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Prologue

A pair of feminine hands pushed at Connor’s back, nudging him forward on his bed full of straw, leaves, and plumepigeon feathers.
“Connor? Wake up. Wake uuup. I’m not going to leave until you look.”
“Astreya?” he groaned, rolling onto his back to the crunch of his bed fillings.
Indeed, it was the chieftain’s daughter he’d known since he was a boy, though she was much flatter then. Prior to her abrupt change in physical proportions—it took a single summer—Connor would’ve had no problems with her intrusion.
As it was, waking up to a beauty with only a fur pelt blocking her eyes from the pride between his legs wasn’t the worst way to awaken.
Even though she was barging in.
In his dwelling.
On his first morning in it, after building the thing with his own bare hands.
Connor opened his eyes with his forearm shielding the unwelcome light of the early morning, which came in through the open door to his stone and turf house.
He brushed his messy head of dark hair aside, and there she was.
A superbly full bodied, fair skinned woman stood at the edge of his bed in a white shoulder strap dress marred by soil and soot, a leather bodice around that, straps around her thighs, and high brown leather boots.
Her long blonde hair had been styled in multiple braids. Two large ones hung over the front of her shoulders, as was her typical appearance. Today she’d added a full braid wraparound, like she was giving herself a crown.
Or was getting ready for a fight.
And then there was the bosom. And the hips. And the face.
It was like the Mother of Mothers sprung her beauty on him as penance for the time he vomited after kissing her on her eleventh birthday.
An event which was not his fault, one should clarify.
She looked terribly awkward in those days.
“You would violate my modesty this early in the morning?” Connor jousted before glancing at the latch on his door. “Did you break the door getting in?”
“I didn’t have to. You left it cracked open—and there’s no need to mourn your modesty,” Astreya replied with her hands on her hips and a wily raised eyebrow. “You had it on display in the pond when you thought no one else was there.”
Connor sat up with his dignity intact.
“That was hardly me at my best,” he countered. “Close the door, will you? The whole village doesn’t need to bask in the visage of my morning glory.”
Astreya wore her amusement on her face, then went back to shut the door for his benefit before reaching for the sheathed sword that had been propped up on a wooden chair beside it.
She snatched it with a whiplash of the waist strap, then brought it over to Connor’s bedside before kneeling there, holding the weapon up in her palms.
“What do you think of it?” asked Astreya.
Connor carefully tucked his white and gray bowerbear fur over himself to kick his legs over the side, seating himself in front of Astreya to take the sword from her.
His hands found purchase on its single-handed leather grip, black with a rounded iron pommel. Drawing it a third of the way out of its scabbard revealed a proper blade, and not a cheap one.
“This is well made,” he praised, feeling his heart kick his rib-cage. “You got this for me?”
“It’s mine,” Astreya said out before pushing the sword back into the scabbard by the pommel and grabbing it by the middle. “I earned it.”
She yanked it from him and held it close like a baby, petting its brown leather with a teasing glare.
“Yours?” Connor blurted out. “Did you charm some passing wagoneer?”
Astreya stood up from the floor and tied the scabbard around her waist. “You could’ve phrased your high opinion of my looks more deftly. No, Connor, your father gave it to me. A gift for finishing my lessons.”
“That blind old fool. He’s already giving away my inheritance.”
Connor reached for a pair of dark pants and slipped them on while Astreya went about the business of inspecting his new home.
She wandered around, noodling his knives on a low wooden stool beside the faintly smoking hearth.
“You’re doing well for yourself,” she praised, with a look of both approval and devious delight. “Another catch like your last, and your father will be inheriting from you instead. What are you saving it all for, anyway?”
“All the little sproglets I plan to fuck into being one day,” Connor deflected with his crass wit—a vulgarity he reserved for her presence.
Astreya walked to his bed and pushed her palm down on it, testing its softness while he put on his long sleeve beige tunic.
“You’re going to need a bigger bed for that,” she said.
Connor kept his eyes looking for his boots, lest they give his true motive away were he to gaze upon hers.
His father knew it, the chieftain knew it, and probably so did she. Still, he would not acknowledge her as the interest of his eye because everyone else expected it.
He was building a home for Astreya—which was as much her choice as it was the chieftain’s—but there were rules about these things; traditions.
Connor was not a chieftain’s son.
So he kept his mouth shut about it.
Connor spotted his boots and went to get them, choosing not to respond to Astreya’s baiting comment.
“Now that I’ve seen your sword—“ Connor began.
“And I yours.”
Connor pressed his lips together with narrowed eyes, suspending a singular chuckle before continuing, “I’m going to be needing a new one.”
Astreya rushed up to Connor with her fingers folded in prayer. “You’re going to Gildanfjord! I want to see it.”
Connor looked at Astreya skeptically as he went back to his bed to retrieve his fur, casting it around his shoulders as a cloak. “That’s no place for someone like you.”
Astreya put a defiant hand on her hip, which she cocked sideways toward the door. “What, a woman?”
“Royalty.”
She rolled her eyes. “I’m of age, and I won’t have much opportunity to travel once I marry. Besides—“ Astreya tapped him on his strong chest. “I already have a bodyguard.”
“It’s half a day’s ride unencumbered. I wouldn’t be getting back until nightfall; your father would forbid it.”
“Unless your father asks him!” Astreya urged while taking Connor’s hand. “Come on then, take me on an adventure!”
For all his size and strength, Connor was powerless to resist the draw of an excited young woman pulling him out into the world beyond his walls.
And he left the door cracked open again.




Chapter 1

“Flee, children!” Connor warned, as he and Astreya darted toward an assembly of little warriors-in-training.
“Oi! We’re fighting here!” a nine-year-old boy complained as Conner and Astreya dashed between him and the group of children play-fighting with sticks.
Astreya giggled as they raced through a gathering of brown chickens, causing them to flap their way aside on the dirt path cutting through the center of Connor’s home village, itself an assembly of stone and turf homes established along the risen terrain.
A rare break in the clouds brought a mild golden hue to the land—nestled in the forested foothills of the northwestern mountains of Grynfeld.
Enjoying the feel of her softer hands in his calloused grip, Conner allowed Astreya to lead him down the trampled dirt path, coming around to where the hill dropped off to a sharp decline where cattle were kept.
It blended well with the heavily forested landscape, the mossy soil soft and pale green from the frequent rains, making barefoot traversal nearly effortless within the wilds.
“Astreya, slow your stride,” Connor urged, but his friend was having none of it.
“Keep up, Conner!”
And there, at the bottom where the ground crested into the tree line, was the largest man in the village. He strode around in simple gray robes with a walking stick as tall as he was.
His wrinkled, wisened eyes remained shut, his snow colored hair short and without braids. Even his beard was short, forming a mild white bush around his mouth and cheeks.
A normal man would’ve grown out his hair and beard, a warning to others that a warrior walks the land, but this muscled elder did everything to present as harmless—despite the fact that he was both teacher of swordplay and a lore keeper.
It was Connor’s father: Grimgyr.
His father’s name was unusual in that it was of the old tongue, before the scorn of man drove the gods away from their island realm of Alvaheim.
Conner had certainly inherited his father’s size, though he still had five stone to go before he was a match for the old man’s heft.
Refusing to have a longer beard than his father, Connor kept his face free of fuzz. His hair was a wild mess on the other hand; unbraided.
Blind as he may have been, Grimgyr was never confused about the happenings surrounding him, and lifted his pale face to grin as the sun’s subdued rays touched his eyelids.
“I sense some silly children faffing about,” Grimgyr spoke with his sonorous voice, his posture upright and strong.
“We left them back on the hill,” Astreya replied as they came up to the old man, who offered his hand in greeting.
“He’s talking about us,” Connor added, leaning toward Astreya’s ear as he came around behind her to pick up a stone his father nearly stepped on. “You’re making these too easy to find, Father.”
“Well spotted,” Grimgyr replied. “Which one is it?”
Connor flipped the smooth stone over, revealing a hand-etched rune on the other side. It was two intersecting lines forming a simple ‘X’. “It’s the first letter of your name.”
“Ah, then it has appeared exactly where it should—but what is its meaning?”
“It’s just an old letter.”
“I’ll bet I know what it means,” Astreya plucked the stone from Connor’s hand, holding the rune up to her eyes, each one a beacon of enthusiasm. “It represents a gift—like the sword you gave me!”
“Well done, Princess. You honor an old man by keeping his teachings,” the old man questioned with a mischievous simper aimed at Conner. “What else does it mean?”
“Mmm,” Astreya angled the rune so that the sun bounced off the outer edges like an orange outline. “Don’t tell me, I do know this one… Unity? Partnership!”
“Yes…” Grimgyr stroked his staff while Connor stared him down with a scowl. “And two young fangs coming here together in search of generosity. Is that not why you are here?”
“Subtle, old man. You obviously left it here for us to find.”
“Did I?” Grimgyr replied with a happy tap of his staff on a jagged stone ahead of him. “I’d completely forgotten about it.”
“He’s not a prankster, it’s magic,” Astreya countered, rubbing the smooth round of the stone with her thumbs. “If the rune is here, does that mean my wish will come true?”
“And what wish is that, young Astreya?” Grimgyr asked with a delighted smile.
“She’s arrived at the notion that you’ll convince the chieftain to let her go to town with me,” Conner confessed.
Connor’s father grumbled with a quiet muttering, tapping around on the ground with his staff before hitting a fist-sized rock. He flipped it over to its dirt-covered side as a worm fled from its disturbance.
“You would have her join you in the bastion of raiders and riches?” Grimgyr questioned Connor with a stern face.
Astreya sunk her shoulders and dropped the rune stone. “I suppose not.”
“I never said she couldn’t go,” Connor admitted with a sideways glance at his best friend’s sullen expression.
She instantly cheered up, giving Connor an endeared smile.
“Then do as you will,” Grimgyr advised. “A warrior of the woods has no need for my permission. Although, if you want my generous counsel, you’d better get going before anyone has time to expose your plot.”
“Thank you, Grimgyr,” Astreya immediately kissed the old man on his hairy cheek, then punched Connor in the chest in a fit of excitement. Connor didn’t even budge, nor did he register any pain from her fist. “I’ll go fetch my lyre while you ready the horses!”
Astreya launched into a full sprint back up the hill, leaving Connor alone with his chuckling father. Grimgyr stuck out his hand, which Connor took to guide him slowly up the long way around.
“Why do you encourage her, Father?” Connor questioned.
“For the same reason you don’t,” Grimgyr replied.
Connor didn’t let go of his father’s hand, though he did let out a mild groan.
“The chieftain already disapproves of me. Taking his daughter to a strange town will make him hate me even more.”
“Hatred is the furthest thing from his mind.”
“Then what is it?” Connor stopped walking to turn toward his imposing father. “Everything I do angers him. I play with Astreya, he glares. I pay her no attention at all, he glares.”
Grimgyr clapped Connor on the shoulder, squeezing and shaking his son with reassurance.
“The chieftain is doing what any father would: making sure she gets the best man. Who is better than my son?”
“You believe he’ll give me her hand?”
“Wunjo. I have seen it.”
“Bah! I don’t want to know what some rock or shape told you, what does your wisdom say?”
“That my son would be illiterate were it not for Astreya’s presence. A woman like that is her husband’s crown.”
Connor looked to the southwest, where The Great Tree in the center of Alvaheim could be seen in the distance.
A tree so large that it was said to be visible from anywhere on the island, along with its insurmountable wall of barbed vines the size of normal tree trunks.
Astreya was like that tree, boundless and beautiful—always looming somewhere he could see, but never close enough to claim for his own.
“Return Astreya with a glowing smile and tales to tell the village, and you will see his true sentiment for yourself,” Grimgyr uttered, then continued his walk up the hill. “But if you’re going to do it, move your arse. I’ve met turtles swifter than you!”
Watching the old man continue on his way, Connor saw his father striding back up to the village without any need for guidance on where he wanted to go.
“Turtle…” Connor repeated. “What the hell is a turtle?”
Then Connor chased after his father to ready his road trip for the object of his not-so-secret affection.
“There they are,” Connor said, pointing to a pink-flowered grove where the sun’s rays came down like curtains through the forest canopy.
Connor found them grazing not far in the woods. While the people of the southern lands stabled and fed their mounts like gated cattle, the forest folk of Grynfeld did not.
Their horses fended for themselves within the forest, which required a rider to develop a personal relationship with their horse so that they would return.
With his sandals fitted and strapped around his feet, Connor prowled into the woods with his hunting spear upon his back. Astreya took on a prowling stance, stepping carefully onto the little mounds of moss and grass without breaking any twigs.
They weren’t hard to find. Their horses, much like their riders, were friends in their own right. The animals were inseparable. One dark, one bright. The pair stood at the base of a prickled tree.
Connor’s was a magnificent brown mount with black hair and white fur feathering around its hooves. It was named Thuundyr in the old tongue for the sound it made when galloping across firm land.
Astreya’s horse was a mare of pure white, playful in temperament and the swiftest beast in the village. She named it Whitestrider.
Another thing they had in common with their riders was that the horses had never been bred, a running joke among the old hags of the village.
“Connor… look,” Astreya said in breathy astonishment, pointing at the scene in front of them.
“What is it?” Connor questioned with a quizzical gaze at the horses he’d seen countless times.
Astreya stepped from behind Connor to come onto his right, gently tilting his face up with her curled finger beneath his chin. With her other hand, she traced the foliage the horses were between.
Two parallel trees, each with a single straight branch, oriented diagonally downward and meeting in the center—just above the horses.
Her recognition served him in that moment, and then he saw it too.
“You see?” Astreya asked with delight.
“Yes, that’s the shape of a rune,” Connor acknowledged with deadpan eyes.
“Ehwaz. Do you remember its meaning?”
Connor looked away from the shape found in nature. “I forgot.”
“Horse. Friendship. You see?” Astreya flicked Connor on the nose, getting him to look at her. “Does it not excite you?”
Connor walked toward the horses with a brief snort through his nose. “Your fondness for my father’s mysticism exceeds my own.”
Astreya scoffed as she caught up to him, her bowed lyre instrument strapped behind her. “You continue to ignore what’s right in front of you?”
Connor pulled a series of straps from his belt and began attaching them as reins while Astreya did the same.
“It’s not that I don’t believe,” Connor conceded. “Interpreting symbols simply has no use for me. Besides, magic is supposed to be a woman’s talent.”
Astreya secured her reins and then climbed onto Whitestrider. “Is that it then? You’re ashamed of your father?”
Connor climbed onto Thuundyr with a shake of his head. “My father is a great man.”
“You just said magic isn’t for men, so perhaps Connor believes his father to be feeble and feminine?”
“No,” Connor clicked his tongue and squeezed the horse with his legs, tugging the reins to turn the horse and trot south, keeping the Great Tree on his left. “I am a hunter. What I get is what I make, or what I take. Everything I need is in my hands, not an old man’s lore.”
Astreya sprinted her horse in a circle around Connor, dashing about the forest to hop a few high tree roots before coming up to match pace beside him and petting his horse’s black mane.
“It’s alright Thuundyr, having your rider see less than a blind man must be frustrating,” Astreya teased.
Connor looked sideways at Astreya with a casual grin. “Should you ever discover useful magic and not just amusing coincidences, I will be your first student.”
Astreya returned his look with a maleficent sneer. “I’m going to hold you to that vow, Connor Huntsson—including the ones you made with yourself.”
Connor spoke with his eyes facing straight ahead. “Then on that day, both of our dreams will have been fulfilled.”
Whitestrider slowed, leaving a speechless Astreya trailing behind him as the pair rode for Gildanfjord.




