud.

A boot scrape.

A cough.

The soft click of wolf claws onice.

After several hundred paces, the tunnel narrowed
sharply. Broken stone blocked half the way.

Yrsa cursed under her breath.
“Collapsed.”

Bjorn looked at the gap.



Small.

Miserable.

Possible.

“Wolves first,” he said.

Vargr slipped through easily, followed by the grey pack.
Then the smaller fighters crawled through.

Then Hrolf got stuck and swore creatively.

Bjorn shoved him from behind.

Hrolf popped through with a grunt.

Bjorn crouched before the gap.

Yrsa looked at him.

“You may not fit.”

Bjorn stared at the hole.

Then at his own shoulders.

Then at Vargr waiting beyond.

“Wonderful.”

He dropped flat and forced himself into the gap.
Stone scraped his back.

Ice tore at his arms.

His wounded ribs screamed.



Halfway through, he stuck.
Of course.

Because destiny had apparently decided to kill him by
embarrassment.

Behind him, Runa whispered, “Need butter?”

Bjarn snarled and shoved forward with everything he
had.

Stone cracked.
Bandages tore.

His shoulders burst through, and he collapsed onto the
other side, bleeding and furious.

Vargr licked his face once.

Bjorn glared. “Tell no one.”

The tunnel widened ahead.

And then came voices.

Yrsa raised a fist.

Everyone froze.

Torchlight flickered around a bend.
Two guards.

Laughing.

Walking toward them.



Bjarn gripped his axe.

Vargr lowered himself into the dark.
The guards rounded the corner.

One saw Bjgrn.

His mouth opened.

Vargr hit him before sound came out.

Bjorn caught the second by the throat and slammed
him against the ice wall.

“Lower gate?” he whispered.

The guard’s eyes bulged.

Bjern loosened his grip slightly.

“Up,” the guard gasped. “Stairs. Iron door.”

“Thank you.”

Then Bjgrn knocked him unconscious with the axe haft.
Yrsa raised an eyebrow.

Bjorn shrugged. “He answered politely.”

They moved faster now.

The tunnel climbed steeply and ended at an iron door
slick with frost. Beyond it came the muffled sounds of
men, horses, and fortress life.

Yrsa pressed her ear to the metal.



“Two outside. Maybe three.”
Bjarn stepped forward.
“Subtle?” she asked.

“No.”

He kicked the door open.

It smashed into the first guard and flattened him against
the wall.

The second turned just in time for Vargr to take his legs.
The third reached for a horn.

Ivar shot him through the throat.

Good lad.

Bjorn stepped out into the lower yard of Ragnald’s
fortress.

Snow whipped across stone.

Above them rose walls, towers, halls, and hundreds of
enemies.

The lower gate stood twenty paces away.

Hrolf and two others rushed to the mechanism.
Chains rattled.

Wood groaned.

The gate began to open.



Inside the fortress, someone shouted.
Then a horn blew.

Bjorn smiled.

So much for sneaking.

Yrsa drew her spear.

Vargr stood beside Bjgrn, teeth bared.
The gate opened fully.

The wolves poured in first.

Then the rebels.

Bjorn lifted his axe and looked up toward the great hall
blazing with torchlight above.

“Right,” he muttered. “Now we start the stupid part.”



Chapter 15
The Gate Opens and Everything Goes to Hell

The lower gate groaned open like an old giant waking up
with a spear in its arse.

For half a heartbeat, nothing happened.
Then the wolves came through.

They poured into Ragnald’s fortress in a silent grey
flood, paws flashing over snow-covered stone, eyes
bright in the storm. Vargr ran at their front, white as
moonlight and twice as unpleasant to anyone standing
in his way.

Behind them came Yrsa’s rebels.

Thirty thin, angry, half-starved survivors with axes,
spears, bows, knives, and the sort of desperate courage
that usually gets people killed but occasionally topples
kings.

Bjgrn came last.

Mostly because his leg hurt.

Also because someone had to look dramatic.
The fortress yard erupted.

Guards shouted from the walls. A horn blared from the
watchtower. Men spilled out of barracks half-dressed,
pulling on mail and helmets while trying to understand
why wolves were suddenly eating their night watch.



One man emerged carrying a spear in one hand and a
bootin the other.

Vargr hit him first.
The boot did not help.

Bjorn stepped into the yard and took in the chaos with
tired satisfaction.

“Well,” he muttered, “that went to shit quickly.”

Yrsa appeared beside him, spear ready. “We need the
inner stairs.”

“Of course we do.”

“The great hall is above.”
“Of course itis.”
“Ragnald will be there.”

“Wonderful. | was worried he might live somewhere
sensible.”

A guard charged them, screaming with more confidence
than skill. Yrsa stepped aside and drove her spear
through his thigh. As he dropped, Bjgrn hit him with the
flat of his axe.

The man went unconscious immediately.
Yrsa glanced at him. “You spared him?”

“He looked tired.”



“He tried to kill us.”

“Yes. Badly. | respect failure when it’s honest.”
Another horn sounded, deeper this time.

The whole fortress answered.

Doors opened everywhere.

More men.

Always more men.

Bjorn was beginning to believe men bred inside
fortresses like rats in grain stores.

Hrolf and the other rebels formed a rough shield line
near the gate. Archers climbed onto crates and loosed
arrows into the upper walkways. Wolves darted
between legs and shadows, not fighting like trained
beasts, but like the forest itself had decided it was sick
of human nonsense.

A warrior swung at a grey wolf.
Missed.

The wolf vanished behind him.
The warrior turned.

Too late.

Another wolf took his hamstring.

The man screamed.



A third wolf went for his throat.
Efficient.

Horrible.

Bjorn approved.

Vargr bounded up a pile of crates and launched himself
at a guard on a stairway. Both crashed down in a mess
of fur, mail, and extremely brief regret.

Bjorn pointed his axe toward the stairs.
“There?”

Yrsa nodded. “There.”

They ran.

Or rather, Yrsa ran.

Bjorn moved with the speed and grace of a wounded
bear dragging a moral obligation behind him.

His side burned under Runa’s stitching. His shoulder
had reopened. His thigh sent pain through him with
every step. Blood warmed his leg inside his trousers,
which was disgusting but at least better than the cold.

A spear flew from the left.
Bjorn ducked badly.
It scraped his helmet and clattered into the stone wall.

He turned.



A young guard stood on the barracks steps, another
spear ready in shaking hands.

Bjgrn stared at him.

The boy stared back.

“Run,” Bjgrn said.

The boy ran.

Smart lad.

Yrsa frowned. “You’re becoming merciful.”

“No. I’'m becoming selective. There’s a difference.”
They reached the stairway.

Three guards blocked it.

Yrsa took the first low, spear sweeping behind his
knees. Bjgrn smashed the second into the wall with his
shoulder. The third raised a sword and shouted
something about Ragnald.

Bjern headbutted him.

The man rolled down the stairs.

“Ragnald should hire quieter men,” Bjgrn said.
They climbed.

Halfway up, arrows hissed from above.

Yrsa grabbed Bjgrn’s cloak and yanked him against the
wall. Arrows struck stone where his chest had been.



Bjorn looked at her hand on his cloak.
“You keep pulling me around.”

“You keep standing in front of arrows.”
“They started it.”

Above, two archers leaned over the railing.
Vargr appeared behind them.

Neither saw him.

Bjorn smiled.

The first archer vanished with a scream.

The second turned, shouted, dropped his bow, and tried
to climb over the railing to escape.

Bad choice.

He fell into the yard below and landed on a wagon.
The wagon broke.

So did he.

Vargr stood on the upper stair, bloody-mouthed and
pleased with himself.

“Show-off,” Bjgrn called.
The wolf sneezed.
They reached the upper yard.

Here the fortress changed.



The lower yard had been rough and practical. Barracks,
stables, storehouses, mud, blood, men yelling. Normal
fortress filth.

The upper yard was different.
Cleaner.

Richer.

Crueler.

Carved pillars lined the path to the great hall. Banners
snapped in the storm, black cloth marked with
Ragnald’s crowned wolf. Iron cages stood along one
wall, empty now but recently used. Chains hung from
hooks. Awooden platform stood near the hall steps,
stained dark from executions.

Bjorn stared at it.

Yrsa’s face hardened.

“They hanged my brother there.”

Bjorn looked at her.

She did not look away from the platform.
“Ragnald made us watch.”

There were many things Bjgrn could have said.
Most were useless.

So he said nothing.



Sometimes silence was the only decent thing a man
had.

Then the great hall doors opened.
Warm golden light spilled into the snow.
Men stepped out.

Not guards.

Thanes.

Jarls.

Rich bastards in fine mail, fur cloaks, polished helmets,
silver arm rings, and smug expressions that suggested
they had never missed a meal or lost sleep over anyone
else’s suffering.

At their centre stood a man in a black bear cloak.
Tall.

Lean.

Grey-haired.

Sharp-faced.

He wore no crown, because men like that preferred
everyone to imagine one.

Jarl Ragnald.
Bjorn knew instantly.

Some men needed introductions.



Some men carried their ugliness like a banner.

Ragnald looked down the steps at the chaos below,
then at Bjgrn, Yrsa, and Vargr standing in the snow.

His gaze settled on the white wolf.
And he smiled.

Not like Skarde.

Not cruelin a blunt, bloody way.

Ragnald smiled like a man who had just found a missing
key.

“There he is,” Ragnald said softly.

Vargr growled.

Bjorn stepped slightly in front of him.
Ragnald’s eyes moved to Bjgrn.

“And you must be the large inconvenience.”
“I’ve been called worse.”

“I’m sure.”

Ragnald descended one step.

Behind him, Freydis appeared.

Of course she did.

Red hair braided tight. Sword at her hip. Calm face.
Irritatingly alive.



Bjarn sighed. “You again.”
Freydis nodded. “Still bleeding?”
“Still boring?”

Her mouth twitched.

Ragnald lifted one hand, and the warriors behind him
spread out across the steps.

Twenty at least.

More coming from side doors.
Yrsa raised her spear.

Bjorn lowered his axe.

Vargr snarled.

The storm thickened around them.
Ragnald looked entirely relaxed.
That was the worst thing.

“l must thank you,” he said.

Bjern frowned. “Must you?”

“You brought the wolf to me. Skarde failed. Freydis
delayed. But you carried him straight into my fortress.”

Bjorn glanced at Vargr.
“He’s difficult to carry.”

Ragnald smiled. “You joke because you are afraid.”



“No. | joke because you talk like a man who has never
been punched enough.”

A few thanes bristled.

Freydis lowered her eyes briefly, possibly hiding
amusement.

Ragnald’s smile thinned.

“Do you know what that wolf is?”

“Yes.”

“Doyou?”

“He’s Vargr.”

The white wolf’s ears flicked at the name.
Ragnald’s face tightened.

“No,” the jarl said. “He is the last white blood. The old
terror. The northern omen. The beast clans once
followed before kings taught them obedience.”

“Sounds like kings ruined it.”
Ragnald’s eyes cooled.

“You think freedom is noble?”
“No.”

That surprised him.

Bjorn stepped forward, axe in hand.



“Freedom is cold. Hungry. Dangerous. Mostly
uncomfortable. But it’s still better than kneelingto a
well-dressed parasite with banners.”

Yrsa smiled slightly.
Ragnald did not.

“You are a crude man.”
“Yes.”

“You could serve me.”
Bjorn laughed.

He could not help it.

It burst out of him, rough and ugly and completely
inappropriate.

Ragnald’s face darkened.
“You find that amusing?”
“Yes.”

“| offer you wealth.”
“Don’t care.”

“Land.”

“Had some. Leftit.”
“Glory.”

“Usually smells like corpses.”



Ragnald stared at him.
Bjarn lifted his axe.
“You have nothing | want.”

For the first time, something like anger moved behind
Ragnald’s eyes.

Good.

There was the man beneath the myth.

Small.

Proud.

Afraid.

Ragnald raised his hand higher.

“Take them.”

The thanes charged down the steps.

Freydis moved too, but slower. Watching. Waiting.

Yrsa shouted, and rebels surged from the stairway
behind Bjarn.

The upper yard exploded into battle.
Steel rang.
Wolves howled.

Men screamed.



Bjorn met the first thane with a blow that split his shield
and drove him backward into two others. Yrsa ducked
beneath a sword and thrust her spear into a knee. Vargr
leapt onto the steps, scattering men who suddenly
remembered urgent business elsewhere.

Ragnald retreated toward the hall doors.
Of course he did.
Kings loved starting fights from a safe distance.

Bjarn tried to push toward him, but Freydis stepped into
his path.

Sword drawn.

Calm as death.

“You look awful,” she said.
“You look expensive.”
“You won’t reach him.”
“Move.”

“No.”

Bjorn sighed. “Why are the competent ones always so
irritating?”

Freydis attacked.
Fast.

Brutal.



Precise.

Bjorn blocked the first cut, barely. The second sliced his
forearm. The third nearly took his throat.

He stepped back.
She pressed forward.

Around them the battle raged, but Freydis ignored all of
it. Her world had narrowed to Bjgrn’s eyes, axe, wounds,
and weakening stance.

Very professional.

Very annoying.

“You should have died at the river,” she said.
“l was busy.”

“You can barely lift that axe.”

“Then stop making me.”

She cut again.

Bjorn caught the blade on the axe head and twisted.
Freydis spun with the motion, too quick to disarm.

She kicked his bad thigh.
Pain shot through him.
He nearly dropped.

She raised her sword.



Vargr slammed into her from the side.

Freydis rolled with the impact, but the wolf’s teeth tore
her sleeve and drew blood. She struck him with the
pommel, knocking him aside.

Bjgrn roared.

Freydis turned just in time for his fist to hit her jaw.
She staggered.

Not down.

But staggered.

Progress.

“Don’t hit the wolf,” Bjgrn growled.

Freydis spat blood. “He bit me.”

“He’s sensitive.”

Behind her, Ragnald had reached the hall doors.
He looked back once, eyes locked on Vargr.
Then he vanished inside.

Bjarn shoved past Freydis.

She grabbed his cloak.

Yrsa appeared and drove her spear between them,
forcing Freydis back.

“Go!” Yrsa shouted.



Bjorn did not argue.

Arare event.

He ran up the steps with Vargr beside him.
Arrows struck around them.

One buried itself in Bjgrn’s shoulder.

He grunted and kept moving.

Vargr reached the doors first.

Bjorn kicked them open.

The great hall waited beyond.

Huge.

Warm.

Full of firelight.

And empty.

No Ragnald.

At the far end, a side passage stood open.
Bjorn breathed hard.

Blood dripped onto polished floorboards.
Vargr growled and moved toward the passage.

Bjorn followed.



“Of course,” he muttered. “A secret passage. Because
stairs and doors were apparently too honest.”

They entered darkness together.

Behind them, battle roared in the upper yard.
Ahead, Ragnald fled deeper into the mountain.
Bjern tightened his grip on the axe.

“Run then, king,” he whispered. “l need the exercise.”



Chapter 16
The King Beneath the Mountain

The passage behind Ragnald’s hall smelled of dust, wet
stone, and old cowardice.

Bjorn hated it immediately.

Secret passages were never built by honest men.
Honest men used doors. Cowards, kings, and people
with too much silver built hidden tunnels so they could
flee when all their brave speeches turned to shit.

Ragnald, unsurprisingly, had chosen the coward’s
architecture.

Bjorn limped through the narrow stone corridor with
Vargr at his side. Behind them, the battle still raged in
the upper yard. Steel rang faintly through the walls. Men
shouted. Wolves howled. Somewhere, something
wooden collapsed with a crash.

“Sounds like they’re having fun without us,” Bjgrn
muttered.

Vargr’s ears twitched.

“No, I’'m not jealous. I’'m bleeding from six places and
chasing a mountain rat through a tunnel. This is exactly
how | hoped to spend my evening.”

The wolf moved ahead, nose low.

The tunnel sloped downward.



Of course it did.

Kings always fled downward. Into vaults. Into darkness.
Into whatever hole they believed would keep death from
finding them. Death, unfortunately for Ragnald, had
paws and an axe tonight.

The passage widened after a hundred steps and opened
into a chamber carved directly into the mountain.
Torches burned in iron brackets. Shelves lined the walls.
Chests sat stacked beneath wolf banners. Silver
gleamed. Gold arm rings. Frankish cups. English
crosses. Fur bundles. Weapons. Chains.

Treasure.

Lots of it.

Bjarn stopped.

“Well,” he said. “That’s vulgar.”
Vargr sniffed a chest and sneezed.
“Agreed.”

The room was not just a treasury. It was a shrine to
greed. Every object had been taken from somewhere.
Every silver cup had belonged to a hall. Every necklace
to awoman. Every sword to a dead man. Ragnald had
not built wealth.

He had collected wounds and polished them.



At the far side of the chamber, an old man in fine robes
stood beside a table covered in scrolls and wax tablets.
He froze when he saw Bjarn.

Bjgrn stared at him.

The old man stared back.

Then the old man slowly raised both hands.
“Please don’t kill me.”

Bjorn frowned. “l wasn’t planning to.”

“You looked like you were planning to.”
“This is just my face.”

The old man swallowed.

Vargr growled softly.

The old man looked at the wolf and nearly fainted.
“Where is Ragnald?” Bjgrn asked.

“l don’t know.”

Bjorn sighed.

The old man pointed quickly toward a second tunnel.
“That way.”

“Good recovery.”
“l am only his record keeper.”

“That sounds disgusting.”



“l write what he commands.”
“Also disgusting.”

The old man trembled. “He has gone to the lower
shrine.”

Bjorn looked at the tunnel.
“Shrine?”

The old man nodded. “To Fenrir.”
Bjarn closed his eyes briefly.

“Of course he has a shrine. Why stop at being a tyrant
when you can add religious stupidity?”

The record keeper lowered his hands slightly. “You
should not go down there.”

“People keep saying things like that.”
“Itis old.”
“So am | beginning to feel.”

“There are things beneath this mountain older than
Ragnald.”

Bjorn looked at Vargr.
The wolf stared into the tunnel, body rigid.
Ah.

Wonderful.



So the mountain had secrets too.

Bjorn pointed his axe at the old man. “When we leave,
open the lower cages if any remain.”

The old man blinked. “What?”
“Prisoners. Open them.”
“Ragnald will kill me.”

Bjorn leaned closer. “If | return and they are still locked,
I will be more creative.”

The old man nodded violently. “Yes. Of course.
Immediately.”