Chapter 2

Connor and Astreya emerged from the tree line into a vast expanse of grasslands. They’d made good time without over-exerting their horses, arriving on the furthest southern reaches of Grynfeld an hour early.
The tree line was further back than it was last time, with a full town settlement built inside a wall of tall spikes made from tree trunks.
Torches burned all around it, with an extended line of bonfires leading out to the western fjord where the sea ended and the town began.
One could take every village Connor had ever been to and still not fill the space within its growing wooden sprawl.
The smell of mud mixed with manure permeated the area around the settlement, with areas so thoroughly trampled and shit on that they’d become grounds of brown mounds and divots.
“Gildanfjord,” Astreya breathed with orange dots of reflected light in her eyes. “It’s so… ugly. I can’t wait to see it!”
“Thuundyr doesn’t like southerners. We’ll have to walk the rest of the way,” said Connor as he dismounted.
“Do they really tread in shit, piss, and bent grass?” Astreya complained before hopping off of Whitestrider.
Connor pointed to the ridge along the mouth of the fjord. “There’s a path we can take around it. Keep close; Bloodraiders come here to trade.”
Astreya touched the handle of her sword. “Bloodraiders trade here now?”
The two of them let their horses rest in the forest before making their way along the shoreline, away from the less savory parts of the grounds.
“They come through Grynfeld in small groups,” Connor explained to her. “They can’t take this place by force, so they must trade.”
A row of overturned boats, recently converted into pop-up structures or broken down into parts of the barricade were strewn about the shore, the light of the dark blue sky glistening on Astreya’s blonde hair like a moon goddess.
There was a much larger boat further out in the fjord, the biggest Connor had ever seen. He pointed a long finger at it.
“Foreign boats. Big enough to carry entire tribes. They come for ore and then they leave.”
“Ore? Don’t they know to find that further north?”
“Yes, but don’t tell them that,” Connor cautioned as they walked up a path made of loose stones up to one of the main gates. “They cut more trees every season. Come, before the man I am here to meet is too drunk to sell a sword to me.”
“You never told me what happened to the last one.”
Connor shrugged. “I broke it.”
“On what, a rock?”
“On a Bloodraider’s shield. He thought he could stop my blow; my arm disagreed.”
Connor banged on the port facing spike gate once, followed by it being pulled open by two soldiers wearing armor of metal plates fastened to internal leather straps.
Their garments beneath those were the color of blood, and they were wearing bands of fur that they did not earn nor hunt themselves—purchased from the locals.
Foreign soldiers. Normally it would’ve been Uderfeldmen guarding the entries to Gildanfjord—who wore black and green leather armor—which meant that outsider influence was growing.
Connor didn’t like that, and from Astreya’s skeptical scowl, neither did she.
“State your business,” said the soldier to the right.
“That’s my business,” Connor retorted before marching forward with Astreya following closely.
The soldiers weren’t satisfied, armed with both spears and swords, they got in Connor’s way with tall square shields made of wood and leather painted with artwork native to their kinsmen.
“Take your girl and leave, woodling,” said the second shoulder.
Connor calmly reached for his spear and planted it firmly in front of him with a tone of warning. “Begone.”
“Kill him,” the soldier on the left ordered.
“What?” the other soldier asked nervously.
Astreya immediately drew her sword and stepped between both soldiers, kicking the right one behind the knee to bring him down before she held her sword to his throat.
The lead guard to the left had just enough time to register the assault before Connor simply grabbed the man’s shield by the top, pulled it beneath his chin, then smashed it upwards against his nose, knocking him out with his own equipment.
“You can’t do this to me!” the captive guard croaked. “I am a soldier of the Vaustian Empire, and you will—“
Astreya conked the pommel of her sword on the soldier’s helmet, bending a dent into it and rendering him unconscious.
With both guards face down, Connor bent over and grabbed the man with the bent helmet by the back of his neck, then dropped him face first into the butt crack of the guy with the broken nose.
“There,” said Connor. “Now he can hear his leader’s voice more clearly.”
Astreya looked at Connor’s masterpiece with a look of approval, then nodded to him as she re-sheathed her sword.
“What would you have done if he’d managed to cut you?” she asked.
“Congratulate him.”
Most everyone else was indoors, thus they unceremoniously left the soldiers there, leaving no onlookers save for a few drunkards who wanted nothing to do with the violence they’d just witnessed.
The settlement was arranged in straight blocks of wooden longhouses of varying sizes, some reinforced by stone and others more primitive in their tree and turf building materials, as they’d been built by different groups over decades.
And then they heard the music. Someone was playing a lute, another the buzzing twang of a mouth harp. They were somewhere close, and from the sound of men vomiting in areas unseen, it was a den of drunkenness.
So, naturally, Astreya walked right up to the establishment as a shirtless Uderfeldman was thrown out through the front door. She looked excitedly at Connor, then stepped over the man up to the door.
“Can we go in there? There’s music!” she asked.
“It’s just drunk men and toothless floozies,” Connor replied, returning his spear to his back. “It’s not a market.”
Astreya rolled her eyes and took both of Connor’s hands into hers.
“You said this sword seller likes to drink, sooo…” she walked backwards and pulled a reticent Connor into the bustling building with row tables and many seats around them. “We can just wait here until he shows!”
Connor looked around at the establishment, watching men laugh, drink, and brawl. A three-man band comprised of the lute, mouth harp, and flute. There was a single stand made of support wood pillars for the serving lady to retrieve drinks from behind the bar, bringing out flagons of honey wine.
The moneychanger sat in the corner, watching both his stock and his little chest of coin from behind the safety of two daggermen.
“Come sit with me!” Astreya encouraged, leaning all the way back like she was trying to drag an ox.
Connor scanned the tables and found that one nearest to the hearth had a group of Vaustian soldiers, and another across from that with several empty seats.
“There,” he said, nodding to his chosen seat.
Astreya showed no care for the danger of her surroundings, her faith in Connor’s protection as endearing as it was inconvenient.
Despite his aversion to this many strangers, Astreya’s enthusiasm for her new experience was too precious to him, he couldn’t deny her.
Connor took a seat at the table, swatting aside some empty cups made of hardened clay. Astreya sat closely to him, looking at the patrons of the place like she was bird watching.
A pair of Bloodraiders sat in the opposite corner from them, glaring at Connor like two rabid dogs frothing at the mouth. Their armor was black leather with metal over the shoulders and joints, each wearing metal helmets over faces painted black.
Of all the people in that place, the Bloodraiders were the only ones Connor found worth worrying about.
“Are you having a drink?” she asked, carefully watching the servants coming to scoop up the discarded mugs.
“No,” Connor said curtly.
“Is your merchant here?”
“Not yet.”
“Are his swords special?”
“They don’t come chipped or bent.”
“Have you ever been swindled?”
“Not by anyone still breathing.”
“Well, if there’s nothing special about it…” Astreya began looking around the room with a thoughtfully furrowed countenance. “You said the people here like gold. Can’t you trade some of yours for one of their swords?”
Connor quickly realized the folly of his specificity. He only bought from faces he recognized, but she had a point, any sword was suitable.
Combined with the intoxicated nature of everyone under that roof, he could probably get one for cheap.
“You just realized I’m right, didn’t you?” Astreya cut through his reverie with a knowing smile just for him. “Take your time. I’m going to play something.”
Astreya took her lyre off its securing back strap along with the little bow she made for it.
The instrument was a thin wooden block with a hole cut through the top. It had four simple strings that could be plucked, but Astreya made it to use the bow for a more enduring sound against the backdrop of the bar band.
She harmonized with the musicians while ignoring everyone around her, improving and building upon the melody they’d established.
They looked at her with gratified faces, wholeheartedly throwing themselves into the song. Her tune began to take hold, such that the others began to follow her lead into an entirely different performance.
Her new one had a soothing effect, both on Connor and all the belligerents stumbling around.
And then she started to sing.
The woman’s voice pierced the hearts of men with haunting vocalizations that only one from the forests of Grynfeld would use.
Astreya’s joyful smile persisted as she sang with trilling vibratos and wolf-like calls. A crowd was beginning to form, and the band shuffled closer so as not to divide the audience.
That was Connor’s opportunity to go purchase a sword. The Vaustian soldiers would be skipped, but a lone, dark-haired Uderfeldman sitting by himself caught his eye. There was no joy in the man’s eyes, only the drink.
And he had two swords, and they were nicely made. One of them was of Bloodraider design, the same one-handed type as Astreya’s which most northerners favored.
Connor got up with the creaking of the bench legs on the floor, intending to part the man with his extra sword, brushing past the men with Astreya kept in his peripheral vision.
The man looked up as Connor came to stand across from him, lacking both the desire for tact and the desire for smalltalk.
“That sword you have,” Connor pointed at it. “I will pay you for it.”
“Eh?” the stranger looked down at his swords, then scoffed in response before a bitter laugh left him. “Buy both. They’re not doing me any good.”
“I only need one,” Connor replied, reaching into his satchel to retrieve a golden nugget the size of a man’s finger, and a second one as big as an acorn.
He dropped the gold nuggets, still dirty with bits of ore still attached to the clean metal, directly onto the table while everyone else was paying attention to Astreya’s performance.
The man hiccuped and burped. “You’ll have to forgive me, this is the first time a woodling has offered money instead of bead trinkets and sheep. What is your name, forest hunter?”
“Do you want the gold?”
“I have more than enough gold, what I want is a willing ear to chat to.”
Connor resisted the urge to groan at the downtrodden man, took a glance at Astreya’s playing, then sat his heavy self onto the bench across from the man.
“My name is Connor Huntsson.”
The man nodded in approval, leaving the gold in the middle of the table. “Connor. That’s a good name. Sounds more southern, though.”
“My mother named me. Her family was from Uderfeld. She moved to the north with my father before I was born,” Connor said simply.
“A woman of the south stolen by a man of the north…” the man laughed. “No wonder we’re losing land to the people from beyond the sea. We can’t even keep our own women.”
“I have told you my name,” said Connor, constantly checking on Astreya while more men gathered. “Withholding yours is rude to a man of the woods.”
“Forgive me,” the man replied, straightening up his posture and rubbing his hands on the dark leather insignia in the center of his leather chest piece. “My name Uldric, and the reason I am here is because nobody but the offlanders will recognize me.”
“Uldric…” Connor’s eyes locked on to the man. “The Uldric?”
The man belched. “Of Oxenshire, yes. You are drinking with the King of Uderfeld.”