“Good.”

Bjgrn moved toward the tunnel.

The record keeper called after him. “Warrior!”
Bjorn stopped.

“Ragnald does not want only the wolf.”

Bjgrn turned slowly.

The old man’s face had gone pale.

“He wants the old oath awakened. Blood to bind beast
and man. If he can force the white wolf to bow before
the clans, they will believe the north itself kneels to

»

him.

Bjorn stared.



Then looked at Vargr.
The wolf looked deeply offended by the idea.
“As plans go,” Bjgrn said, “that is impressively stupid.”

The record keeper gave a weak nod. “He is very
committed to it.”

“The worst kind of stupid.”
Bjern continued downward.
The tunnel grew colder.

Not normal cold. Not wind-on-your-face cold. This was
deep earth cold, the sort that seemed to come from
before fire existed. Frost glittered on the stone walls.
The torches burned blue at the edges.

Vargr walked close now.

No sneezing. No huffing. No smug little glances.
That worried Bjgrn more than anything.

“You know this place?”

The wolf did not answer.

Obviously.

But his silence had weight.

The tunnel ended at a vast cavern.

Bjorn stepped out and stopped dead.



The chamber beneath the mountain was enormous. Its
ceiling vanished into darkness above. Ice hung in great
spears from unseen heights. A frozen underground river
cut through the cavern floor, black beneath clear blue
ice. At the centre stood a stone platform carved with
runes so old Bjgrn could not read them.

Around the platform burned iron braziers.
Their flames were blue-white.
At the far side stood Ragnald.

He had removed his black bear cloak. Beneath it he
wore mail polished bright as moonlight. In one hand he
held a sword. In the other, a chain of silver links marked
with runes.

Freydis stood beside him.
Bjern frowned.
“You ran ahead.”

Freydis looked back over her shoulder. Blood marked
her jaw from his punch. Her sleeve was torn where Vargr
had bitten her.

“You’re slow.”
“I'm wounded.”
“You were slow before.”

Bjorn pointed at her. “You are becoming very annoying.”



Ragnald smiled from the platform.

“Good. You came.”

“l was hoping you’d fall into a hole.”

“Not yet.”

“Shame.”

Vargr stepped into the cavern.

The blue flames rose higher.

The runes in the stone began to glow faintly.
Bjorn looked down.

“] dislike that.”

Ragnald lifted the silver chain.

“Doyou feel it, beast?”

Vargr snarled.

The sound echoed through the cavern like breaking ice.
Ragnald’s eyes shone. “Old blood remembers.”

Bjorn sighed. “You sound like a drunk skald trying to
impress a goat.”

Freydis glanced at him.
This time she definitely almost smiled.

Ragnald ignored him. “For generations, weak men
feared what they could not rule. Wolves. Forests.



Winter. Hunger. | understand better. Fear must be given
a master.”

“No,” Bjgrn said. “Fear already has one.”
Ragnald tilted his head.

Bjarn lifted his axe.

“Everything dies.”

For a moment, nobody moved.

Then Ragnald pointed the chain at Vargr and spoke
words Bjgrn did not understand.

Old words.

Ugly words.

The cavern trembled.

Vargr staggered.

Bjarn moved instantly, but Freydis stepped into his path.
Sword drawn.

“Move,” Bjgrn growled.

“No.”

“l don’t have time for you.”

“You never did.”

She attacked.



Their weapons clashed in the blue firelight. Bjgrn was
slower, weaker, bleeding through fresh stitches. Freydis
was fast and controlled, every cut meant to delay, not
kill.

That annoyed him even more.

“You’re protecting him?” Bjgrn snapped.
“| serve him.”

“Same disease.”

Freydis cut low.

Bjgrn blocked.

Barely.

Behind her, Vargr snarled and clawed at the stone as the
runes brightened around him. The silver chain in
Ragnald’s hand shook like it had life of its own.

Bjern shoved Freydis back.
“He’ll enslave the wolf.”
Freydis’s jaw tightened.
“He’ll unite the north.”
“With chains.”

“With order.”

Bjorn laughed harshly. “Order is what tyrants call fear
when they want it to sound clean.”



That hit.

He saw it.

Freydis hesitated.
Tiny pause.
Enough.

Bjorn hooked her sword with his axe and twisted. This
time, tired or not, he caught her wrist with his wounded
hand and drove his shoulder into her chest.

They both crashed to theice.
Pain exploded through him.
Freydis gasped, sword sliding away.
Bjorn pinned her with one knee.
“Yield.”

She glared up at him.

“No.”

“Stubborn woman.”
“Hypocrite.”

Fair.

The cavern shook again.

Vargr howled.

Not rage this time.



Pain.
Bjorn’s blood went cold.

He stood, leaving Freydis alive, and turned toward
Ragnald.

The jarl had descended from the platform. The silver
chain stretched from his hand toward Vargr’s throat,
though it did not touch him. Not physically. It pulled at
something deeper.

Vargr fought it, legs trembling.
Ragnald smiled with religious hunger.
“Kneel,” he whispered.

Vargr dropped one forepaw.

Bjorn saw red.

He charged.

Ragnald turned and swung his sword.

Their blades met with a sound like thunder cracking
under stone.

Ragnald was faster than he looked.
Stronger too.

The jarl moved with cold precision, every strike aimed at
Bjorn’s wounds. Shoulder. Side. Thigh.

Bastard had been watching.



Bjorn blocked one cut and took another across the ribs.
Fresh blood spilled.

He slammed his axe toward Ragnald’s head.

The jarl ducked and drove his fist into Bjgrn’s wound.
Bjgrn almost dropped.

Almost.

Ragnald leaned close. “You are nothing. A stray man
with a stray beast.”

Bjarn spat blood onto Ragnald’s polished mail.
“Better than a king with no soul.”

Ragnald’s face twisted.

He kicked Bjgrn backward.

Bjorn slipped on the ice and crashed hard onto his
back.

The axe skidded away.

Ragnald raised his sword.

Then Freydis moved.

Not toward Bjarn.

Toward Vargr.

She seized the silver chain with both hands.

The runes flared.



Her scream tore through the cavern.

Ragnald spun. “Freydis!”

She gritted her teeth, smoke rising from her gloves.
“Enough.”

The chain cracked.

Vargr surged upward with a howl.

The blue flames exploded white.

Ragnald stumbled.

Bjarn rolled, grabbed his axe, and rose with everything
he had left.

Ragnald turned just in time.
Bjgrn swung.

The axe took the jarl across the chest, splitting mail and
flesh. Ragnald staggered backward, blood spilling bright
against silver.

But he did not fall.
Of course he didn’t.

Men like that never had the courtesy to die after the first
proper hit.

Ragnald looked down at the wound.

Then up at Bjagrn.



His smile returned.

Thin.

Mad.

“You think this ends me?”

Bjorn breathed hard.

Vargr stood beside him now, free, teeth bared.

Freydis knelt near the broken chain, hands burned and
shaking.

Ragnald backed toward the platform.

“The north will kneel,” he rasped.

“No,” Bjgrn said.

The white wolf growled.

The sound was joined by another.

Then another.

From the tunnels behind them came wolves.
Grey shapes.

Silent.

Deadly.

The pack entered the cavern and spread around the
platform.

Ragnald looked at them.



For the first time, real fear touched his face.
Bjorn smiled.

“There,” he said. “That’s the face | wanted.”
Ragnald lifted his sword again.

Bjarn raised his axe.

Vargr stepped forward.

The cavern trembled beneath them, and the mountain
seemed to hold its breath.

The king beneath the mountain had nowhere left to run.



Chapter 17

The Wolves of the Mountain
The mountain shook.

Not gently.

Not politely.

The entire cavern groaned like an angry god waking
beneath the earth, and ice cracked across the frozen
river in sharp blue lines.

Ragnald stood on the ancient stone platform
surrounded by wolves.

For the first time since Bjgrn had seen him, the jarl
looked small.

Not physically.

Men like Ragnald never looked physically small. He still
wore silver-bright mail. Still held his sword high. Still
carried himself like a king carved from pride and
violence.

But fear had entered him now.
And fear shrinks all men eventually.

The grey wolves spread through the cavern in silence.
Dozens of pale eyes watched the wounded jarl. No
growling. No frantic snapping.

Just patient hunger.



Vargr stood at their front.
White fur streaked with blood.
Blue firelight dancing in his eyes.

Bjorn rested one hand against the axe haft and tried not
to fall over.

That part was becoming increasingly difficult.
Everything hurt.

His ribs felt split open. His shoulder burned. Blood
soaked his leg and dripped steadily onto the ice. He had
reached that special point in battle where the body
stopped reporting individual wounds and simply
announced that the entire situation was unacceptable.

Wonderful.

Freydis remained kneeling beside the shattered silver
chain. Her hands were burned raw and red where the
runes had touched her skin. Smoke still curled from the
broken links scattered across the cavern floor.

Ragnald looked at her with disbelief.
“You broke the oath.”

Freydis raised her eyes slowly.

“No,” she said quietly. “You did.”
The jarl’s face twisted.

Ah.



There it was.

The thing Bjgrn had been waiting to see.
Not the king.

Not the conqueror.

Just a furious old man discovering the world no longer
obeyed him.

Ragnald pointed his sword toward Vargr.

“That beast belongs to the north.”

Vargr growled.

Bjarn snorted. “Pretty sure he belongs to himself.”
Ragnald ignored him.

“The clans feared the white blood for generations! They
followed it before they followed kings!”

“Sounds healthier,” Bjgrn said.
The jarlrounded on him.
“You understand nothing.”

“No. | understand perfectly. You wanted fear chained.
Easier to rule frightened people when you convince
them monsters kneel to you.”

Ragnald’s eyes burned.

“You think men deserve freedom?”



“NO,”
That stopped him again.

Bjorn shrugged painfully. “Most men are idiots. Freedom
just gives them more ways to prove it.”

Several wolves blinked at him.
Freydis actually laughed once through bloody lips.

Bjorn pointed at Ragnald. “But that still doesn’t give you
the right to own them.”

The mountain rumbled again.

Dust drifted from the cavern ceiling.

Somewhere deep below came a long cracking sound.
Bjorn glanced upward suspiciously.

“l would prefer the mountain wait until after the
murder.”

Ragnald roared and charged.
Finally.

No speeches.

No prophecy.

Justviolence.

Bjgrn met him halfway.

Steel exploded against steel.



Ragnald fought like a starving wolf now, fast and vicious,
abandoning the cold precision from before. His sword
hammered against Bjgrn’s axe in savage blows that
echoed through the cavern.

The jarl was stronger than he looked.
Angrier too.

Good.

Angry men made mistakes.

Ragnald slashed low.

Bjgrn blocked.

Barely.

The impact jolted his wounded shoulder hard enough to
blur his vision white.

Ragnald saw it instantly and attacked the weakness
again.

Smart bastard.

Bjern stumbled backward onto the ice river as the
sword sliced across his upper arm.

Fresh blood.
Fresh pain.
Very original.

“You’re dying!” Ragnald shouted.



“Yes,” Bjgrn growled. “Still ahead of you.”
Vargr moved suddenly.
Not toward Ragnald.

Toward the platform.

The white wolf leapt onto the ancient stone and threw

back his head.

He howled.

The sound tore through the cavern.

Deep.

Ancient.

Wrong.

The blue fire in the braziers exploded higher.
The runes beneath the ice began glowing.
Every wolf in the cavern answered at once.
The mountain shook violently.

Ragnald froze.

Bjarn blinked.

“Well,” he muttered, “that seems bad.”

The frozen river cracked beneath them.

A jagged line split the ice between Bjgrn and Ragnald

with a thunderous CRACK.



Black water surged below.
Ragnald staggered backward.
Bjgrn swung instantly.

The axe struck Ragnald’s sword arm hard enough to
break bone.

The jarl screamed.
His sword spun away across the ice.
Bjern advanced.

Ragnald clutched his ruined arm and backed toward the
platform.

Still proud.

Still furious.

Still refusing to kneel.

Bjorn respected that slightly.

Only slightly.

“You should have stayed in your hall,” Ragnald snarled.
“You should have stopped burning villages.”

Ragnald spat blood onto the ice.

“I built order!”

“You built cages.”

“l united the clans!”



“You terrified them.”

“That is leadership!”

Bjorn stared at him for a long moment.

Then sighed.

“No,” he said softly. “That’s fear wearing armour.”
Ragnald lunged suddenly with a hidden knife.
Of course he did.

Kings and cowards always kept one last knife.
Bjgrn caught the wrist.

Pain screamed through his injured hand.

He ignored it.

Ragnald tried to drive the blade upward into Bjgrn’s
throat.

Bjern headbutted him.

Once.

Twice.

The third blow broke Ragnald’s nose.

The jarl staggered back across the cracking ice.
Vargr leapt down from the platform.

The wolves closed in behind him.



Ragnald looked around wildly now.

At the wolves.

At Freydis standing again despite her burned hands.
At Bjgrn advancing through blood and blue firelight.
And finally fear fully took him.

Real fear.

The kind that strips titles away.

“No,” Ragnald whispered.

Vargr growled low.

The jarl backed away another step.

Ice cracked beneath his heel.

Bjorn stopped.

Not out of mercy.

Just curiosity.

Ragnald glared at him desperately. “You think killing me
changes anything?”

“NO,”
The jarl blinked.

“There will always be another bastard with banners and
speeches,” Bjgrn said. “The world breeds them like
rats.”



Ragnald’s breathing quickened.
“But you,” Bjgrn continued, “are still dying tonight.”
The ice broke.

Ragnald dropped with a shout as black water exploded
upward around him. He caught the edge desperately
with one hand, dangling above the freezing river below.

His remaining good hand clawed at the ice.
“Help me!”

Bjorn walked closer slowly.

The wolves circled behind him.
Ragnald looked up.

The king was gone now.

Only a terrified man remained.
“Please,” Ragnald whispered.
Bjorn looked down at him.

Images flickered through his mind.
Burned houses.

Children in cages.

The execution platform.

Kaldheim in ruins.

Skarde’s pit.



The prisoners.

All the suffering built beneath one man’s ambition.
Ragnald reached upward desperately.

Bjorn crouched near the edge.

“You know the worst part?”

Ragnald stared at him wildly.

“You could have ruled well.”

The jarl’s face twisted.

“You had strength. Intelligence. Men followed you
willingly once.”

The ice creaked louder.

“But you were so afraid of losing power that you chained
everything you touched.”

Ragnald’s grip slipped slightly.
“Please—”

Bjorn looked at Vargr.

The white wolf stood silently beside him.
Then Bjgrn looked back at Ragnald.

“No cages,” he said.

And stood up.



Ragnald screamed as the ice finally shattered beneath
him.

The black river swallowed him whole.

For a moment his hand broke the surface.
Then nothing.

Only dark water rushing beneath blue ice.
Silence filled the cavern.

The wolves stood still.

Freydis stared at the broken river.

Bjorn exhaled slowly.

“Well,” he muttered, “that was unpleasant.”
The mountain answered with another violent tremor.
A huge crack split the cavern ceiling overhead.
Ice spears crashed down.

One smashed into the platform.

Another shattered beside Freydis.

Vargr barked sharply.

Bjern looked upward.

“Oh, now you collapse.”

The entire cavern began groaning.



The blue fires flared wildly.

Ancient runes shattered across the platform.
Freydis moved first.

“Move!”

Everyone moved.

Wolves surged toward the tunnels.

Bjern limped after them, but his leg nearly gave out
immediately.

Too much blood.
Too many wounds.
Too many fights.

The mountain had finally decided he was being
unreasonable.

A huge slab of ice crashed down behind him, blocking
part of the tunnel entrance.

Freydis grabbed his arm.
“Move, idiot!”

Bjorn stared at her hand. “You keep touching me during
disasters.”

“You walk too slowly during disasters.”

Fair.



Vargr returned suddenly, snarling at Bjarn.
“What?”

The wolf bit Bjgrn’s cloak and pulled.

“You are all becoming extremely bossy.”
Another tremor hit.

The cavern ceiling collapsed further.

Black water burst through cracks in the ice river.
Freydis shoved Bjarn toward the tunnel. “NOW!”
They ran.

Or limped aggressively.

Same difference.

The tunnel shook violently around them. Dust and ice
rained from above while wolves darted through the
darkness ahead. Behind them came the roar of
collapsing stone and rushing water.

Bjgrn’s vision blurred.

His legs felt numb.

Wonderful.

Dying after the battle always seemed deeply unfair.
Freydis noticed him slowing.

“You fall now and | leave you.”



“That sounds rude.”

“It sounds practical.”

Vargr growled and shoved against Bjgrn’s side.
Together they dragged him through the shaking tunnel.
At last cold night air burst ahead.

The tunnel exit.

They stumbled out onto the snowy mountainside just as
the cavern behind them collapsed completely with a
thunderous roar.

The ground shook beneath their feet.
Half the cliffside gave way.

Stone, ice, and snow crashed down into the gorge below
in a white avalanche.

The wolves scattered clear effortlessly.
Bjorn was less graceful.

Freydis grabbed him again before he toppled straight
into death.

“Still slow,” she muttered.

Bjarn looked at her blearily. “You saved me twice. Very
suspicious.”

Below them, Ragnald’s fortress erupted into chaos.



Fires burned along the walls. Horns screamed. Men
shouted as part of the mountain itself collapsed
beneath the upper halls. Snow and stone smashed into
towers. One entire section of wall crumbled into the

gorge.
The rebels had won.

Mostly.

Messily.

Probably expensively.

Bjorn sat heavily in the snow.

Vargr immediately pressed against his side.
Freydis stood over them breathing hard.
For a while none of them spoke.

Then Bjorn looked up at her.

“So.”

Freydis raised an eyebrow.

“You still trying to kill us?”

She looked toward the collapsing fortress.
Then at Vargr.

Then finally at Bjgrn.

“NO »



Bjgrn nodded.
“Good. ’'mtired.”
Vargr rested his head on Bjgrn’s shoulder.

Below them, the mountain fortress of Jarl Ragnald
burned against the frozen night while wolves howled
across the Ice Forest.

And for the first time in a very long while, Bjgrn felt the
strange unfamiliar shape of peace beginning to settle
inside him.

It felt suspicious as hell.



Chapter 18
The Morning After Killing a King

Morning found Bjgrn still alive, which felt like poor
planning from the universe.