Chapter 3

“King Uldric of Oxenshire. Hmm,” Connor grumbled as he sized the man up. “I thought you’d be fat.”
Uldric chuckled. “I’m not some lazy lout who stuffs his face full of baby boar—that honor belongs to the King of Duunfeld.”
Connor raised an eyebrow. “He eats babies?”
“I doubt it, but we Uderfeldmen like to joke that his appetite is so insatiable he doesn’t give his grub any time to grow.”
“You talk about men you have never met?”
“I’m a king, I have to. Why, don’t you?”
“No.”
Uldric leaned back a bit, keeping careful control over his drunken sway. He knocked on the table with his knuckle, which had a thick silver ring on it.
“I suppose that’s no surprise; you woodland folk live smaller,” Uldric looked into his drink as he swirled the remainder of its contents. “Nay, my burdens come to me from lands abroad, and soon Uderfeld will fly Vaustian banners—Grynfeld, too.“
Uldric raised his drink and sipped it such that the brown liquid dripped from both sides of his unbearded mouth.
“The forest cannot be tamed,” Connor retorted.
“You’d be surprised. These Vaustians have numbers unthinkable, and more are coming every month.”
“Tell them to leave.”
The king chuckled. “It’s too late. We give them ore, they melt it down quicker than we ever could, and they take their share. Uderfeld has never been more prosperous, and demands have been made to expand.
“I’ve just received word that a fleet of boats will bring a thousand men to Gildanfjord, and then it’ll all be gone—along with my throne.”
Connor glanced to his left, seeing the group of foreign soldiers murmuring amongst themselves—and staring right at them.
“By the will of the First Father, the south will endure,” Connor stated with conviction as he took Uldric’s drink and partook of a swig. “If its king but remembers the strength we received from our mothers.”
“Hmph,” Uldric shot Connor a small grin before glancing at Astreya. “I see the makings of a strong mother charming every oaf in this shit pit. Would that sassy lass be your wife?”
Connor stiffened as he took a deep breath through his nose.
“Ahh…” Uldric narrowed a single eye, leaning forward on his elbow to point at Connor before taking the drink in hand. “I see it now. You’re utterly smitten, but she isn’t promised to you, is she?”
Uldric was quickly relieved of his drink when Connor took it. He finished the whole thing in one gulp before slamming it back down in front of the king.
“Fair enough, Huntsson,” Uldric replied before reaching for his belt and unfastening one of his swords, dropping it on the table long ways across. “You’ve lent me your ear, and now I’ve run out of mead, I suppose that be the end of our chat.”
Uldric stumbled clumsily to his feet, Connor rose steadily.
“You are drunk, King Uldric, and your home is far from here,” Connor advised.
“Blah,” Uldric waved off the comment. “I’ll find a pile of straw somewhere and probably end up sleeping in my own wee.”
Connor took the sword from the table and strapped it around himself before stepping in front of the clumsily moving Uldric.
“You are of the land, and we have shared a drink. I will see you safely to your home,” Connor affirmed.
Uldric cracked up laughing before smacking Connor’s leather-clad chest. “You’re a good lad, Northman, but Oxenshire  is days away—and I suspect the father of your lady love would see her returned.”
“Then you will come with me to the forest, and you will rest beside the hearth of my home.”
Uldric looked at Connor with a glint of disapproval as he moved to step around. “Take your sword and go home, woodling. I don’t need you to—“
Connor poked Uldric in the chest, and the man went straight over onto his arse, legs up and everything. A foul snore followed the impact of his back to the floor, leaving Connor with the unenviable task of leaning over him to retrieve the gold.
And that was when the foreign soldiers decided to come and play.
Connor remained acutely aware of them as he turned his back to hoist Uldric up into a seated position on the table bench, who maintained his utter lack of consciousness with his head dropped low and his legs straight out.
“You’ve just assaulted the nobility of these parts,” said the ranking commander, whose armor had special red and gold tassels dangling from his shoulders.
Connor kept a close watch on the two Bloodraiders who hadn’t moved from their corner—and who also weren’t drinking anything.
The commander and his entourage came up to the other end of the table, but keeping far enough away so as to not be within melee range.
“I am helping a drunk man to his feet,” Connor said simply, standing up to full height once Uldric was carefully balanced on his perch.
“That’s not what I saw,” the commander replied. “I saw you robbing him of his gold just now.”
“The gold is mine,” Connor closed his fur cloak around his body, concealing the position of his hands, one of which was on the handle of his newly acquired sword.
“Perhaps it is, perhaps it isn’t. Raw gold like that could’ve only come from the mines—or you stole it—which makes it our property,” the commander said with a sneer as his men surrounded the forest hunter.
“This gold isn’t worth what you think it’s worth,” Connor said in a calm tone—with implicit warning laced through it. Giving them one last chance to fuck off and leave him alone, Connor produced the gold from his satchel and dropped it on the floor, then kicked it across to the commander. “Take it and begone.”
“Tell me where you found it, and the only thing you lose today is your money.”
Connor took one more look at Astreya, who was staring directly at him with wide eyes as her hands continued to play, then he checked the Bloodraiders in the corner—they were reaching for their weapons.
“Astreya!” Connor shouted, bringing the bar to silence before he turned his head to her. “Play something fun.”
His request was met with a smile from Astreya, who tucked her bow away and began plucking the strings of her lyre, stomping her foot on the bench as percussion while she sang a song of war.
Conner stepped beside Uldric, at the end of the bench with nothing but the Bloodraiders and two soldiers behind him.
Eight men, one commander, two Bloodraiders, and at least two dozen Uderfeldmen.
He only needed to hit one.
Connor lifted his boot and stomped it down on the end of the bench next to Uldric, causing the entire plank to fly up and smash the commander right in his little legacies.
Two of his flankers both went to shove the assailing bench back down, their squealing commander collapsed onto it, which catapulted Uldric up and onto a ducking Connor’s shoulder.
He spun around to use the king’s flailing legs as bludgeons and bashed the men behind him on their heads.
Both of the foreign soldiers behind him stepped back and went for their swords, only for the two Bloodraiders to spring up and snatch them both into a savage beating.
Four less problems to deal with.
The only thing the Bloodraiders despised more than the forest tribes were cowards and offlanders. Their fate was sealed the moment they took Connor’s back.
That left the six soldiers on the other side of the table, charging at Connor with fists balled.
The music stopped.
“Oi!” Astreya shouted, standing up on her table to point at the soldiers. “Those foreign fucks just stole your drinks!”
Connor grinned as every Uderfeldman in the place flew into a rampage and erupted into a brawl.
The best part? Half of the silly drunk bastards were still holding their drinks in their hands.
Their attention scattered, Connor landed a mighty forward kick on the nearest soldier, which sent him crashing into two more, and the brawlers assaulted the rest while the commander crawled under the table while cupping his throbbing yarbles.
Both his feet and his arse were still sticking out from under the table.
“Come, Astreya!” Conner reached his free arm out from beneath his fur, hand open with palm up.
She was having the time of her life, leaping off the table—over two men—and to his side to take his hand. As chaos unfolded around them, Connor rushed out with Uldric on his shoulder and Astreya at his side.
More guards were outside, ignoring them completely with as there were already three drunkards face down in the dirt in—two woodlings and an Uderfeldman didn’t stand out one bit.
His added heft left heavy footsteps, imprinting his boot within the ground on their way toward the edge of town. The two guards they’d run into when they first came in were long gone, leaving a single sleeping soldier slumped against the rack stable near the exit.
Astreya let go of Connor’s hand and drew her sword, slicing the horses free before smacking them on the rears, sending them into a fleeing frenzy.
The offlander guard woke up with a disoriented, bubbling snore, looking around in alarm as he drew his sword.
Astreya pointed back to the center of town with an urgent clamor. “Wake up, you idiot! The horses are getting away!”
Confused, the offlander looked between Astreya and the horses running around, then whined to himself as he went running off to wrangle them.
He would never admit it aloud, but Connor was absolutely having fun.
Connor chuckled to himself as they left Gildanfjord’s walls, then stuck his fingers in his mouth to whistle; Astreya unleashed a trill bird-like call. Thuundyr and Whitestrider faithfully obeyed the call of their riders, galloping out of the tree line to meet with them.
“You’re bringing him with us?” Astreya questioned as Connor draped Uldric over the back of his horse before climbing up.
“Just his body,” Connor replied. “His mind is long gone until morning.”
“Yesss!” Astreya cheered as she sprung onto Whitestrider. “That means another adventure! Hyah!”
Whitestrider took off with a kick of Astreya’s legs, Connor commanded Thunndyr to go, and then they galloped at full speed until both rider and steed vanished into the wilds.




Chapter 4

Connor and Astreya arrived home by nightfall, greeted by the glow of torches planted around the village, with a single bonfire roaring in the middle.
The orange melded into a shimmer of red and yellow, undulating into a rolling plume of gray rising into the night sky. The air carried the scent of roasting boar along with the playing of string instruments and a shamanic drum.
“This was such a fun trip. Aren’t you glad I came along?” Astreya asked as they trotted slowly up the hill.
Connor looked over at her, then conceded with a brief grin.
“You made it interesting,” he replied.
Astreya brought her leg over Whitestrider’s saddle and jumped down while the horse was still slowing to a stop, stroking the moon colored beast on the side of her mane. “You’ve earned your rest tonight, girl. Go on now.”
Whitestrider bowed her head with a happy neigh, then took off into the woods. Thuundyr grumbled loudly as he watched his friend gallop away, shuffling and stomping his rear hooves with animal impatience.
“Choosing the girl over me?” Connor pat his horse gently on the top of his neck before dismounting, removing the unconscious Uldric and putting him over one shoulder. “Go on then.”
Thuundyr raised up on his hind legs with a mighty cry of freedom before charging away into the night, off to get his girl.
“I can’t wait to see Uderfeld—that is where you’re taking him back to, isn’t it?” asked Astreya.
“I’ll bring him back to Gildanfjord in the morning,”Connor came up to Astreya’s side, then kept pace with her as they walked the remainder of the way. “This one is a king.”
“A king?” Astreya breathed with disbelieving eyes as she looked at the slovenly monarch. “He doesn’t look like one.”
“And what is a king supposed to look like? He is only a man.”
“He has nothing on his head.”
“Nor in it. Nothing but shame and sorrow.”
Astreya looked peculiarly at Connor, an endeared smile shaping her lips. “Is that why you brought him back? Because he’s sad?”
Connor made meaningful eye contact with Astreya, then looked back up the torch-lit path while Uldric’s snores announced their coming.
“A headless chicken flaps aimlessly before it dies. Were this man to fall, all of Uderfeld would be blind to the beast waiting to eat it.”
“That’s rather kind of you, but where is he going to sleep? You’re not going to let him snuggle up, are you?”
Connor looked at Astreya like she was silly, which in turn made her giggle.
“You put him wherever you’re going to leave him, and I’ll go find my father. I can’t wait to tell him about the fight!” Astreya cheered before kissing Connor’s cheek and running on ahead.
He stopped still for a moment just before the incline crested into a flat, watching the carefree Astreya from a distance as she went to the bonfire to greet everyone
Connor sighed. “My horse gets to sleep next to his girl, and I get to spend the night with another man in my home. Mother of Mothers…”
Astreya danced around the flame with hypnotic poise, her eyes closed as she swept her arms about, Connor could do nothing other than watch her silhouette spin before the flame.
He sat alone on a large boulder, one he dragged there himself and hadn’t been moved since.
King Uldric had been deposited next to his hearth—far enough that a random roll shouldn’t engulf him in flames.
The mid-summer wind rustled the hairs on Connor’s bear pelt, his eyes looking both at and through Astreya as he pondered.
Children frolicked along with Astreya, with a few women sitting around making more musical bows from the sinew of Connor’s last kill.
Adolescent lovers snuck away into the woods to misbehave, while any adults who weren’t outside were either at home asleep—or having a proper romp while the children were still outside.
“Astreya tells stories of men from beyond the sea,” said the chieftain of the village, who had just emerged from the shadow of the flames to approach him from the side.
His clothes set him apart from the other villagers, both in terms of status and wealth.
He wore simple brown trousers with a leather belt, a long-sleeve beige tunic, a leather mantle atop his shoulders with a dark cape hanging from that.
Connor put his hands on his knees, preparing to stand, when the conservatively dressed father of Astreya held his palm up.
“Peace, Huntsson,” he said, moving himself next to Connor—but a respectful space away. “I am not here to lecture you on the folly of seeking my daughter’s hand.”
“I seek only what I can hold in mine,” Connor replied, crossing his arms as his posture straightened, looking away from Astreya.
The chieftain turned to look at his daughter, staring with pride before his expression turned sour with sullenness. “You are all she speaks of.”
“Have you come to dangle a bitter bait?” Connor groused.
“No,” said the chieftain, who held up his palm and shook his head. “I have come to tell you the truth before I am forced to break my daughter’s heart.”
Connor turned his head slowly to look at the chieftain, whose hair was losing its blonde in favor of gray. “What lie has been told to me?”
“Come. We will speak away from the ears of others,” said the chieftain, who turned around to walk out of the light. Connor got up and went with him, going past a standing torch on the southern end of the village’s highest hill.
Connor said nothing, tipping his head to gaze at the half moon teasing its light through the clouds.
“You’d make a proper husband, Huntsson,” the chieftain began after some time spent silent. “But your heritage makes you worthy of both admiration and pity.”
Connor turned his body slightly to stare at the chieftain with no expression. “And now your prejudice reveals itself.”
The chieftain turned to face Connor with eyes of lament. “Not prejudice, Connor. Grief. Were you and Astreya to marry, she would not survive the birth of your first child.”
Connor narrowed his eyes with both curiosity and simmering anger. “I do not understand.”
“You’ve never wondered why you are so hard to hurt, with the strength to lift a man like a child?”
“We are of the forest. Our blood runs strong.”
“Some stronger than others. Your gift is your curse, son of Grimgyr. Your father has delayed telling you this, but it can wait no longer. Do you know why your mother has not given you brothers or sisters?”
Connor raised his chin and looked down skeptically. “The effort took a great toll upon her body, and her womb perished.”
“A half truth,” the chieftain spat bitterly. “I was there when you were born, and I delivered you with my own hands. Such a strong boy… the envy of any father. But your mother would have died were it not for Grimgyr the Indomitable’s sacrifice.”
“My patience thins,” Connor growled. “What are you telling me?”
The chieftain put his hand on Connor’s shoulder, looking into his eyes without fear or disdain. “Your mother is a mortal, but your father is not. The power he wielded… I’ve never seen such a thing. He used it to preserve your mother’s life at great cost. You, Connor, you are half man, half god.”




Chapter 5

Connor charged into his parent’s home with a clatter of the door against the stone framing, his eyes darting wildly around as he searched around the various bone trinkets and stone totems decorating the shelves.
“Where are you, Father?” Connor blared, pushing a hanging drape aside that separated the hearth from a little room with a cairn—his father’s pile of stones before they became the rune stones he would litter around.
Another dark brown drape separated that spot from where his mother slept, and she was still awake.
“Connor,” said the gentle voice of his mother. “Come to me.”
With a balled fist and a tensed neck, Connor groaned to himself as he turned around, going past the veil to see his mother sitting on her favorite chair, the one that he’d built for her himself.
Four wooden legs with a woven basket plush with softenings. His mother sat on it in a simple green dress with yellow spiral designs sewn through it.
Her skin was delicate, like it would tear as parchment would if one handled her too roughly, and pale as her graying hair tied into a single large braid.
A woman of middle age, she looked ten years older than she actually was, and couldn’t travel as a result of her condition.
His mother’s moon gray eyes stared into his, searching between them like she could read his thoughts.
“You know,” she said. “I’m so sorry.”
“Where is he?” Connor seethed. “His superstition has festered into madness, and now it has taken hold of the chieftain!”
“It’s not superstition, Connor, it is the truth,” his mother said calmly, her weathered eyes both proud and forlorn. “Your birth set the sky alight and bid the wind to flee from your presence.”
Connor balled his fists even harder, clenching them until they shook. With nothing to hit, he forced his hands to relax before kneeling in front of his mother.
“Tell me the truth,” he uttered with his eyes wide, but his gaze lowered.
His mother reached to take his hands into her lap, covering them delicately with her own.
“Before I can tell you, I must first show you. Turn over the mat by the chest and dig into the ground there. Bring me what you find.”
“What is it?”
“A spear.”
Connor sprung to his feet and went across the abode to the spot she told him to go. He was rough, but not hasty in his movements.
He clawed large scoops of soil out of the way, not having very far to go before his fingers found purchase on something hard, wrapped in a piece of tablet weaved cloth.
Gripping the long handle tightly, he wrested it from the ground as crumbles of dirt fell away from the wrapped object. Its balance was uncanny, with a perfection of weight Connor had never experienced in his hands before.
“You found it?” his mother asked from behind the partition.
“It is here,” Connor answered, turning to bring it back to her.
He got back on his knees and held it up to her view, and then she unwrapped it on his behalf, revealing a shining silver spear.
Never before had he laid eyes upon an object of such quality and workmanship. The entire thing was a solid shimmer, with a tapered oval blade the width of a sword at its widest point, and nearly as long as one, taking up a third of the total weapon’s length.
The bottom of the blade ended in two large and spaced serrations on both edges, making four in total. And the flats were outwardly textured with curving and spiraling designs; one could accurately trace them with their eyes closed.
The entire thing was forged from a single piece of metal, handle and pommel included, without any other materials holding it together. It was an impossible feat of metalworking.
The blade was sharp and without defect. Connor was surprised to see his frail mother pick it up without strain, like she’d been wielding it her whole life.
“It will never dull, bend, or break,” she explained. “Never heavy or light. Its balance is perfect no matter where you hold it, but the most dangerous thing about it—and it is why we had to hide it—is that it can slay a god.”
“This… this is truly a divine weapon?” Connor questioned as his eyes beheld the spear too magnificent to believe.
“An Armament. One of the oldest and most powerful. It shares his name: Grimgyr. Here, take it.”
Connor accepted the weapon in disbelief, holding it up before his face as its density impressed him. He couldn’t explain it in words, but the spear had a presence to it, one that commanded respect.
To simply gaze upon it was an act of worship.
“I have so many questions,” he said. “Were the women told? Is that why my advances were spurned?”
“Astreya was not told, but the other mothers were.”
“Why have you given this to me? Why wait until now?”
Connor’s mother placed her hand on his cheek, looking at him with glistening eyes.
“Life would already be difficult for you, so we sought instead to raise you up in the old way, in the hopes that you would use your father’s teachings to find your own.”
“His teachings…” Connor clenched his teeth. “How did he save you?”
“With rune magic,” she said, with a smile of remembrance. “He worked so quickly, so desperately. He called to the Mother of Mothers and she heard his cry through the runes. He sealed your divine essence at the cost of his own, placing both into this spear so that I might survive—and you could live as a man.”
Connor rose to his feet, inspecting the weapon as a combination of both anger and excitement filled him.
“A man who cannot marry lest he doom the woman he loves,” he glowered. “Teach me the ritual.”
His mother closed her eyes and shook her head. “Such a thing is beyond me. You must go to your father. He is in the lily patch.”
Connor turned, but his mother quickly grabbed his wrist. He froze.
“Let me look at your face a moment longer,” she said with love laced in her tone. “For I fear that I may not see you for a long time after you leave in the morning.”
Connor’s hardened gaze faltered, knowing that she was right. He could see the path before him, and it was the path to the power to save the future mother of his children.
Accepting the hope his mother had given him, Connor embraced her as much as he dared, placing a kiss upon her head before she did the same.
With his path chosen and his mind resolute, Connor stormed off to find his father with Grimgyr in his grip.
Connor found his father standing in a field of pink lilies, without his staff, facing to the south where the Great Tree was as a great shadow in the distant dark, its shape recognizable as a vague outline.
“Father!” he called out as he marched across the grass, his father’s back to him. “I would have words with you.”
“And now the son must face his ancestry…” Grimgyr murmured, lowering his head as he kept himself facing away from Connor’s approaching presence.
“All this time you have kept your secrets from me—secrets that have cursed me to solitude!” Connor seethed. “I remember the stories—the unnamed gods are the enemies of man. Give me your ritual!”
“I have done my best to prepare you,” Grimgyr said simply, taking a deep breath through his nostrils. “You must find the rest for yourself.”
Connor’s rage ignited with the frustration of years distilled into a single poison, his mind a battleground between hope and despair.
“Blind god or not, I will squeeze the truth out of you,” Connor drew his sword, holding it in his left hand with the spear in his right. “Face me, Grimgyr the Indomitable!”
With a benign chuckle, Grimgyr turned around as Connor was nearly pulled off his feet by the spear. The divine weapon flew out of his grip and landed in his father’s, who had simply opened his hand.
Connor dropped his sword and fell to his knees. “Mother of Mothers, it is true…”
As the son looked up to his father, he saw the unmistakable appearance of a shape he would’ve ignored just the day before.
The spear was shorter than Grimgyr, who stood holding it off to his side. Together with the divine weapon, his father’s silhouette was making a rune.
Two unequal vertical lines with a slant connecting their tops, like the slope of an ox’s body.
Uruz.
Strength.
Connor was looking at power itself.
“I’ve not held this weapon since I used it to put out my eyes when you were born, but it feels like I picked it up just yesterday,” Grimgyr mused, then tapped the spear on the ground. “Stand on your feet, Connor Huntsson. My son bows to no man.”
His anger doused with the astonishment of revelation, Connor stood up before his father, who returned the spear to him.
“You are no man,” Connor countered. “You are a god.”
“My heart loves as a man does, and that is enough for me,” Grimgyr put a warm hand on his son’s shoulder. “Come. Walk with me, and let this blind old fool open your eyes.”
The two strolled along a flower bank marking the edge of the lilies, where weeds and shrubberies grew in great abundance by the cultivated gardens.
And there, Grimgyr told his son the truth of himself—who wasted no time asking questions.
“You said you put out your eyes. You blinded yourself for Mother’s sake?” Connor asked.
“A rune must be chosen in feeling as well as thought,” said Grimgyr. “Among the sons of the First Father, there are none whose knowledge is greater than mine, but knowledge alone cannot tell you the order and placement of a rune—only the wisdom granted through the Mother of Mothers can do that.
“I sacrificed my sight in order to truly see, and it was in that state that I wrote the incantation.”
Connor breathed deeply. “A trance.”
“Indeed,” Grimgyr said with a nod. “The power of nature cannot be controlled, only guided. I could not choose the runes I needed, they could only be revealed.”
A heavy sulk fell upon Connor’s shoulders, his jaw clenched. “If I must sacrifice the sight of Astreya’s beauty to save her life, I will do so.”
“Nonsense!” Grimgyr clapped his son on the back. “You are of the land. Your heart is already one with the Mother of Mothers, and it will lead you to the power of your birthright.
“My sacrifice was necessary to mend what remained of my ignorance, and is but a pittance compared to the sins I must atone for—but you will be better. You are better.”
“What must I do, Father? How do I save her?”
Grimgyr took a proud breath in through his nose, raising his face toward the sky as a peace came upon it.
“If your heart is truly set, then you will need power as well as knowledge. You will find it in the highlands north of here. That is where your chosen path begins.”
Connor relaxed his jaw, feeling the sliver of hope his mother gave him expand into a blade of conviction. “What is hidden there?”
Grimgyr smiled. “Go to the green mountains where the cold of Frostengrund reaches into Grynfeld, and there you will find a village that has kept the old ways since the Splitting of Mannaheim.
“Show them the spear, and they will show you how to bind the runes. They will teach you how to become an Invoker…”




Chapter 6

Connor wasted no time packing his travel equipment beside the fire of his home. The ride to the highlands would take days at a fair pace, and he still had a king to worry about.
And between the objectives of north and south, he cared about Grynfeld a lot more.
The north called to his bones in a way he’d never felt before, and for the first time he truly knew who he was. There would be magic there, he was sure of it.
He chuckled to himself at the irony of it all, having little care for the one thing that could help him. Only now did he recognize the value of his father’s teachings of things beyond the forest.
How fitting that Astreya had taken to it, for it was she who had always believed in the reality of the runes. She knew it better than he did, and she was the one he meant to save with it.
Now he would need her help to interpret the runes that he had so hastily disregarded.
Her first apprentice, indeed.
And then she came barging in to his house.
Of course. He’d left the door open again.
“Connor Huntsson, you lumbering arsehole!” she bellowed, stepping over drunk Uldric to come beside him. “You were going to sneak out of the village, weren’t you?”
Connor started to pack his side satchel, trying not to meet her eyes for fear of being talked out of it.
“The Uderfeldmen have gone without their king long enough. I am taking him home.”
“At this hour of the night? Connor? Connor, look at me!”
“Your adventure will have to wait, Astreya. This is something I must do.”
Astreya squeezed his bicep until he slowed, straightening his posture to look at her with his body enclosed within his fur pelt.
Just as his eyes exposed the truth of his heart, Astreya’s wore hers in her gaze as well.
She knew.
“I have spoken to our fathers,” she said, her eyes glistening with wet frustration. “You were going to run away without telling me. You’ve never excluded me, Connor. Not once.”
Connor’s hard glare faltered. Damn her. She had him.
“You were right, Astreya. The runes are true. I must go to find the magic of the old world, and then I will return. Although, if you could help me collect all the rune stones so I can remember them, it’d be a great help.”
“Are you taking a fucking piss?” Astreya put her hands on her hips and raised a sassy eyebrow. “If you’re going off into the forest to learn real magic, I’m coming too! Besides, you barely know your runes.”
“The north is filled with savages, Astreya. The Bloodraiders are a violent and fierce tribe.”
“Which is why we’re going to rest until daybreak so that a fresh Astreya can defend herself,” she insisted. “I’m good with a sword, you know that.”
Connor could’ve spoken to her father. He could have commanded her to stay and she would’ve listened. He could have given a hundred good reasons for why it was safer in the village.
But she would’ve hated him.
And he would’ve hated himself for denying her.
“An extra horse would make things easier…” Connor began with a grin. “But we still have him to drop off.”
Both of them looked down at the unconscious man on the ground beside them.
“Maybe we can stick a bit of boar up his arse and let a grimwolf chase him home,” Astreya joked, giggling to herself while Connor shook his head to the ceiling to hide the smile he was having.
“So then, you don’t care about what I am?” he questioned.
“All I have ever cared about is you,” Astreya asserted with a hardened gaze, taking her eyes off his for a brief second to glance at Grimgyr on his back. “Nice spear, though.”
“Want to hold it?”
“Only when I need to.”
“Are we still talking about the spear?”
“Aren’t we?”
He didn’t know what came over him, but all Connor could muster in response was a laugh from the pit of his gut. He was overjoyed.
Despite every obstacle put in their path, Astreya always found her way back to him, and him to her.
The details weren’t important; that could be worked out in the morning.
“I’m going to bed,” said Connor with his palms raised in defense, in case he needed to catch a punch. “I won’t leave without you, so get home quickly and we’ll both go in the morning.”
Astreya squealed with delight, balling her fists and throwing her arms around his neck to hug him.
“This is going to go so much better with me there!” she enthused before letting him go all too soon. “I might even become a better Invoker than you.”
Connor’s jaw dropped. “He told you about that?”
Astreya winked, then ran out of the house with a smile on her face.
With his mind full of novelty and truth, Connor stood in the light of his crackling fire with more thoughts and feelings than he knew what to do with.
His heart was pounding like the stomping of an angry ox, rejoicing in the quest that lay ahead of him, and Astreya herself was going to help.
For the first time in Connor’s life, he had a true purpose.
To live the life of a man, he would journey to master the powers of a god.