He woke on a slope above the ruined fortress with snow
on his chest, blood in his beard, and Vargr’s heavy head
resting across his stomach like a smug white boulder.
Every part of him hurt. Not some parts. Not the obvious
parts. All of him. Even his hair seemed offended.

Below, Ragnald’s fortress smoked in the cold dawn.

One tower had collapsed into the gorge. The upper wall
had split open like a rotten skull. Fires still burned in
patches where rebels moved carefully among the ruins,
dragging wounded people out, tying up surrendered
men, and kicking corpses to see whether they were truly
dead or only being dramatic.

A sensible habit.

Bjorn tried to sit up.

His ribs immediately made a strong argument against it.
“Shit,” he hissed.

Vargr opened one eye.

“Don’t look at me like that. You slept on me.”

The wolf yawned.



“You are very heavy for a symbol of freedom.”
Vargr shut his eye again.
Bjorn stared at the sky.

Peace, he had decided, was overrated. Everyone spoke
of peace as if it were soft and warm and full of gentle
music. In truth, peace after battle mostly smelled of
smoke, blood, piss, and men groaning because their
heroic moments had turned into broken bones.

A shadow fell across him.

Freydis stood above him, one arm in a sling, both hands
bandaged from the broken rune chain. Her face was
bruised where Bjgrn had punched her. She looked tired,
furious, and still irritatingly elegant.

“Alive?” she asked.

“Sadly.”

“Good.”

“That sounded almost kind.”
“lt wasn’t.”

“Good. | was worried.”

She looked down toward the fortress. “Ragnald’s men
are surrendering.”

“Cowards.”

“Practical men.”



“Same thing wearing warmer boots.”

Freydis sat on a nearby stone with visible effort. That
pleased Bjgrn slightly. Not because he wished her pain,
exactly. More because it was nice to know he was not
the only person who felt like he had been trampled by a
drunk herd of elk.

“Yrsais alive,” Freydis said.

Bjorn let out a breath he had not noticed he was
holding.

“Good.”

“Hrolf lost more fingers.”

“He had spares.”

“Runa is screaming at everyone.”
“So she’s healthy.”

Freydis almost smiled.

Below them, the wolves moved through the wreckage.
Not hunting now. Watching. Grey shapes among ash
and snow. Some of the surrendered soldiers gave them
wide paths, which proved those men had at least one
working brain between them.

Vargr finally lifted his head and looked down at the
fortress.

The white wolf was quiet.



Too quiet.

Bjorn pushed himself upright slowly, swearing under his
breath the entire time. He leaned on his axe and looked
where Vargr looked.

The great hall had burned through the night. Its roof was
gone. Smoke rose from black beams. The banners of
Ragnald hung torn and frozen along the broken walls.

No king.

No crown.

No chains.

Only ruin.

Bjern should have felt satisfied.
He did not.

He felt empty again, but not the old emptiness. Not the
cold hollow thing he had carried from Nordvik. This was
different. This was the space left after a storm passes,
when the trees still drip and the ground is wrecked and
everyone stands around wondering what the hell comes
next.

Freydis followed his gaze.
“You killed him.”
“The river helped.”

“You always say that when someone dies near water?”



“Only when accurate.”

She was silent for a while.

Then she said, “He was not always like that.”

Bjorn snorted. “No one is born wearing a villain cloak.”

“He was brave once. Fair, sometimes. He fought raiders
from the east. Fed villages during a famine. Men loved

»

him.
“And then?”

Freydis looked down at her burned hands.
“Then he discovered love was weaker than fear.”
Bjgrn said nothing.

That was too true to mock properly.

Annoying.

Freydis continued. “He believed the north needed one
ruler. One law. One will. He said freedom made men
small and selfish.”

“He wasn’t entirely wrong.”
Freydis looked at him.

Bjorn shrugged painfully. “Freedom does make men
selfish. It also lets them choose not to be. That’s the
point.”

Freydis studied him.



“You are stranger than you look.”
“l look magnificent.”

“You look like something dug from a battlefield by
accident.”

“Still magnificent.”

Vargr stood and shook snow from his fur, spraying both
of them.

Bjorn closed his eyes as icy water hit his face.
Freydis wiped snow from her cheek.

The wolf looked deeply pleased.

“Little bastard,” Bjgrn muttered.

A shout rose from below.

Yrsa stood near the broken lower gate, waving them
down.

Bjorn groaned. “If she asks me to help carry stones, I’'m
dying immediately.”

Freydis stood. “Can you walk?”
“No.”

She raised an eyebrow.

Bjorn forced himself upright.

“Watch me lie.”



They descended slowly toward the fortress.
Very slowly.

Bjarn’s leg dragged. His shoulder throbbed. Freydis
moved only slightly better, which made the journey a
dignified procession of wounded idiots pretending not
to limp.

Vargr walked ahead, occasionally glancing back as if
embarrassed to be seen with them.

At the lower yard, the scale of the victory became
clearer.

Ragnald’s men had surrendered in groups. Some knelt
with hands tied. Others sat wounded against walls.
Rebel fighters moved among them, stripping weapons
and armour. Yrsa stood at the centre, giving orders with
calm authority.

She had blood across one cheek and a fresh cut on her
forehead.

Bjorn looked atit.

“Nice face wound.”

“You look worse.”

“Everyone keeps saying that.”
“Because everyone has eyes.”

Runa appeared from behind a wagon carrying a basket
of bandages.



Her expression darkened when she saw him.
“You.”

Bjarn stopped.

“Ohno.”

“You ripped every stitch | gave you.”

“l was busy killing a jarl.”

“And did the jarl ask you to bleed like a butchered pig?”
“He was rude generally.”

Runa jabbed a finger at him. “Sit.”

“No.”

Vargr growled softly.

Not at Runa.

At Bjarn.

Bjorn stared at the wolf.

“You too?”

Vargr stared back.

Bjorn sighed and sat on a broken crate.

Runa began unwrapping his bandages with the cheerful
violence of a woman who considered pain an
educational tool.

Yrsa crouched beside him.



“We found the lower cages,” she said.

Bjorn looked up.

“And?”

“Opened. The record keeper did as you told him.”
“Good.”

“Seventeen prisoners alive. Some from southern clans.
Some traders. Some children.”

Bjgrn nodded.
Good.

That mattered.
More than Ragnald.
More than banners.

More than all the heroic rubbish men would probably
sing later after adding lies and removing the smell.

Yrsa looked toward Freydis. “And her?”

Freydis stood calmly despite the sudden attention from
nearby rebels.

Bjorn saw hands tighten on weapons.

Freydis had hunted them. Served Ragnald. Led men
who had killed their friends.

Forgiveness would not come easily.



Nor should it.

Bjorn hated easy forgiveness. It was usually just
cowardice with clean hands.

Freydis lifted her chin. “l served him.”
Yrsa’s expression turned cold. “Yes.”

“l helped him hunt your people.”

“Yes.”

“l will not pretend | did not.”

The yard fell quiet.

Good answer.

Dangerous answer.

Yrsa stepped closer. “Why did you turn?”

Freydis looked at Vargr, then at Bjgrn, then at the broken
fortress.

“Because he wanted everything to kneel.”
Yrsa said nothing.

Freydis continued. “And because | was tired of
pretending chains become noble when a king holds
them.”

Bjorn grunted.

Yrsa glanced at him.



“What?”

“That was a decent line,” he said. “Annoying, but
decent.”

Nobody laughed.

Tense crowd.

Hard to please.

Yrsa stared at Freydis a long time.

Then said, “You will help bury our dead.”

Freydis nodded.

“And feed the prisoners.”

“Yes.”

“And after that, we decide what justice looks like.”
Freydis accepted this with a small bow of her head.
Fair.

Better than quick mercy.

Better than quick vengeance.

Both were usually lazy.

Runa tied a fresh bandage around Bjgrn’s ribs so tightly
he saw stars.

“Are you trying to heal me or fold me?”

“Both, if you keep talking.”



A horn sounded from the upper wall.
Everyone turned.

A scout shouted down, “Riders south!”
The yard went still.

Bjorn closed his eyes.

“No.”

Yrsa looked up. “How many?”

“Not soldiers!” the scout shouted. “People! Villagers!
Hundreds!”

Yrsa frowned.
Bjarn stood despite Runa’s protest.

Together they climbed enough of the wall to see the
road below.

There, winding through the valley, came people.
Not an army.

Families.

Farmers.

Hunters.

Runaways.

Former prisoners from the black river. Survivors from
burned villages. People who had heard Ragnald’s



fortress had fallen and come north to see whether it
was true.

They carried bundles. Children. Spears. Hope.
Bjern immediately distrusted the hope.

Hope made people do ridiculous things, like rebuild,
forgive, and ask large wounded men to become leaders.

Yrsa stared at the long line.
“They’re coming back.”

Freydis stood beside her. “Ragnald held them by fear.
Fear died with him.”

Bjorn snorted. “Fear never dies. It just changes clothes.”
Yrsa glanced at him. “Then what do we do?”

There it was.

The question.

The horrible bloody question.

Bjarn looked at the broken fortress, the wolves, the
rebels, the freed prisoners, the people climbing the
valley road, and Vargr standing beside him like a white
ghost from an older world.

He had left home because he did not belong.

Now everyone seemed determined to build a new home
around him.



Deeply inconsiderate.

He scratched his beard.

“First,” he said, “we burn Ragnald’s banners.”
Yrsa nodded.