Chapter 7

“Where in the flagrant philandering fuck am I?” Uldric bellowed with a start, waking Connor who had been having one of the best dreams of his life.
Connor sat up quickly with a wooden spear in hand, relieved to see that his front door was closed, but his guest had just stepped in old embers.
The king stumbled around—mercifully urine free—then finally took notice of the woodsman staring at him with a hunting stick.
“I see you have sobered,” Connor mused. “Time to go home, King of Uderfeld.”
Uldric took another survey of his surroundings, then as recognition set in, he put his hand on his forehead with a pained groan. “You absconded with me to the damn forest? If any bugs have bitten my dick, I’m holding you personally accountable.”
Connor smirked as he stood up in nothing but a loincloth and his one-of-many wooden spears. “Your farts were foul enough to drive even the hungriest creatures to the edge of Alvaheim.”
“And yet you are still here to enjoy my sweet stench, Huntsson,” Uldric retorted as he adjusted the waistline of his pants. “Where can a king find himself a place to piss?”
“Outside.”
“Well, that just brilliantly narrows it down!” Uldric bemoaned before walking toward the door, lowering his posture to duck beneath some of the stringed bone trinkets dangling from the ceiling. “Did you kill all these yourself?”
Connor stared at Uldric like he was an idiot.
“Of course, of course,” the king continued with a beleaguered chuckle. “I’m going to find a shrub and paint it yellow with my strong stream.’”
“Be quick.”
“If you’re that pressed for time, I could have a little wee on your leg,” Uldric quipped.
Connor was not amused. The raising of his arm to point at the door was answer enough.
“You forest folk have no sense of humor,” Uldric remarked, then made his way out of the house.
As soon as Uldric stepped out, Connor got dressed in a hurry, excited as a young boy going on his first hunt. He took his sword, a bundle of wooden spears with hand-carved tips, along with some supplies for tying, cooking, and mending.
The final step was for him to strap his circular shield, made of a wooden body with metal framing, on his back along with Grimgyr.
His packing complete, Connor strode outside to see every able-bodied man in the village outside, overlooking the high hill to the south.
Armed.
Connor rushed over to the top of the hill, where his father and the chieftain both stood at the forefront. He came up to them to see what everyone was looking at, and saw movement in the woods.
Whoever was coming was carelessly loud, trampling fallen branches and twigs, with the barking of dogs coming closer.
Vaustians.
“Your guest brings trouble with him,” the chieftain said, never taking his eyes off the tree line.
“They’ve never come this far before,” Connor spoke, counting off heavy sounds with his fingers. “Ten of them. Maybe more.”
“There you are!” Uldric shouted from far behind.
Connor flinched at the loud noise, then waited for the king to wander over to them as the other village defenders widened their berth, looking at their guest with derision and suspicion.
As soon as he was close enough, Connor grabbed Uldric by his tunic and pointed at the encroaching strangers below.
“You did not tell me they would follow you,” he snarled.
“Unhand me, boy!” Uldric brushed off Connor’s hand roughly, glaring with disdain. “I’ve never asked for their help, nor have they ever given it, so mind who you accuse.”
“Connor,” his father spoke. “Wounded pride approaches us. They search for you.”
“Then I will stay until they pass,” Connor replied, realizing that these were no doubt the men he bested the previous night. “They cannot overtake our hillfort.”
Everyone drew their swords—except the king, that is.
“Now, now, there’s no need for all that,” Uldric said with a de-escalating hand raised in front of him. “I’ll go and talk to them. It’ll save you the trouble of bringing me back.”
“Let them come,” said the chieftain. “We will meet them at the western hedge.”
“Sounds good to me,” Uldric hooked his index fingers inside his mouth and released a piercingly loud whistle.
A flock of ravens flew out of the trees, circling the village in a soaring spiral before making way to the northwest. Grimgyr turned his head left slightly, facing both son and chieftain.
“Oi!” Uldric shouted and waved as a group of familiar—and bruised—soldiers came out of the tree line with a pack of dogs and their handlers. “Come on up over here! Right around the little path there!”
The commanding officer rode out last, looking up the hill to lock eyes with Connor, who glared down from the top.
“We will meet with them with blades if necessary,” said the chieftain.
“No,” Connor voiced. “Hide in the tall grass. Keep the women safe. This is not your burden.”
The chieftain looked at Grimgyr, who nodded once, then left with the other villagers to march to the meeting point.
“Father, can’t you get rid of them?” asked Connor, waiting until everyone had left to stare his father in the eyelids.
“All I can offer are words,” said Grimgyr.
“You would sit back while men die?” Connor growled, gesturing to the village ahead.
“It is forbidden. Were I to shed the blood of a mortal, I would be cast into oblivion. I cannot violate the sacred covenant by which the gods are bound,” Grimgyr replied, pointing ahead. “Half gods have no such limitation. Now go and do as you must.”
Connor caught up with the others as Uldric approached the incoming soldiers with his arms open with a toothy smile on his face.
Ten men, one commander.
“Good morning to ya!” he greeted. “Kind of you to come give me a personal escort, but I would’ve come back on my own!”
The commanding officer never took his eyes off Connor. The villagers began to spread themselves out, moving toward the deliberately kept tall grass while watching the dogs, forming a protective hedge between the soldiers and the homes.
“That’s him,” said the Vaustian commander. “Take the woodling; kill the others.”
The foreign soldiers didn’t even bother moving in a formation, nor did they take their tower shields off their backs—all they bothered to brandish were their long spears.
“Hold on!” Uldric held his hands up and got in front of the commander’s horse. “I’ll not have my hosts slaughtered over a petty brawl!”
“Offense against one member of the Vaustian Legion is offense against King Vaustus himself. This barbarian will be made an example of, and this land claimed as recompense.”
Connor took his bundle of wooden spears off his back and set them in front of himself, slowly untying the twine he had securing them.
“Your people are guests in my territory, and I’ll not have you making trouble for my neighbors,” Uldric asserted. “Now, I’ve had enough belligerent business for one morning, so you’ll be taking me back to Gildanfjord and leaving these folks alone.”
“You are right about one thing, King Uldric, we will be taking you back,” said the commander. “…as the tragic victim of this barbarian.”
The commander drew his sword, then Uldric backpedaled away with his skin pale and his face outraged.
“You cock-swallowing cowards!” he bellowed, drawing his own sword. “The King of Uderfeld is not so easily dispatched!”
“You should have brought more men,” Connor said calmly, separating one wooden spike from the remainder.
The commander cackled with condescension. “You may wound one or two of us, but you are outnumbered. How do you plan to kill us all?”
“One at a time.”
Connor gripped the first javelin, hoisted it over his head and stomped forward, ending his stance in a forward lunge as he threw his wooden weapon with such force that it made no arc as it impaled straight through the shoulder of the commander.
The man fell back off his horse with a look of grim horror on his face, crumpling into the tall grass with a wail of agony.
Their leader wounded, the other men looked with mouths agape as Connor picked his next javelin and walked forward, threw it cleanly in tandem with another lunging step.
It went straight into the chest of the flanking soldier, dropping him instantly. Connor continued forward, launching each following javelin in rhythm with his every third step.
The soldiers backed up several paces, clearly of the mind that they were far enough away—nobody could make that throw.
Connor did.
Twice.
Four men down, and that was when the remaining seven figured out that they should probably use their fucking shields.
They brought them out and got into tight formation, moving ahead with spears raised. Connor threw the rest of his javelins on principle, keeping them in a defensive posture as the spike tip fractured on contact.
His ranged weapons expended, it was time to get close. With eyes dark pits of focus, Connor took Grimgyr off his back and started walking them down.
Connor advanced on the Vaustian line as they readied their spears, their steeds braying and shaking their heads.
“Someone throw a fucking spear at him!” one of the soldier shouted.
A spear was thrown, but not by them or Connor.
And this one went straight through the neck of the man barking orders, sending him to the ground dead.
The other villagers popped out of the tall grass all around them, taking the entire unit completely off guard as their numbers were culled one after the other.
Connor continued his march as the soldiers panicked and tried to retaliate, who dropped back into the tall grass to reposition themselves and pop up again.
The lead soldier readied a throw of his spear, which is when Connor broke into a low sprint, pulling his shield onto his left arm and keeping it aloft.
A spear bounced off the top of his shield as he got close to the mounted man, then came out from under cover and thrust Grimgyr directly into his chest, lifting the impaled man like a skewered chicken before swinging him off to the side.
Such a magnificent weapon, for its unique properties made the feat all but effortless for a man of his strength.
The horse ran off while Connor continued his run, picking up a javelin from the corpses of one of the earlier men he had felled, then threw that one at the seventh soldier.
The last two were ambushed by Connor’s fellow villagers, pulling their screaming bodies down into the tall grass before their tongues were silenced forever.
Astreya’s father rose from his hidden position in the grass with a bloodied dagger, acknowledging Connor with a nod before raising his weapon to the sky and roaring in triumph with the other men.
Having successfully defended the village with no loss of their numbers, Connor’s heart filled with the passion of victory before he turned to the north and shouted at the forest itself.
“Mother of Mothers, a warrior approaches!” Connor bellowed with the pounding of his chest.
The critically wounded Vaustian off to Connor’s side, lurched upward with a dagger aimed for his ribs.
He was relieved of his hand by King Uldric, who popped up from behind to disarm the soldier before tipping his blade down and plunging it into the soldier’s chest with a twist.
“You missed one,” Uldric teased, yanking his sword out of the now-dead man to spit on him.
“I knew he was there,” Connor replied.
“Then why didn’t you do anything?”
“Because you were there to lend a hand.”
Uldric grinned with his teeth before wiping his blade on his trousers to re-sheath it, looking back at the still-living commander whimpering further in the grass. “I assume you were saving him for last?”
Connor grinned back, then strode with grim seriousness back to his prey. He took his time walking over, making sure every crunch of grass and every thump of soil would be heard by the commander.
The commander shivered with a pale face, his hand clutching at his wound with the javelin still stuck in it. King Uldric came with Conner, scowling at the fallen man with utter scorn.
“You can’t do this to me, they are expecting my return!” the commander blurted out with a mouth full of blood and a broken nose from falling off the horse.
“You have condemned yourself,” Connor replied calmly, pulling the javelin out of the Vaustian man’s shoulder to a squirt of blood and a curdled scream to go along with it. “But I am not the one to whom you owe blood.”
Connor stepped aside as King Uldric stepped forward, who used the flat of his sword tip to lift the commander’s chin and expose his throat.
“All you had to do was leave in peace, and now your lot are no longer welcome in Uderfeld,” Uldric groused.
“A dozen ships come for these shores!” the unit leader stressed. “If you kill me, you will have made yourself the enemy of King Vaustus.”
King Uldric then raised his sword to the sky and brought back down, severing head from shoulder in one movement.
“Then consider this an act of war.”




Chapter 8

Uldric stood alone at the top of the hill he invited the Vaustians from, staring off into the direction of the Great Tree while the chieftain conferred with Grimgyr a few paces away.
The village now had new dogs and horses, along with all the equipment the Vaustians brought with them. The bodies were to be buried in unmarked graves, where the weeds were the thickest.
A pair of dogs licked Connor’s hand as he crouched down to fuss over them while the other villagers distributed their new bounty. Astreya approached Connor from the side, being followed by a dog that kept jumping up for her attention.
“More will come, won’t they?” asked Astreya.
“No doubt seeking vengeance,” Connor replied, patting the heads of the dogs before standing up fully. “This time we will leave no trace.”
“I heard father talking,” Astreya began. “They’re going to ask for refuge in the village across the ridge. We will be well received there.”
“We have more than enough horses now,” Connor added. “Are you going to help them pack?”
“No,” Astreya said with an upturned nose. “I’m still going with you.”
“Huntsson!” Uldric shouted, who had returned from his contemplation at the top of the hill. “A word.”
Astreya didn’t leave. Connor waited for the king’s approach, turning toward him to speak.
“This is where we part ways, King of Uderfeld. You will be given a horse to return south, along with any rations you need,” Connor explained.
“And where would you be headed?”
“Deeper into the forest.”
Uldric shook his head and pointed a wagging finger at Connor. “I’ve seen the way you move. You’re a proper warrior, and Uderfeld will need the aid of men like you to face what comes.”
“I am just one man, Uldric of Oxenshire. I cannot fight your war for you.”
“It is not the aid of just one man I seek,” Uldric glanced at Astreya with a shrewdly raised eyebrow. “The forest tribes are a hardened bunch, but your women are said to be practitioners of magic.”
Astreya looked at Connor with a straight gaze, but kept quiet. After all, Uldric was an outsider, and traditions had to be protected.
Connor nodded once to her, understanding her concerns, then continued to address the wayward king.
“There is magic in the forest, yes, but none among us wield such things. Our village has no Witch.”
“Aye,” Uldric nodded twice. “But the Bloodraiders do have a Witch. I would seek her counsel in the north, for she hasn’t been down to Uderfeld in some time.”
“A Bloodraider Witch? This far south?” Astreya interjected, looking from Uldric to Connor.
“I have never seen one pass through these woods. Why would she leave the safety of the snow?” Conner questioned.
Uldric grinned proudly. “A Witch goes where she is needed, Bloodraider or not. I have no idea where I’m going, but you know these woods.”
“The highlands are as far as I can take you. After that, you must travel to Frostengrund on your own,” Connor clarified.
“And what of my request for aid?”
Connor shook his head. “The forest tribes make their own decisions.”
“And what if the word of a Witch bids that they lend their swords to my cause?” Uldric crossed his arms. “Witches speak for the Mother of Mothers, do they not?”
Connor held a tense breath. “If the Mother of Mothers asks for my strength, I will give it freely.”
“I want to meet a Witch!” Astreya commented. “Maybe she can tell me my future.”
“Splendid!” Uldric cheered with a hearty clap of his hands. “I’ll be needing another favor, though. Spare me two of the horses you captured today. One to ride, one to send word to Uderfeld.”
“We are avoiding the Bloodraiders,” Connor replied with a narrowed glance toward Astreya. “But the horses are yours.”
“Excellent!” Uldric turned around to leave but then halted with a flinch, turning slowly with an inquiring eye. “What are you looking in the forest for anyway?”
The chieftain stared directly at Connor with a hardened gaze from the distance, with Grimgyr standing in the meadow facing it all.
It was understood.
“The same as you, Uldric. Hope,” Connor replied.
Astreya flared her nostrils, but said nothing.
“How fortunate it is, then, that we’re all headed in the same direction!” Uldric rubbed his hands together mischievously. “I’ll go get the horses ready, and then we ride north!”
If Connor had thought Astreya talked too much during journeys, nothing could have prepared him for the nonstop chattering of Uldric.
They rode an easy pace to the north, the ground ever inclining as the air cooled the further in they got.
“Something hasn’t been sitting quite right with me,” Uldric recounted. “You’re getting close to Frostengrund, but not going all the way.”
“Yes,” Connor uttered curtly.
“But there is something out there, otherwise it wouldn’t be worth the trip,” Uldric grumbled before looking at Astreya. “Must be quite important if you’re sworn to secrecy. I wonder what it is… Hey, where’d he get that nice spear?”
Connor immediately blurted out a response, looking sideways at Uldric. “We seek the wisdom of our ancestors.”
“I’m no fool, Huntsson. Nobody brings a weapon like that anywhere unless they’re going somewhere special. Tell me, are you exchanging that spear for a bride, perhaps?” Uldric laughed boisterously.
“Connor has no need of a betrothed,” Astreya interjected.
“Is that so?” Uldric replied with a sneer. “And where is his lady, then? A man of his youth and skill should have one or two little ones running around by now.”
“Is talking about other men all your people do?” Connor quipped.
Uldric ignored Connor’s deflection, turning toward the princess with a churlish face. “And what about you, village princess? Odd that you haven’t been married off yet. I may not be from the north, but I know that forest folk aren’t known to wait on matters of flesh and family.”
“I will marry,” Astreya asserted, turning her head slightly in Connor’s direction before averting her gaze back to the king. “But I have my own war to win…”
The sound of a howl echoed in the distance, just over a rocky ridge in a thick brush of young trees. Connor raised a fist and stopped his horse, putting his ear to the wind in order to listen.
“This isn’t right,” said Connor.
Astreya signaled for Whitestrider to move closer to Connor and Thuundyr. “Is a grimwolf hunting us?”
“Grimwolves don’t howl this early,” Connor got off Thuundyr and dropped to the ground to pull out a wooden javelin. “Keep the horses back, it might be in a hunger frenzy.”
“A frenzy? And you’re just gonna go poke it with a stick?” Uldric asked with an incredulous gesture toward the forest ahead.
“That won’t kill it. I’ll have to cut its throat,” Connor replied as he looked left to right, walking uphill slowly with his body turned to appear slimmer.
“Oh, well, now that you put it that way I guess it’s not dangerous at all.” Uldric replied.
“Mother of Mothers…” Astreya sighed, hopping off her horse before dismissing Whitestrider.
“And where are you going?” Uldric shouted after Astreya, who prowled the forest alongside him.
“Saving time!” Astreya replied, drawing her sword as she went to catch up on foot.
“I asked you to move the horses away,” Connor stated.
“And I have. You said slit its throat, didn’t you? You poke it with the stick; and I can finish it from the side!”
“It’s not a stick—why is everyone calling it a stick?” Connor complained.
A beastly mass of gray the size of Connor himself came leaping out of the brush with paws twice the size of his head extended in front of it.
And it was heading directly toward them.
“Astreya!” Connor shouted.
She rolled to the right, and he to the left, narrowly avoiding the open chomps of a grimwolf bolting through the air.
But it was bleeding.
A stripe of blood had stained its ashen fur, where a large bone dagger was lodged just below its ribcage and up into its lungs.
And then Connor heard the howl again, only it wasn’t the grimwolf doing it. There was something else out there.
Astreya sprung to her feet and held her sword in front of her as the grimwolf violently thrashed about, slamming the side of its wounded body against a tree.
“Bungling bird shit!” Uldric startled as he went for his sword as his horse panicked, nearly throwing him off were it not for his tight grip on the reins.
“Uldric, move!” Connor warned as he readied a javelin throw.
“I’ve got it!” Astreya called out, sprinting at full speed toward the back of the frenzied grimwolf with her sword gleaming in a sharp ray of sun.
And then a growling voice shouted from behind the brush as a second figure jumped out higher and further than any ordinary man ever could.
Only it was a woman.
A Bloodraider.
Her skin was pale as snow, with eyes as silver as her long, wild hair. She wore a strip of black war paint across her face and eyes with claw-like painted stripes up her forehead and down her cheeks.
She landed in a feral crouch with a sword and shield, her body adorned in blue and gold armor top with the fur of a grimwolf on her shoulders and leather vambraces. Her lower body was covered with a red loincloth accenting more fur on her leggings and boots.
And she was alone; no others were with her.
The Bloodraider raised her sword, pointing the blade from the grimwolf to Astreya as her eyes flashed with vicious intent.
“Thrak en ná keth!” the woman roared.
And then she charged directly at Astreya.




Chapter 9

Connor ran on instinct to intercept the charging Bloodraider, who was half a head taller and at least a full stone heavier than Astreya, with a strong build of both muscle and cold-resistant plump.
“Withdraw!” Connor shouted as he brought his shield in front of him to bash against her full force.
The Bloodraider braced her legs as her boots dug in to the ground, her shield colliding with his. Connor expected to send her off her feet, but the woman was strangely sturdy of stance.
“Nagyr bruug,” the woman said in a deep tone of amusement. “Bü na haak muuth!”
The Bloodraider backed up and then shoved her shield back against Connor’s with a great smile of blood lust, her eyes widening in obvious shock when he stood his ground.
“You’re strong for a woman,” Connor acknowledged his opponent as he dropped his javelin to bring out Grimgyr.
Connor thrust his spear from behind the cover of his shield, piercing into the wood of the Bloodraider’s before he twisted the blade to roll the shield out of his opponent’s hand.
She instantly counter attacked by swinging her sword in a sweeping slash, her blade biting into his shield with even more surprising force.
But the grimwolf was beginning to snap at Astreya, who was circling a tree to avoid its bone-crushing paw swipes, each breaking away bark like a hammer through hard clay.
Damn it all, Connor couldn’t focus on both the Bloodraider and the grimwolf. The woman warrior pulled her sword free of Connor’s shield, bashing with heavy strikes over and over again with clear killing intent.
“We come in peace!” Uldric shouted while swinging his sword at the grimwolf from behind, though failing to strike it. “Stük! Stük!”
The Bloodraider’s eyes registered with the recognition of her own language, but growled her response before ducking down to cut at Connor’s legs.
His leather grieves were thick enough to take the brunt of the cut, but his skin tasted the bite of her blade. Were he an ordinary man, he might have lost that foot, but as it was, he merely received a deep scratch for his troubles.
But for her to get that far was a problem.
“Enough!” Connor shouted, lifting his heel to kick the Bloodraider clean off her feet.
“She can take me to the Witch! Don’t kill her!” Uldric pleaded.
“I’m trying not to, but she’s leaving me no choice!” Connor replied as he fended off her attacks, each one a lethal blow.
He turned to see the grimwolf pursuing Astreya, then abandoned his opponent to run at the beast with spear in hand.
He threw Grimgyr like a javelin and impaled the beast against the very tree it attacked, pinning it against the trunk as it violently thrashed around.
Any other weapon would’ve snapped, but the divine spear maintained perfect straightness as the grimwolf started biting at the tree itself around where the blade was embedded.
Uldric rode his horse in the way of the Bloodraider, shouting in her tongue only for her to swing at his leg.
He crossing blades from horseback to keep his leg and keep her away, but the woman was vicious.
“Nevermind, you can kill her now!” Uldric shouted in a panic.
Astreya ran in with a shout, batting the Bloodraider’s sword away to engage her personally—just as the grimwolf bit enough of the tree off to free itself, though still impaled.
Connor started hurling his wooden javelins repeatedly at the beast, causing it to charge toward him rather than run away. The Bloodraider smiled and laughed as Astreya attacked with fluid strikes, though failing to overpower her despite her skill.
Astreya had never been in a fight to the death with anyone before, only sparring sessions. Connor knew this, and grew increasingly worried as the Bloodraider went on the attack, forcing Astreya to rely on sleight of hand and giving ground to keep her limbs intact.
The Bloodraider went for an overhead strike, which Astreya stepped aside to parry into the blade, twisting her wrist to go for the disarm.
Instead, the Bloodraider gripped her weapon tighter as their blades got into a bind, locking their arms in a wrestle for supremacy.
“Agh!” Astreya cried out in pain as the Bloodraider slowly peeled her arm back. “Strong fucking bitch, eat my shit!”
Astreya punched the pale Bloodraider squarely in the face, drawing blood from her lip and jerking her head back slightly. Astreya freed her arm and swung at her opponent’s midsection, who stepped back in time.
She licked her bloody lip, looked at Astreya, and then chuckled. “Heh. Nuut brüd.”
Astreya continued her clanging of blades, and was being overwhelmed the longer the exchange went on.
The grimwolf used its hind leg to swipe at the spear running it through, noticed the movement and noise of Astreya versus the Bloodraider—then switched targets from Connor to them, interrupting the duel.
Uldric threw his sword like a battle axe, getting it to stick right into the grimwolf’s hind leg to slow it down just enough for Connor to run in and jump on its back, getting the beast into a headlock.
He flexed his arm and grit his teeth with all his might, the creature itself large enough to be a proper mount, only for it to roll over on its back with its full weight on him.
“Gagh!” Connor groaned as the wind was forced out of his chest, refusing to give up his hold.
He pulled his last remaining weapon, the bone dagger still in the creature, holding it in a reverse grip like a knife before driving it straight into the creature’s neck, then forced it through to the brain stem.
The Bloodraider immediately stopped moving as the blood of the wolf spilled onto the ground, along with its lifeless corpse.
“Bah!” she vocalized in frustration, before re-sheathing her sword and waving dismissively at the dead wolf.
Connor pushed its body off him with a grunt, rolling over fast to pull Grimgyr out and hold it at the ready, his body doused in the blood of his kill.
The Bloodraider spat on the ground and turned around, walking away in a huff just as Astreya picked up her sword and held it in a guard stance.
“That’s it? You think you can attack us and just leave?” Astreya protested in a seething tone.
The Bloodraider looked over her shoulder at Astreya, then turned back around and drew her sword, stomping back toward them.
“Enough,” Connor stepped in the way, picking up his shield and bashing Grimgyr against it. “Tell her if she tries again, I will kill her.”
The Bloodraider stopped walking, glaring at Connor as her eyes returned to the grimwolf. She marched toward it, causing the others to surround her with caution, then bent down to pull her bone dagger out of it.
She walked over to Connor, who kept his shield raised, then tossed the weapon at his feet.
“Thravuula en naak,” said the Bloodraider, looking Connor up and down with equal parts approval and scorn. “Ná vukyr keth nágu vuuka.”
“What did she say?” asked Connor, maintaining glaring eye contact with the white haired woman.
“Uhh,” Uldric uttered as he got off his horse. “The dagger is yours. You earned the bounty. And she said she’ll kill you later.”
“I thought so. And not if I kill you first,” Connor said with a stern countenance.
The Bloodraider smirked at him, keeping her sword low as neither made the first move.
Connor’s pride demanded to know how she was so strong. Although her build was undeniably appealing, which Connor tried not to admire too strongly, there was no way she should’ve been able to muster such might.
And she’d been hunting the grimwolf alone, which was something that would give anyone pause. Connor had fought his fair share of Bloodraiders, but this was one of the most ferocious he’d ever faced by far.
He would have to take her seriously, which would surely mean slaying her. Although he was willing to do what was needed, he’d never actually killed a woman before, and felt an aversion to doing so.
And she still wasn’t attacking, which meant there was the possibility of proceeding without bloodshed. An engagement between warriors and hunters had different rules than a village pillaging.
Connor knew she wouldn’t attack him without his weapon drawn. That was not their way.
Choosing knowledge over strength, he put Grimgyr on his back, ending hostilities. The Bloodraider put her sword away after looking him up and down, reciprocating the gesture.
“Tell her she may share in the bounty,” Connor requested of Uldric as he picked up the bone dagger, accepting it as a trophy.
“Give me a minute, will you? It’s been a while since I had to speak Drokán,” Uldric grumbled.
“You’re going to let her get away with attacking us?” Astreya questioned with disapproval, putting her own sword away.
“She was after the wolf, not us,” said Connor, keeping his eye on the Bloodraider as she went to retrieve her shield. “I delivered the death blow, but she did wound it, thus it is mine to share.”
“You would’ve fought harder if she didn’t have a pair of nice bubbies—although they’re smaller than mine,” Astreya noted, crossing her arms with a devious grin.
The Bloodraider clearly understood something of that, because she raised an eyebrow at Astreya and squared up with her; putting hands on hips while arching her back to present her lesser sized but still lovely breasts.
“Great, now I forgot what I was going to say,” Uldric remarked, a string of drool falling from his lip.
“What is your name?” Connor questioned, chancing that she at least understood that.
The woman looked sideways at him, holding eye contact for a tense exchange before putting her shield on her back.
She said one word. “Griselda.”




Chapter 10

A beast the size of a grimwolf couldn’t be moved whole, requiring an on-the-spot field strip to separate its pelt and harvest its parts.
They made their camp there, centering the fire on the spot where the creature died. Uldric was no stranger to hunting wild game, and was helpful in removing the organs while Connor took to the pelts.
Astreya struggled to cut the tough sinew off the meat, sliding her sword back and forth like a saw in an effort to sever it, though the process was slow.
Griselda went after the bones in silence, never less than three paces away from anyone else while she roughly cut the meat off before tossing the chunks to Astreya—who didn’t appreciate that at all.
“Stop throwing things at me,” Astreya groused, her pile of unprocessed flesh growing ever higher.
Griselda pointed her hunting knife at the mound of meat, then pointed it at Astreya’s face with a little circular wiggle like she was tracing a frame around her.
“Nágyr slüp,” the Bloodraider said with a glare of criticism.
“What did you just say to me?”
“Moh fadja.”
“Don’t you ‘fadja’ me!” Astreya stood up quickly, her indignation matched by Griselda’s amusement as both women rose to square off. “I don’t know what you’re saying, but I’m getting tired of your attitude.”
“Not that it be my place to suggest a policy of silence,” Uldric began, casually grabbing some twigs and throwing them into the fire. “But perhaps the ladies should keep their distance?”
“You. Down,” Connor interjected, pointing his large carving knife at Griselda and then back to the bones she was working on.
Griselda stared defiantly for a moment, but Connor didn’t back down. He kept his knife pointed at her pile until she conceded with a brief laugh as she squatted back down.
“Hmph!” Astreya huffed with a gratified grin before crouching as well.
“Astreya,” Connor began in a gentler tone. “We’re not taking all of it, so it doesn’t have to be perfect. The forest will have the rest.”
“I’m cutting it just like you showed me,” Astreya argued, looking a bit hurt.
“And you’re doing it well,” Connor said with a faintly nervous gulp. “But could you do it just a little bit faster?”
Griselda pointed at Astreya with a look of wild amusement, cackling as she bellowed in a sing-song voice. “Ná goh náguuu!”
Astreya got up with a growling groan of frustration, then Connor quickly pulled a spare dagger and held it up to her.
“Try this. My knife will make it easier.”
Astreya inhaled deeply with a frustrated shiver, glaring at Griselda the entire time before accepting the tool and sitting back down.
Crisis somewhat averted.
“You know,” Uldric continued, lightening the mood with his tone. “There’s enough hide here to make three full regalias. Perhaps your princess would do with a nice warming mantle?”
Astreya focused on her work with a scrunched face of irritation, her tongue sticking out in concentration.
Knowing he offended her, Connor decided to indulge Uldric’s attempt at minor matchmaking, so he cut a long strip of the grimwolf’s back away, turning the hide over to begin cutting away excess fat and flesh.
“Astreya,” said Connor. “This will be for you. It’ll keep you warm in the coldest winters.”
Upon looking at the offering, Astreya took a deep breath and calmed, smiling at Connor sweetly with an accepting bow of her head.
“Thank you, Connor. I don’t mean to get upset at you—I just don’t like her.”
“Mmm…” Griselda grumbled, then grabbed the grimwolf’s head roughly and started yanking it with a hard twist.
“Whoa, now, settle there!” Uldric urged as the Bloodraider ripped the grimwolf’s head off and held it with her arm extended, facing the snout toward Connor.
“Naak,” Griselda uttered before tossing it beside him.
Connor looked at the head skeptically, then up at Griselda, who stared at him with expectant eyes.
“What are you supposed to do with that?” asked Uldric.
“She means for me to wear the skull,” Connor explained, looking from the severed head to Griselda, who glanced at Uldric briefly before nodding once. “Cleaning the flesh from the skull would take time.”
Griselda rolled her eyes and picked up the head, then stormed off in the direction of the creek.
“Oh, no you don’t…” Astreya abandoned her post to get up and pursue with a stalwart face aimed at Connor’s eyes. “I’ll heat some water—you will have that skull!”
“You ladies shouldn’t be running into the woods by yourselves!” Uldric urged, looking at Connor incredulously. “You’re just going to let them wander off?”
“A grimwolf lies dead here,” Connor explained. “No beast will approach.”
“Fuck the critters, I’d be more worried about them killing each other!”
Connor took a pause to think about it, looking back as Astreya made off with a clay vessel hanging from the side of Whitestrider.
“They’re just getting some water,” Connor shrugged. “Unless you’d like to get between them.”
“I’d sooner stick my head in the mouth of a jackal than stand in the path of a woman’s ire, let alone two. No, I think I’ll be staying right here.”
Uldric pulled out another bunch of guts from the inside of the grimwolf and muttered to himself as he tossed the slop aside.
And then he got that look in his eye, to which Connor grunted in anticipatory exasperation.
“You know…” Uldric leaned closer to Connor with a happily raised eyebrow and a sidelong sneer. “That Bloodraider is quite a striking find. If things don’t work out between you and your princess, perhaps you should try for her.”
Connor kept doing what he was doing. “I have no interest in breeding with the Bloodraiders.”
“Is that so?” Uldric picked up the piece of meat Astreya had been excising and tossed it into the fire, blasting out a plume of embers and flame. “I saw the look in your eye when you crossed blades with her, and I know how much you northerners value strength. You think she’s interesting, don’tcha?”
The pelt Connor was holding dropped onto the carcass with a wet thunk as he turned it over to catch a glimpse of the dark forest, then slowly turned his head so that his mouth would speak in the king’s direction.
“I was surprised at the effort it took to best her,” Connor replied. “My interest lies in where she draws her strength from. She is… formidable.”
“A proper toss in the hay, am I right?”
“Her beauty doesn’t distract me, though the war paint fails to conceal it.”
“Ah, so you admit you do find her appealing?”
Connor punched the ground. “Why do you care where I put my cock?”
Uldric held his hands up. “And what else should men talk about if not wealth, wine, and women? A vigorous brute like you should be collecting hearts, not pelts.”
“And how many women do you have, King of Uderfeld?” Connor said with surly teasing.
“Three!”
Connor immediately stopped grinning. “Uderfeld has three queens?”
“Uderfeld has one queen… with two conniving accomplices!” Uldric blared with a fist raised to the sky. “I have to sneak out to Gildanfjord just to get away from their coordinated grief!”
“Are they the ones driving you to drink?”
“No, I drink because it’s delicious.”
“You haven’t persuaded me, Uldric. From where I’m sitting, one woman is challenge enough.”
“Aye, but men of power and purpose must serve Alvaheim with their brains, brawn, and their balls! Besides, you owe it to yourself to—”
The clanging of blades echoed in the forest, along with the battle cries of Astreya and Griselda. They were fucking fighting again.
“Damn,” Connor got up to intervene, but Uldric stood up fast.
“Ire be damned, I’ll get these silly girls to cease their squabbling!” the king said before sprinting at full speed into the forest to haphazardly parry their swords with his own—only to get teamed up on for butting in.
“Not me, you hateful wenches!” Uldric shouted as he fought for life and limb. “We haven’t even had supper!”