“Then we open the stores and feed everyone.”
More nods.

“Then we tear down the cages.”

The people nearby murmured approval.

Bjorn pointed at the broken walls. “And nobody builds a
throne.”

Yrsa looked at him carefully.
“No throne?”

“No.”

“What instead?”

Bjorn sighed.

This was dangerously close to wisdom, and he disliked
it.

“Tables,” he said. “Many of them. Let people argue face
to face. If they want rulers, let them choose temporary

ones and throw them out when they start smelling like
kings.”

Freydis stared.



Yrsa smiled slowly.

“Thatis almost a plan.”

“l apologize.”

Vargr leaned against Bjgrn’s leg.

Below, the long line of people continued toward the
fortress.

The wolves began howling from the walls.
Not a battle howl.

Not a warning.

Something else.

A call.

Bjorn listened as the sound rolled across the Ice Forest
and down into the valley, where the people stopped and
looked upward.

For the first time, they did not look afraid of it.
Bjorn felt the strange peace again.

Still suspicious.

Still probably temporary.

But real.

He looked down at Vargr.

“You know this means more responsibility.”



The wolf wagged his tail once.
Bjorn groaned.

“l hate you.”

Vargr huffed.

Behind them, Runa shouted, “Sit down before you fall
down, you oversized wound!”

Bjorn sighed.

“Yes,” he muttered, “definitely peace.”



Chapter 19

The Problem With Peace

Peace lasted three days.

Which, Bjgrn admitted, was honestly impressive.

Most villages could barely manage half a day before
someone got drunk, insulted a goat, or started an
argument about fishing rights that somehow ended with
two funerals and a missing roof.

So three full days without bloodshed felt almost
unnatural.

Suspicious, even.
The fortress of Ragnald changed quickly.

The black wolf banners were burned in the central yard
while people cheered and spat into the flames. The
cages were torn apart. Chains were melted down in the
forge and hammered into tools, hinges, and
spearheads. The execution platform was hacked to
pieces and used as firewood, which Bjgrn thought was
exactly the right sort of insult.

The dead were buried on the fourth morning.
That part was harder.

Victory always sounded glorious in songs because dead
men never interrupted the music to complain.

Reality was quieter.



Rows of graves cut into frozen earth. Smoke drifting
through snow. Mothers crying softly. Warriors standing
still because moving might crack something inside
them.

Yrsa buried three people from Kaldheim.
Hrolf buried his brother.

Freydis buried six former hunters who had surrendered
rather than fight to the death when Ragnald fell.

Bjarn helped carry bodies because everyone kept
asking him to do things involving strength.

Very inconsiderate of them.

By the end of the day, his wounds had reopened twice,
his back hurt, and one old woman had slapped him for
trying to lift a beam alone.

“You’re stitched together like a rotten sail!” she had
shouted.

Bjern pointed at the beam. “It still needed moving.”
“So ask for help!”

“| dislike asking.”

“You dislike sense!”

“Correct.”

Vargr had watched the argument while chewing a stolen
bone beside the forge.



Traitor.

Now, on the evening of the third day, Bjgrn sat on the
broken upper wall overlooking the valley below.

Snow drifted gently through the twilight. Smoke rose
from rebuilt cookfires inside the fortress. People moved
everywhere now. Children laughed in the lower yard.
Wolves slept openly beside fires while men and women
worked nearby without fear.

That still felt strange.

Vargr lay beside Bjarn, huge paws hanging over the wall
edge.

Below them, the Ice Forest stretched dark and endless
beneath moonlight.

Peace.

There was that suspicious feeling again.
Bjorn scratched the wolf behind one ear.
“You know this cannot last.”

Vargr closed his eyes.

“Very wise. Ignore reality entirely.”

The wolf thumped his tail once.

Bjgrn sighed.

He should leave.



That thought had been circling his head for two days
now.

The fortress no longer needed him. Yrsa had people
organizing food and shelter. Freydis had taken charge of
the remaining guards and patrols because apparently
she was terrifyingly good at practical leadership when
not helping tyrants chain magical wolves.

The clans were beginning to send messengers too.
Some came offering trade. Others came demanding
explanations. A few came pretending they had secretly
opposed Ragnald all along, which Bjgrn found deeply
amusing.

Cowards always became rebels after danger passed.
He understood the type well.

And still...

He stayed.

Which annoyed him.

A boot scraped behind him.

Freydis approached carrying two wooden cups.

She handed one to Bjgrn.

“Whatis it?”

“Mead.”

Bjorn sniffed it suspiciously.



Then drank.

His eyes widened slightly.

“Well.”

Freydis sat beside him carefully. “Good?”
“No.”

She frowned.

“It’s excellent,” Bjgrn admitted bitterly. “l dislike being
surprised positively.”

Freydis smirked faintly.

Below them, laughter echoed from the lower yard where
Hrolf was apparently teaching children how to throw
axes at a shield.

Poorly.
One axe bounced backward into a snow pile.
Another nearly killed a chicken.

The chicken survived through what Bjgrn suspected was
long experience with idiots.

Freydis watched the scene quietly.
“They already tell stories about you.”
Bjorn groaned immediately.

“NO »
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“One man claimed you fought twenty hunters alone
while carrying a wounded wolf under one arm.”

“That’s stupid.”
“He was very drunk.”
“That explains part of it.”

Freydis sipped her mead. “Another says you shattered
Ragnald’s sword with one blow.”

“l did not.”
“You dropped your axe twice.”
“Exactly.”

She glanced sideways at him. “Legends improve
quickly.”

“Legends are lies told by people too cowardly to admit
battles mostly involve confusion, blood, and falling
over.”

“That might be the most honest thing I’ve heard all
winter.”

Bjorn drank again.
The mead really was excellent.

That was dangerous.



Good drink led to feelings, and feelings led to songs,
poor decisions, and occasionally marriage.

All terrible outcomes.
Freydis looked toward Vargr.

The white wolf had fallen asleep completely now, giant
head resting across Bjgrn’s boot.

“You know what he is?” she asked quietly.
“A wolf.”

“You always answer that.”

“Because people keep asking stupidly.”
Freydis smiled faintly into her cup.

“The old stories say white wolves guided the first
northern clans through the winter famine.”

“Old stories also say giants live inside mountains.”

Freydis looked at the shattered cliffs where part of
Ragnald’s fortress had collapsed.

Bjorn followed her gaze.
Then sighed.
“Fine. Bad example.”

She rested both bandaged hands around the cup. “The
clans needed something to believe in. So they followed
the wolves.”



“And then?”

“Kings came.”

Bjgrn snorted. “They always do.”

“They offered safety. Walls. Laws. Order.”
“And chains.”

“Yes.”

Silence settled between them for a while.
Not uncomfortable silence.

Bjorn disliked how often that happened around her now.
Very suspicious.

Finally Freydis spoke again.

“You should stay.”

There it was.

The thing he had been avoiding.

Bjorn looked out over the valley.

“No.”

“You already are.”

“That’s temporary.”

“You’ve been here three days.”

“l was wounded.”



“You’re always wounded.”
Fair.
Bjorn hated fair points.

Freydis leaned back against the stone wall. “People
listen to you.”

“They shouldn’t.”
“Maybe not. They still do.”
“That sounds like their mistake.”

Below, Sten—the one-armed boy from the camp—ran
through the yard with two other children while Yrsa
shouted at them not to climb the broken siege tower.

Naturally, they climbed it immediately.

Bjorn rubbed his face.

“This place needs rebuilding. Leadership. Rules.”
Freydis nodded. “Yes.”

“Im terrible at rules.”

“You hate rules.”

“Correct.”

“That might help.”

Bjorn stared at her.

“You want me to help lead this place?”



“l want someone here who remembers what happens
when power stops being questioned.”

Bjarn looked away.

The wind moved through the broken walls softly.
Vargr snored once.

It sounded disturbingly human.

Freydis stood slowly. “Think about it.”

“l already did.”

“And?”

“No.”

She smirked. “Liar.”

Then she walked away down the wall steps.
Bjorn watched her go.

Vargr opened one eye.

“No.”

The wolf blinked slowly.

“I’m not staying.”

Tail thump.

“Imeanit.”

Another thump.



Bjorn glared at him.
“You are becoming insufferably smug.”
The wolf yawned.

A horn suddenly sounded from the southern
watchtower.

Sharp.
Urgent.
The yard below froze instantly.

Warriors grabbed weapons. Wolves lifted their heads.
Yrsa shouted orders.

Bjorn stood with a groan.
“See?” he told Vargr. “Peace was obviously nonsense.”
Another horn blast echoed across the valley.

A scout came sprinting through the lower gate covered
in snow.

“Riders!” he shouted. “South road!”

Bjorn descended the wall with Vargr beside him. By the
time he reached the yard, everyone had gathered near
the gate.

Yrsa met him there, spear in hand.
“How many?”

The scout panted hard. “Forty maybe. Clan banners.”



Freydis arrived moments later, sword already buckled
on.

“Which clans?”

The scout swallowed.

“Not clans.”

Silence.

Bjern narrowed his eyes.

The scout looked shaken now.
“Mercenaries.”

Ah.

Wonderful.

Because apparently killing one tyrant merely
encouraged all the smaller bastards to crawl out looking
for work.

Yrsa cursed softly.