Chapter 11

Astreya used gentle fingertips to apply a soothing salve onto Connor’s bare back before dressing it in tallow from the carcass. His shin wound from Griselda’s cut had already been wrapped.
That done, she treated the scuffs and scratches he’d acquired from rolling around the forest floor with the full weight of a grimwolf on him. There was some bruising on his arm and shoulders, but nothing felt broken at least.
They sat in Connor’s personal tent with the front split enough to allow the light of the fire through, serenaded by Uldric’s snoring and the sight of his boots sticking out of his tent.
Griselda was out there making small bone trinkets, the smell of the simmering skull filling the campsite as the skin and viscera were slowly boiled off.
This was the longest Conner had ever been alone with Astreya as an adult, without anyone from their village watching.
“I know you’re not complaining, but does it hurt?” asked Astreya, who sat behind him with focused attention.
“It doesn’t bother me,” Connor embellished.
Astreya pinched him on a bruised shoulder blade, eliciting a groan. He could resist the pain of many things, but against her he was defenseless.
“Ow! What did you do that for?” Connor inquired with indignation, looking over his shoulder.
“It bothers me. You should really be more careful,” she said quietly.
“I did what I could at the time—and you were the one who insisted on killing the thing yourself.”
“Well, I couldn’t let you have all the fun. And besides, it can’t hurt you if it’s already dead by the time it gets there,” Astreya countered as she put more brownish-green salve on his skin.
She stopped her ministrations as a long gaze was held between them, the only sound being the crackling of the fire outside.
“Astreya,” said Connor, turning to look at her with his heart pounding. “I would suffer any pain to spare you from the same.”
“Connor…” Astreya breathed, her body shivering slightly. “I don’t trust that woman—the Bloodraider.”
“Nor do I.”
“I don’t think we should sleep alone tonight.”
Her words hit him at the heart of all he desired, turning his veins into lightning bolts. “It would be safer… And warmer—but we haven’t shared a tent since we were children.”
Astreya narrowed her gaze into one of mischief. “What’s the matter, Connor? Not sure where to put your hands?”
“I don’t think there’s anywhere I could put them that wouldn’t demand a second thought,” Connor countered, his eyes looking her up and down.
Astreya’s face could be seen turning a flush of red even in the dark, her incited grin never leaving her lips. “I’m a lot softer than I used to be.”
“And bigger…”
“Much bigger. You’ve gotten bigger too,” Astreya looked down at the blankets beneath them. “Is there enough for both of us?”
Connor looked over at his large fur pelt, patting its softness with an audible thunk. “There is… if you keep close.”
Astreya slid forward, bringing her face closer to his. “It’s getting colder out there, but you’re so warm… I might sweat if I leave my clothes on. Would it offend you if I slept bare?”
Were the lump in Connor’s throat a dry stone, he would’ve swallowed it whole. He dared to play along, knowing he couldn’t touch her yet.
“And where would I put my hands?”
“I think…maybe…” Astreya leaned closer, her supporting hand but an inch from his. “Oh, shit.”
Astreya scooted back just as Griselda stomped over and swatted the tent twice.
“Gaed üt thyr,” she said in a demanding tone.
“Go. Away,” Astreya vociferated, turning her fiery eyes toward the pair of legs standing in front of their tent. “We can fret about your bones later.”
Griselda crouched down and opened the tent, glaring at them before taking a look at Connor’s exposed torso for a lingering moment followed by turning her torso and pointing over her back.
“Ná en bruuda,” she said, turning her torso and pointing at the right side of her back, behind her armpit.
There was blood there. Connor spotted it seeping just beneath her armor, threatening to stain her shoulder pelt if it progressed any further.
“Oh,” Astreya voiced in disappointment. “You’re hurt.”
“You caught her?” Connor asked in amazement.
“Ha!” Griselda laughed mockingly, then went to reach for the leaf of salve.
Astreya swatted Griselda’s hand away and snatched her medicine. “You’ll just use it all! And you can’t even reach it anyway!”
“Some of her blood has dried. She’s been wounded for hours,” Connor noticed.
Griselda locked her silver eyes on Connor’s, then grinned as her eye turned ominously toward Astreya. She pointed at the salve, then at Astreya, then over her shoulder.
“She wants you to mend her,” said Connor, blocking the entrance with his leg to keep a partition between them.
“I can see that,” Astreya said with a disdainful stare at Griselda. “It’s better than having you goop it on. Come inside the tent and take off your armor.”
Connor protested, “She doesn’t have to—“
Astreya had barely begun to gesture when Griselda crawled over Connor’s leg into the tent and muscled her way in front of him. She removed her fur mantle first, doing its clasps before smirking at Connor.
She looked over her shoulder at Astreya, then lifted her left arm while her right arm only went up slightly with a wince. It would require someone else to remove it.
“I have to do this too?” Astreya complained while tapping Griselda’s left shoulder. “Fine, lean over to the side so I can take it off.”
Griselda’s eyes were pits of devious amusement as Astreya unstrapped her shoulder armor, then pulled her chest piece up and over her head.
Griselda’s wild hair fell upon her shoulder, veiling her face in strands of white as she sat in front of Connor with just a gray sash wrapping around her breasts.
But it had become blood-soaked and torn in the side. A piece of splintered wood had pierced her where she’d pointed, a flesh wound but one that needed to be treated lest it fester.
Her torso was feminine but strong, with a pleasant softness for fighting the cold of her native land. Strong arms and shoulders, but nothing that would justify the strength she possessed, and he’d fought more than his fair of Bloodraiders.
Recognizing that she would need to expose herself, Connor started to move—but it was too late.
Griselda pulled off the sash and sat hunched forward and topless in front of him, back to Astreya, with bare breasts throwing Connor’s world into chaos.
Well shaped despite their modest size, Griselda’s bare torso was glorious to behold, and the first woman Connor had ever seen in such a state of undress at any time in recent memory.
Her firm, perky bosom still had a nice jiggle when she moved, tipped with pale pink nipples. And the way her eyes looked in that war paint triggered tastes within Connor that he never knew he had.
“You can’t just strip for him!” Astreya flashed eyes wide with shock. “Connor, don’t look at them! You, get out! Sleep in your own tent and mend your—wait, where’s your tent? Did you even bring one?”
Griselda pointed her thumb outside, distracting Connor’s overstimulated eyes to show that she’d never put one up.
“You didn’t bring a tent?” Astreya hissed.
“Nuut,” Griselda said with an enduring smile.
“I don’t even see a horse,” Connor added, his eyes as confused as they were drinking the sight of her up. “How did you get this far south, alone on foot?”
“You didn’t bring a tent?” Astreya repeated as she pulled the large splinter out of Griselda’s skin, her hand applying salve on Griselda like it was in its own trance. “And just where do you plan on sleeping?”
“Thyr,” Griselda blurted out, then dropped right down onto her side and pulled Connor’s fur over herself, right between him and Astreya.
Griselda’s shoulders shuddered as she giggled quietly, with Astreya’s mouth opening and closing without words.
Connor had never been so woefully unprepared for a situation in his entire life. Astreya visibly deflated, looking around like she was searching for runes as she laid down in appalled silence.
As for Connor, while he was grateful that Griselda had inadvertently prevented him from breeding with Astreya that very night, doing it with another pair of tits was simply criminal.
And then Griselda reached up and grabbed Connor by a broad shoulder, pulling him so that everyone was lying down, fluffing the fur over him with more cackling as she turned around to put her back against his front.
Griselda’s sinister giggles didn’t stop until they morphed into snores.




Chapter 12

Connor was adrift in a warm nest of softness, his dreams consuming him in images of Astreya writhing and naked before him. Everything was so vivid, even the feel of the incredible breast in his hand.
He massaged and squeezed at it with the fervor of a man who had waited far too long, biting at Astreya’s neck while she giggled in an oddly deep voice.
Her tits seemed too small, too.
And then Connor woke up, spooning Griselda with her right breast in his hand and his morning readiness pressing against her backside.
Griselda was awake, snickering like a villain while Connor had been fondling her in the view of a livid and blushing Astreya—whose face betrayed an incalculable rage.
And arousal.
“Having fun, Bloodraider?” Astreya seethed through clenched teeth.
“Hehehehe. Jek,” Griselda quipped.
Astreya reached over and plucked Connor’s hand away by the thumb, dropped it at his side, then went into give Griselda’s breast—still warm from Connor’s hand—a twisting nipple pinch.
Griselda merely raised an amused eyebrow.
It had no effect.
Impossible.
That maneuver would’ve brought Connor to his knees.
Astreya let go of Griselda’s nipple with a visibly newfound respect, then rushed out of the tent. Connor got up immediately and went after her, leaving a laughing Griselda to dress by herself.
In the rush to get away from Griselda’s antics, neither of them had properly covered up. Uldric was still passed out.
“I swear she would’ve let you put it in just to enrage me,” Astreya groused, standing by the grimwolf’s remains with her arms crossed and body shivering. “Are they all like this?”
“I don’t usually talk to Bloodraiders,” Connor’s breath became a mist in front of his mouth, his torso still exposed, along with the other tent he was pitching. “But this one embodies their tribe as much as I’ve ever seen.”
“What’s she even doing down here? Someone should’ve been strong enough to win her hand by now.”
“I don’t know,” Connor put his hands on Astreya’s arms to warm her, turning to glare at his occupied tent. “But I’m going to find out what makes her so strong.”
Her breasts still bare, Griselda took out a little stringed pouch from inside her loincloth and dipped her finger into it, coating it in more black war paint that she spread across her face.
And she was staring right at him.
Astreya and Whitestrider refused to let Griselda ride with them, Griselda refused to ride with Uldric unless she got to control the horse—which everyone else refused.
That left Griselda to ride with Connor, who had to keep his focus on the forest now that his body was responding to her presence.
No predator dared approach them, as the stench of the slain grimwolf they cooked traveled with them, warning all that a danger was passing through the woods.
The days were blue, but never sunny. No rain, and with each night colder than the last, snuggling together became an increasing necessity—although Griselda never shivered nor showed any sign of discomfort.
Days were spent traveling, with stops only for eating and relieving oneself. Nobody wanted to be out there longer than needed, so they kept their stops short.
Griselda’s smell was starting to stick with him though, and an amused simper always remained on her face, despite her aloof silence at all other times.
The forest became increasingly rocky, with monolithic boulders protruding from the forest incline as they traveled deeper into Grynfeld than Connor had ever been.
Griselda remained notably tight lipped when her and Astreya weren’t dueling in some form or another, even when Uldric tried engaging her in conversation using her native tongue.
She’d also been a direct obstacle to Connor and Astreya’s alone time, always sleeping between them at night, using her wonderfully sculpted body as a tool of psychological warfare—though mercifully covered up.
Had Griselda dared to expose herself in front of him again, he would most certainly see how far she’d let him go if she kept playing at flirting.
Connor’s desire was no laughing matter, but he never anticipated just how difficult it was to travel with a beautiful woman—two in this case.
And her war paint never came off.
“Hansa,” Griselda broke the silence.
“What?” Connor said over his shoulder, having never hard that word before.
“Ha!” Uldric cackled. “I think she just called you a pretty man.”
“He’s not pretty,” Astreya said with a scoff. “He’s rugged and intimidating—though I suppose that’s the same thing to someone like her.”
Griselda pointed ahead at the first snow cap of the northern mountain pass, marking where Grynfeld ended and Frostengrund began, though their trip had taken them west.
“Gaetu ná thyr,” she said, putting her hands back to holding Connor’s sides.
“Is that where you want to go?” Connor responded. “No. Not with us. You leave with Uldric.”
“Aww…” Griselda pouted, wrapping her arms around his belly and resting her head against his back.
Connor stiffened, lest any sudden movements throw her off the horse.
“Get off him,” Astreya warned.
Griselda giggled deeply and returned her head and hands to a more conservative location, tracking the mountain top with the slow swiveling of her head.
“Not much further now, is it?” Uldric chimed in as a cool breeze swept over their heads. “Perhaps you two ought to go find a bush somewhere and sort out your differences. We’ll be parting ways soon.”
“Nuut,” Griselda interjected.
“What do you mean, no?” Uldric argued.
Griselda pat the bagged grimwolf head hanging from Thuundyr’s saddle. “Thra vuukyr fridda.”
“He can finish the skull on his own! They’re just bones!”
“Nuut!” Griselda blurted out with contempt.
Connor knew all too well the significance of a hunting trophy as rare and valuable as a grimwolf skull. It was a status symbol in the north, even more so among the Bloodraiders.
To the people of the furthest north, the slaying of a grimwolf was sacrosanct. Even Astreya’s face revealed her understanding despite her scowling at Griselda.
There was no way Connor was getting rid of the woman until her task was done and that skull was on his head.
He turned around to look at Griselda, her eyes urging him to honor the custom.
“Oh great, more of this barbarian foreplay?” Uldric chided.
“It’s not foreplay until I’ve touched her,” Connor looked away from her to frown at Uldric.
“You have touched her,” Astreya sassed.
“That doesn’t count. I was dreaming.”
“You didn’t let go when you woke up—in fact, I think you squeezed. Twice.”
“I had to be sure.”
“Vud tü gae vánae?” Griselda asked into Connor’s ear.
The sound of a sword being drawn captured everyone’s attention. Then the shouts of feral voices as ten men in black painted faces charged at them from behind a stone ridge with weapons in hand.
Bloodraiders.