The scout continued. “They carry black sails on their
shields.”

Freydis’s face hardened instantly.
“You know them?” Bjarn asked.
“Yes‘”

That answer carried weight.



Not fear exactly.

Worse.

Memory.

Freydis looked toward the south road.

“The Black Fleet.”

Hrolf spat into the snow. “I thought they were gone.”
“So did I,” Freydis muttered.

Bjorn rested his hands on his axe.

“And who are these cheerful little bastards?”
Freydis met his eyes.

“Raiders. Slavers. Killers.”

Bjorn sighed deeply.

“Those are becoming repetitive.”

The scout shook his head quickly. “There’s more.”
“Of course there is.”

“He carries Ragnald’s banner.”

The yard went still.

Impossible stillness.

Wind.

Snow.



Breathing.
Nothing else.
Bjorn frowned.

“That’s difficult,” he said slowly, “considering | watched
Ragnald fall into a frozen river.”

The scout looked pale.

“He rides at their front anyway.”
No one spoke.

Vargr growled low beside Bjarn.
Not fear.

Recognition.

Bjorn looked south into the gathering dark.

Then sighed the sigh of a man whose life simply refused
to become reasonable.

“Well,” he muttered, “that seems fucking inconvenient.”



Chapter 20
The Dead Bastard Rides Again
Nobody spoke for several long seconds.

Snow drifted through the fortress yard while the scout
stood panting like a man who had sprinted directly out
of a nightmare. Around him, warriors tightened their
grips on weapons. Wolves lifted their heads from the
fires. Somewhere near the forge, a child began crying
because children always sensed when adults were
trying not to panic.

Bjgrn rubbed both hands down his face slowly.

“No,” he said finally. “l threw that bastard into a freezing
river beneath a collapsing mountain. | watched him
drown.”

The scout swallowed. “I know what | saw.”

Freydis looked grim now. Grim enough that even Bjgrn
stopped joking for nearly half a heartbeat.

“The Black Fleet wouldn’t ride beneath another man’s
banner lightly,” she said.

Hrolf spatinto the snow. “Unless they’re being paid.”

“They don’t follow silver,” Freydis replied quietly. “They
follow fear.”

Well.

That sounded unpleasantly familiar.



Yrsa stepped closer to the scout. “How far away?”
“Half a day maybe. Less if they ride hard.”
“And you’re certain about the banner?”

The scout nodded immediately. “Black wolf crown.
Same as Ragnald’s.”

Bjarn sighed like a man personally betrayed by reality.
“Wonderful. The dead are becoming ambitious now.”
Vargr stood beside him, fur bristling.

The wolf’s growl rolled low through the yard.

Not confused.

Angry.

Recognition again.

Bjorn noticed that immediately.

“You smell something?”

Vargr’s ears flattened.

Freydis saw it too. “He knows.”

Bjern looked toward the southern road disappearing
through the valley below.

The Black Fleet.

Even the name sounded like it smelled bad.



He turned back toward Freydis. “Tell me about these
cheerful little bastards.”

Freydis crossed her arms carefully, wincing slightly from
her burns.

“They came from the western sea years ago. Raiders at
first. Then mercenaries. Then worse.”

“That narrows absolutely nothing.”

“They sack villages. Sell slaves. Burn ports. If a king
needs something monstrous done quietly, he hires the
Fleet.”

“Ah,” Bjgrn muttered. “Professional bastards.”
“Yes.”

Hrolf added, “They nail people to ships.”

Bjern blinked.

“That feels excessive.”

“They enjoy it.”

“Of course they do.”

Yrsa looked toward the walls. “How many fighters do we
still have?”

“Twenty-two who can stand properly,” Hrolf answered.
“Plus the wolves,” lvar added.

Everyone glanced at Vargr.



The white wolf stared south with murderous
concentration.

Bjgrn scratched his beard slowly.
He was tired.

Not ordinary tired.

Soul tired.

The kind of exhaustion that settled deep behind the ribs
after too many battles, too much death, and too many
people looking at you like you might know what to do
next.

He had killed Ragnald.
That should have ended things.

Instead, the world had apparently taken one look at
peace and decided it felt lonely without violence.

Typical.

Runa appeared beside him carrying fresh bandages.
“You’re bleeding again.”

“Yes.”

“| stitched that wound twice.”

“Yes.”

“And yet you continue getting stabbed.”



Bjorn frowned thoughtfully. “You make it sound
intentional.”

Runa smacked his arm.

Hard.

He hissed. “Woman!”

“Move inside before you fall apart.”
“No.”

“Yes.”

“No.”

Vargr barked once.

Bjorn looked at the wolf in betrayal.
“You too?”

Freydis folded her arms. “You are swaying.”
“l am standing dramatically.”
“You’re losing blood.”

“Blood is replaceable.”

Runa grabbed Bjarn by the ear.
Actually grabbed him.

The surrounding warriors immediately looked away with
the deep respect men show when another man is losing
a battle he cannot win.



“OW'”
“Inside.”
“I’m discussing war!”

“You can discuss war while sitting down like a wounded
human instead of a diseased elk.”

Bjarn allowed himself to be dragged toward the great
hall because resisting Runa required more energy than
fighting actual soldiers.

Vargr followed beside them smugly.
Traitorous furry bastard.

Inside the hall, fires roared in the great hearths while
people worked to clear smoke damage and broken
furniture. The place still smelled faintly of ash and blood
beneath the fresh pine branches hanging from the
beams.

Bjorn sat heavily at one of the long tables while Runa
began unwrapping his side bandages again with brutal
efficiency.

Freydis, Yrsa, Hrolf, and several others gathered nearby
around a rough map.

“This fortress can hold,” Hrolf said.

“Against raiders maybe,” Yrsa replied. “Not against the
Fleet.”



Freydis nodded grimly. “If they truly brought ships
inland, they have siege gear.”

Bjarn blinked. “Ships inland?”

“The Fleet drags longships across frozen rivers in
winter.”

He stared.

“That is the stupidest thing I've ever heard.”
“It works.”

“That somehow makes it worse.”
Runa poked a wound near his ribs.
Pain exploded through him.

Bjorn nearly bit through his tongue.
“Still alive?” she asked.

“No. I've died. This is punishment.”
“Good.”

She kept stitching.

Savage old demon.

Freydis leaned over the table map. “If the Black Fleet
serves whoever carries Ragnald’s banner now, they’ll
want the fortress quickly.”

“Why?” Yrsa asked.



Freydis glanced toward Vargr lying near the fire.
“The white wolf.”

Silence followed that.

Again.

Always the bloody wolf.

Bjorn looked at Vargr.

The wolf yawned.

“You’re causing a lot of trouble for someone who mostly
sleeps and steals food.”

Vargrignored him.

Hrolf scratched his beard. “Could Ragnald have
survived?”

“No,” Bjgrn said instantly.
Freydis hesitated.

That annoyed him.

“You saw the river,” he snapped.
“Yes.”

“You saw the collapse.”

“Yes.”

“And?”

Freydis chose her words carefully. “l saw him fall.”



Bjorn frowned.

“But?”

“But | did not see a body.”

Ah.

There it was.

The irritating little crack in certainty.
Bjorn hated those.

Dead enemies should remain dead. It was one of
civilization’s better traditions.

Yrsa crossed her arms. “If Ragnald lives, why wait three
days?”

Freydis answered quietly. “Because men like him never
return weak.”

The hall fell silent again.

Outside, wolves howled along the walls.
Not warning.

Calling.

The sound rolled through the fortress like cold wind
through bones.

Vargr lifted his head instantly.

Bjorn noticed.



“What now?”

The white wolf stood.

Every grey wolf outside answered at once.

The howls grew louder.

Closer.

Then came another sound beneath them.

A horn.

Low.

Deep.

From the valley road.

Everyone in the hall froze.

Bjorn stood too quickly and nearly collapsed.

Runa shoved him back down.

“You fall over and | leave you there.”

“Important horn.”

“You’re an important idiot.”

Another horn blast echoed from below the fortress.
Then another answered from farther down the valley.
Freydis’s face hardened.

“The Fleet.”



Bjorn rose again more carefully this time.

Runa cursed creatively behind him while he limped
toward the hall doors.

The fortress yard was already filling with armed people.
Archers climbed walls. Wolves paced the battlements
restlessly. Snow blew hard through the gate tunnel.

Bjorn climbed the nearest stair to the southern wall.
Every step hurt.

Good.

Pain meant alive.

Alive meant annoying problems continued.

At the top of the wall, the valley stretched pale beneath
twilight.

And there they were.

Black shapes moving through snow.
Long lines of warriors.

Shield walls.

Banners snapping in the wind.

And at their front rode a single mounted figure beneath
Ragnald’s black wolf banner.

The rider wore black armour.

A fur cloak.



And a silver mask covering half his face.
Bjorn narrowed his eyes.

Something about the posture felt familiar.
Too familiar.

Freydis stepped beside him slowly.

Her face went pale.

“Ohno.”

Bjarn looked sideways. “Helpful reaction.”
The rider below raised one gauntleted hand.
The entire Black Fleet halted instantly.
Disciplined.

Too disciplined.

The rider removed the silver half-mask.
Even at this distance, Bjagrn recognized the face.
Or what remained of it.

One side torn and scarred horribly.

Skin white from frostbite.

One eye cloudy and dead.

But alive.

Ragnald.



Alive.
Bjorn stared in absolute disbelief.

Then sighed the deepest sigh of his entire miserable
existence.

“You have got to be fucking kidding me.”
Below, Ragnald smiled up at the fortress walls.
A broken smile now.

Crooked.

Mad.

He raised his voice across the valley.
“BJORN!”

The sound echoed from cliff to cliff.

Bjorn leaned on the battlements.

“Yes?”

“You should have made sure!”

Bjarn nodded slowly.

“That,” he admitted to Freydis, “is fair criticism.”

Ragnald lifted one scarred hand toward Vargr standing
atop the wall nearby.

“The wolf is mine!”

Vargr snarled.



The wolves along the walls answered.

Ragnald laughed.

Not sane laughter anymore.

The river and mountain had taken something from him.
Good.

Unfortunately, not enough.

Behind him, hundreds of Black Fleet warriors slammed
axe hafts against shields in rhythm.

BOOM.

BOOM.

BOOM.

The sound rolled through the valley like thunder.
Bjorn rubbed his forehead tiredly.

“You know,” he muttered, “l am starting to take this
personally.”

Freydis looked at him carefully. “What do we do?”

Below them, Ragnald drew his sword and pointed it
toward the fortress.

Snow whipped around him.
Black banners cracked in the wind.

Madness burned in his remaining good eye.



Bjorn looked at the walls.

At the tired rebels beside him.

At the wolves.

At Vargr standing proud against the storm.

Then south at the army gathering beneath the
mountain.

And slowly, despite exhaustion, despite pain, despite
the universe clearly trying to punish him specifically,
Bjorn smiled.

Cold.
Sharp.
Dangerous.

“Well,” he said, gripping his axe tighter, “this time | think
we feed him to the fucking wolves.”



Epilogue

Wolves Don’t Kneel

The Black Fleet burned for three days.

Bjorn considered that excessive at first.

Then he remembered they nailed people to ships.
After that, three days felt polite.

The battle beneath the fortress had been ugly even by
northern standards. Snow soaked red. Wolves tearing
through shield walls. Burning wagons rolling down icy
slopes into screaming men. Archers freezing to death
with fingers locked around bowstrings. Black Fleet
raiders fighting like cornered dogs because they knew
surrender would not save them from the people they
had enslaved.

And at the centre of it all stood Ragnald.
Still alive.

Still hateful.

Still too fucking stubborn to die correctly.
The river had ruined him.

One side of his face looked carved from spoiled meat.
Frostbite had taken two fingers. His left eye stared white
and blind into nothing. But madness had filled the
empty places inside him nicely.



Madness often did.

He fought like a dead king clawing his way back into the
world through pure spite.

Which, Bjgrn admitted reluctantly, was almost
impressive.

Almost.

The final fight happened on the frozen lake below the
fortress while snow hammered down hard enough to
hide the gods themselves.

Very dramatic.
Bjorn hated dramatic weather.
It made everything harder except storytelling.

Ragnald had screamed about destiny while swinging his
sword wildly among shattered ice and burning
wreckage. The Black Fleet died around him while wolves
closed from every side.

And through it all Vargr hunted him silently.

Not rushing.

Not raging.

Just waiting.

Like winter itself deciding exactly when to kill a man.

Bjgrn remembered the final moment clearly.



Ragnald kneeling on cracked lake ice.
Bleeding.

Broken.

Still clutching that damned sword.

Vargr circling slowly through drifting snow.
The Black Fleet dead or fleeing.

The wolves watching.

The rebels standing silent.

And Ragnald laughing through blood because some
men mistake madness for strength all the way into
death.

“You think killing me changes anything?” Ragnald had
rasped.

Bjarn, exhausted beyond reason, had leaned on his axe
and answered honestly.

“NO.”
That confused the king more than hatred would have.

“There will always be another bastard who wants a
throne,” Bjgrn had said. “The world grows them
naturally. Like mould.”

Ragnald snarled through broken teeth. “Then what was
the point?”



Bjorn had looked toward Vargr.

Toward Yrsa and the survivors of Kaldheim.
Toward children standing alive beneath free skies.
Toward wolves that no longer wore chains.

Then back at the dying king.

“The point,” Bjgrn said quietly, “was stopping you.”
Vargr had ended it after that.

Fast.

Clean.

No speeches.

No prophecy.

Just teeth.

That felt right.

Now spring crept slowly into the north.

Snow still covered the mountains, but the worst of
winter had begun to loosen its grip. Water dripped from
fortress walls during daylight. The valley below filled
with smoke from rebuilding villages. People travelled
openly through roads once ruled by fear.

The fortress no longer belonged to kings.

That mattered.



Its great hall had been rebuilt without a throne.

Bjorn insisted on that personally after catching three
different idiots suggesting “a proper seat of rule.”

The first suggestion earned a glare.
The second earned shouting.

The third earned Bjgrn throwing the chair off the
mountain.

After that, people understood.

Now long tables filled the hall instead.
Messy tables.

Loud tables.

Crowded tables where clan leaders argued until
midnight over grain, fishing rights, trade roads, and
whether wolves should be allowed near goat pens.

Especially the goat discussions.
Those became weirdly emotional.

Bjorn sat through exactly one council gathering before
deciding leadership was a terrible disease.

Too much talking.

Not enough hitting.



Yrsa handled most disputes now, usually by glaring until
grown warriors remembered how to behave like adults
instead of drunken sheep.

Freydis trained guards and patrols.
That surprised everyone except Bjgrn.

He had known from the beginning she was too
competent to waste.

The north trusted her slowly.
As they should.

Forgiveness was not meant to happen quickly. Fast
forgiveness usually meant nobody learned a damned
thing.

Still, she stayed.

That mattered too.

And Vargr...

Well.

Vargr became impossible.

The white wolf wandered the fortress freely now.
Children climbed on him despite frequent growling.
Warriors treated him like some holy beast from old
stories. Women left scraps of meat near the gates “for
luck.” One old fisherman claimed touching Vargr’s fur
cured his bad knee.



Bjorn pointed out the fisherman still limped.

The fisherman claimed it would have been worse
otherwise.

People were idiots.

Vargr accepted worship with the calm dignity of a
creature fully aware he was smarter than most humans.

Which, to be fair, he probably was.

Bjgrn found him one evening lying across the rebuilt hall
entrance while four children slept against his side.

The wolf opened one eye as Bjgrn approached.
“You’ve become soft.”

Vargr yawned.

“One battle away from wearing flower crowns.”
Tail thump.

“Disgusting.”

Outside, spring rain fell softly over the valley. The smell
of wet earth drifted through the open gates. Wolves
howled far off in the forest while laughter echoed from
the lower yard.

Peace again.
Still suspicious.

But stronger now.



Bjarn stood beside the wall overlooking the valley and
watched lantern lights flicker below among new homes
and repaired roads.

People rebuilding.

People living.

Gods, it was inconveniently meaningful.
Footsteps approached behind him.
Freydis.

Of course.

She leaned against the wall beside him, one hand
resting on the stone.

“You’re thinking too hard again.”
“l was hoping not to.”

“That explains the face.”

Bjorn grunted.

Below them, Yrsa shouted at Hrolf for teaching children
gambling games using sheep bones.

Hrolf defended himself by claiming mathematics was
important.

Yrsa threatened to break his nose.
Healthy leadership.

Freydis smiled faintly at the noise below.



“You could leave still.”

Bjorn looked sideways at her.

“l know.”

“You think about it often.”

“Yes.”

“But?”

Bjorn rested both arms on the wall.

The scars beneath his shirt pulled when he moved. He
carried many now. Knife scars. Arrow scars. Burn scars.
Ragnald scars.

And others deeper than flesh.

“l spent most of my life believing | belonged nowhere,”
he admitted quietly.

Freydis listened without interrupting.

That was another annoying thing about her.

She knew when silence mattered.

Bjorn looked out across the valley again.

“Then | found a wolf who hated cages more than | did.”

Vargr appeared silently beside them, pale fur silver
beneath moonlight.

Freydis smirked faintly. “Romantic.”



“Shut up.”

The wolf leaned against Bjgrn’s side heavily.
Bjorn scratched behind one ear automatically.
He hated how natural that felt now.

Below them, the valley lights stretched through the dark
like scattered stars across the north.

No king ruled there.
No throne watched over them.
Just people.

Loud, stubborn, foolish people trying to build something
better before the next bastard with banners arrived.

Maybe that was enough.

Maybe it always had been.

Freydis nudged his shoulder lightly. “So?”
“So what?”

“You staying?”

Bjorn looked down at Vargr.

The white wolf looked back calmly.
Waiting.

Always waiting.



Bjorn sighed the sigh of a man surrendering to fate,
responsibility, and several deeply irritating emotional
truths.

“Apparently.”

Freydis smiled.

A real smile this time.
Dangerous thing.

Bjorn pointed at herimmediately. “Don’t make that
expression. It suggests optimism.”

She laughed softly.

Below them, wolves howled through the spring night.
Not in warning.

Notin hunger.

Something older.

Something freer.

Bjorn listened quietly while the sound rolled across the
valley and through the mountains beyond.

Then he shook his head.

“You know,” he muttered to Vargr, “this all started
because | felt lonely.”

Vargr sneezed.

“Fair point,” Bjgrn admitted. “Still better than goats.”
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