Chapter 13

Just as Connor had the thought to make Thuundyr throw Griselda off his back, she smacked the horse on the rear and shouted while pointing at the forest.
He wasn’t even finished deciding if this was her trap, but the incoming Bloodraiders were wearing chain mail, plate, and carried axes along with shields.
Other than Griselda’s shoulder plates, none of them had anything beyond animal hides. His wooden javelins would be of little use, and if their assailants surrounded the horses, it’d be over for them.
His only options were to either engage them on foot from a disadvantaged position, or run—as Griselda had been gesturing at.
Even if the four of them could somehow overcome ten Bloodraiders wearing superior equipment, the odds they’d all survive—let alone unharmed—were extremely low.
It simply wasn’t worth it. On a snap decision; Connor turned his horse and pulled on the reins, choosing to take his chances in the wilds instead.
“Ride!” he shouted.
When Thuundyr ran, so did Whitestrider. Uldric was right on them, the horses trampling over the low arches of increasingly large roots.
The wind whistled past Connor’s ear with the cold nipping at his earlobes while the Bloodraiders raged and shouted after them.
They raced past tree after tree, whose shapes grew increasingly more curved and unusual, as opposed to the upright trees of lower Grynfeld.
Light blue joined with the pale green of the landscape, changing the hue to more closely resonate with the pale glow of Frostengrund to the north.
They galloped until the yells of the Bloodraiders faded far behind, caring not for which way they went so long as it was further from them.
The horses ran until their stamina was expended, then came to stomping, neighing stops in an area where the trees had suddenly straightened with endless evergreens.
“Whoa! Calm down, Thuundyr!” Connor hollered to his startling mount.
“What’s the matter, Whitestrider?” Astreya voiced as she struggled to stay on her horse, which kept rising onto its hind legs.
Uldric bailed completely, diving off his horse and scrambling away before it took off into the forest. Griselda held onto Connor tightly until Thuundyr calmed, then swung her leg over to jump off shortly before he did.
Connor drew his sword to stalk toward Griselda, who drew hers in turn to point at him. They stood at the ready, with neither making the first move as Astreya rode around to bring Whitestrider behind the female Bloodraider.
“Easy, now,” Uldric said with his hands raised defensively, creeping closer to get between Connor and Griselda. “For one, I just lost my horse. For another, we don’t know that those were her men.”
Connor and Griselda continued locking eyes, their swords aimed with menace as the chaos of battle clamored from the thin rope their alliance was standing on.
Although he was angry and wanted to someone to blame, he couldn’t make a credible connection between Griselda and the Bloodraiders they just encountered.
Their kind were not a kingdom, but a collection of loosely affiliated tribes, many of which warred with each other.
“Connor?” Astreya spoke. “Not that I’m defending her, but I don’t feel this was her doing.”
He knew better, and he knew her ways enough to make the same conclusion. And the look in Griselda’s eyes didn’t show an unhinged fervor for battle.
She didn’t want this fight.
As even Astreya vouched for their guest, Connor re-sheathed his sword with an irritated grumble and went back to soothe Thuundyr with the reassuring petting of his neck.
Griselda sighed to the sky and put her sword away right after.
“By the First Father’s dick drippings, we’re alive,” Uldric breathed in relief. “I’ll be glad to find this Witch and be on my way, but I’m going to need another ride.”
“Connor… do you see that?” Astreya squinted at a grove in the distance, with many mossy boulders strewn throughout—like they’d been placed there in the distant past.
“Remain on guard,” Connor warned as he looked up and all around at the trees. “They may be watching.”
“And who is they?” asked Uldric.
“The people we came to see…” Astreya breathed as she got down from her horse.
She caught up to Connor to step into the grove with him. The ground was a bumpy green flat with minimal incline on the north side, where the highest boulders stood overlooking a circle of smaller ones.
Hand carvings of images, shapes, and symbols were etched into the lesser stones, each one a story unto itself. The birds sounded more distant, with the air being the stillest and quietest it had ever been.
There were no critters or creatures, nor the the sound of anyone walking in their midst. Toward the west the trees seemed to bend toward each other, with the forest floor being so dark as to look like night the deeper you went in.
That was a darkness Connor felt would swallow him were he to venture there uninvited. His eyes stared wide at a raised circle in the center, with a topping of mossy turf and a shape made of stone.
Yew trees surrounded the area, going far back toward the north and west as far as the eye could see.
“There it is,” Connor spoke.
“It’s a rune!” Astreya gushed as she went to it, crouching down to trace the shape the stone had formed: a line connecting opposite ends of two small diagonal ones. “A symbol of protection. We found it…”
“Hope,” Connor said, catching Astreya’s eye with a warming smile.
“Somebody had a lot of free time,” Uldric remarked as he stepped around to glance at the various stone etchings.
“Stük,” Griselda implored, walking next to Connor to squeeze his bicep and lean close to him with eyes of warning. “Thünyr en la god thyr.”
With one hand touching Connor’s arm, Griselda used the other to point at a little orange fox with a white underside and a black symbol on its back.
It was another rune.
A straight line with a sharp downward slant at one end.
“Water,” Astreya realized. “That rune means water.”
“We must follow the fox,” said Connor.
The animal turned around and ran off toward the dark part of the woods, but kept around it while wiggling its fluffy tail, heading downhill.
Then the sound of trickling water came, filling some of the silence of the forest. Connor exchanged a conservatively astonished look with Griselda, and then he looked down at her hand until she released him.
“Thuundyr will take you to the end of Grynfeld,” he said to her, making sure Uldric heard him. “Keep the tent. Go meet your Witch.”
“That’s it then?” asked Uldric as he went over to join Connor and Griselda while Astreya traced stone carvings with her fingertips. “You came all this way just to look at some rocks?”
“Thuundyr will throw you off if you try to take him beyond, so get off before you reach the snow. Farewell, Uldric,” Connor said with a grin while looking at Griselda. “I would have liked to see what you can do. Take the skull. It deserves to be finished.”
Connor nodded at Griselda—who looked tense and frustrated—and then walked toward Astreya, who had excitement written on her face.
“Are you ready?” he asked, looking at her face with the scent of success rousing his spirit.
“To the water!” Astreya affirmed.
As Connor took the first step with Astreya at his side, another pair of boots marched on his other side. Griselda was following him, holding Thuundyr’s reins to bring him along for the trip.
“Excuse me?” Astreya said, leaning her head sideways to see around Connor. “Excuse me, Frostengrund is that way.”
Griselda ignored her, while a confounded Uldric gestured both to the north and at the rest of them.
“Oi, Bloodraider!” Uldric shouted. “You’re supposed to be helping me!”
Connor glanced at the war painted woman with a head shaking chuckle. “Griselda, I don’t think—“
“Shh!” she shushed, fixing some out-of-place hairs on his fur pelt before tapping his arm and gesturing for him to lead the way.
The Bloodraider had chosen to stay in the party, along with the King of Uderfeld. And although he didn’t admit aloud, Connor found that he was enjoying their odd company.
And from the simper Astreya was wearing, she was too.
“This is utter shite,” Uldric blurted out before jogging to catch up with the others, looking back over his shoulder at the snow peaks. “Damned barbarians and their bones, it’s not like I have anywhere to be!”




Chapter 14

The fox led them around the darkness of the deep forest where the light still reached the ground, slicing through the canopy like a veil of shadow.
Connor followed the sound of water to a wide, shallow creek. Were they to tread it, they would’ve only been immersed up to the ankles, but it the distance across to a sharp stone bank was a full twenty paces away.
It was hidden in such a way that there was no way to wander to it unless one were looking for it deliberately.
Following the path of the fox, Connor had to come upon its edge to where the ground crested as a trick of the eye, making it seem like it rose from the ground as one came to it.
Brown caps and white caps had sprung all around the trees. Going upstream, the fox would occasionally stop and look behind itself, yipping and calling before sprinting off again.
It never got far enough away to lose it, but never close enough to touch—which Astreya couldn’t stop doing to everything.
“This grass is soft like wool,” she said, crouching down to touch the green bristles with light fingers.
“We should not be here,” Uldric cringed. “This place has an old feeling about it. Like I could stick my tongue out and taste the flavor of magic.”
“It’s the caps,” Connor warned. “Don’t eat any of them.”
“What would they do?”
“Poison.”
Astreya let go of a cap she was touching, snapping it clean off with a clumsy pinch before she stood up quickly. “I hope the water isn’t poison, too.”
“It looks clean to me,” Connor confirmed before pointing ahead. “Look.”
The creek cut through a deep chasm of boulders and soil, with grassed platforms on either side, with trees growing sideways out of the spaces between the moss and stone.
Their light green leaves dangled in the way of the misted light coming from above. Beyond that, Connor could not see. The fox ran up to its entrance and darted off into the mist, vanishing from sight beyond the curtain of fog.
There was no other way in or around that didn’t involve hiking for days. This was the quickest and only way in.
“Move carefully along the sides,” Connor advised as they came up to the mouth of the chasm. “Keep close.”
Astreya moved next to Connor and took his hand, scouting around to see for any sign of movement in the trees. The pungent odor of the mushrooms faded as a refreshing burst of brisk air flowed out from the chasm.
Griselda reached for her sword, but Connor quickly shot out his other hand to grip hers just as she grabbed its handle.
“No,” Connor shook his head before sweeping the high ground with his eyes, then let go of her hand gently in the hopes of his point being made.
Although it had been there for most of their trip, the feeling that he was being watched lingered at the edges of his consciousness.
He hadn’t realized how long he’d been feeling it until the sensation magnified tenfold at the entrance to mystery. The last thing Connor wanted was to provoke something he couldn’t see.
Weapons wouldn’t be drawn unless a threat revealed itself.
Griselda squeezed her lips together with a skeptical frown, but she obliged, handing Thuundyr’s reins to Uldric in order to remain in the shadow of Connor’s stride.
Whitestrider followed freely behind, trailing Astreya on the flank without nudging her. Connor got to the threshold, and saw more drawings etched all inside the chasm.
Each one was varied, with countless spiral patterns and depictions of animals detailing each one. They’d certainly arrived.
Connor used his foot to probe around for slippery spots, planting his boot when it found purchase.
Wide enough to fit them all, Connor moved to the outside edge and then took Astreya by the waist, holding her to him so that she could step ahead and go first.
To say he didn’t enjoy every second of touching her would’ve been a boldfaced lie.
Uldric went to the other side with the horses, and Griselda watched the back after Connor.
The eerie quiet gave way to the tweeting of birds somewhere out of sight, then a larger bird giving a chirping chest call.
Connor descended into a state of unwavering focus, trying to pick up every sound he could in an attempt to discern both distance and direction.
“How about instead of sneaking around, we get nice and loud,” Uldric said in a loud, harsh whisper. “That way if anything is going to jump out, we’re close enough to make a run for it!”
“Shh!” Griselda shushed, making the gesture of slitting her throat while glaring at him with murderous eyes, then hopped to the other side and got ahead of Uldric, putting herself directly across from Astreya—who she smirked at.
Not to be outdone, Astreya moved faster ahead, her boot slipping on a bit of wet rock, grinding away a mound of little pebbles and dirt underfoot as she slid to a sideways stop.
Astreya suddenly stopped and looked up into the increasing density of trees, her hands very still.
“Connor?” she said.
He looked as soon as she froze, seeing a crouched figure on a large branch above them. A woman. Her body was concealed in silhouette, her slender profile covered in form fitting brown leatherwork.
Her long hair was a ponytail of kinked red braids, her face painted in blue from nose to noggin. She didn’t move even after being noticed, following them with only her piercing stare.
Uldric lifted his hand and waved with wiggly fingers. “Um, hello there?”
There were others.
Suddenly, Connor noticed at least six more of them hiding in the trees, appearing like a stone emerging through fog. All of them had on the same war paint.
It was too late to turn back, and Connor couldn’t run after coming so far, thus he continued moving forward, with watchful eyes facing above.
They came to the end of the chasm, where it began to open up into a stepped creek coming from a stronger source beyond.
But that was as far as they got.
The water suddenly began to flow with more force than before, rising from their ankles to halfway up their shins.
“Get to the side, quickly!” Connor shouted as he pulled his foot out of sunken mud with a squelching thud.
Another bird call—it was coming from the people in the trees. The people began dropping from the trees, standing at the shores of the creek with blades drawn.
“En nuut fridda!” Griselda drew her sword and shield as they were blocked off.
Connor stepped forward, brandishing Grimgyr from his back and holding it over his head. “I am Connor Huntsson, son of Grimgyr, and I have come for knowledge!”
An object splashed into the water ahead of them.
The creek maintained its risen depth as another rush of water stopped Connor and the others from proceeding, forcing them to cover their faces.
Connor swept his shield out to banish the water from his sight before planting his spear in the ground in front of him, rooting his footing.
The woman with red ponytail braids had just landed in the water and was rising to her feet, turning around to glare with eyes that had seen death.
She bared her teeth and swayed her head like a thought had just carried her away somewhere, and then the hatred within her hazel eyes fixed itself on somebody in their group.
The woman drew her sword and hunched her posture forward, then charged full-sprint directly at Griselda.




Chapter 15

Griselda braced herself with a foot planted back as the blue-faced warrior came in with neither shield nor spear.
While Connor and the others had found themselves severely slowed by the rising creek and deepening mud, the red haired woman ran through it with no difficulty, with each splash of her steps spraying directly behind her.
Connor started to charge in, causing the woman to skid to a halt as all the other villagers drew their swords and pointed them at him, Astreya, and Uldric.
“What is this?” Astreya snarled as she drew her sword.
“Stay back,” the red-haired woman growled, aiming her sword at Connor before tipping it toward Griselda. “The rest of you may live, but the Bloodraider dies.”
“We have no quarrel with you,” Connor urged. “But I cannot let you kill her.”
“I know who you are, son of Grimgyr,” the woman said with conviction, never taking her eyes off Griselda. “Don’t interfere.”
Connor lowered his chin. “I have told you my name. Now tell me yours.”
“I am Revna. And if this Bloodraider’s life is to be saved, it will be by her own blade!”
She attacked with a vicious battle cry, swinging her sword directly overhead in a power strike that Griselda couldn’t avoid with boots rooted in the ground.
Griselda parried with her shield and lunged her blade forward at the same time, but Revna was quick.
As her blade rebounded from the shield, she moved into the momentum and spun on her back heel off to the side, narrowly missing Griselda’s stab.
She was open.
Revna continued to let her sword travel with the energy of her spin and bring it down again, but Griselda ducked down and swept at Revna’s legs with her shield.
An arc of water sprayed as its rounded edge skipped over the surface of the creek, amazing Connor as Revna jumped up and kicked off the shield to roll behind Griselda—who followed through with her swing to spin herself around, face the recovering Revna and clash blades for the first time.
Griselda managed to pull her feet free and pursue Revna, who used her mobility to dodge and duck her head, sometimes so narrowly that Connor thought she’d been struck.
The difference in strength, however, was quite clear. If Griselda landed a straight shot, she was going to go right through Revna’s defense.
“Shit!” Uldric blared as he struggled to hold on to an agitated Thuundyr’s reins. “Do we help, or stay back?”
“White or red?” Astreya shouted.
“Yes!”
A provoked Connor tried pulling his foot free, but the more strength he used, the more suction it gave. A light touch wasn’t working, thus he was done conserving himself.
“Mother of Mothers… Hraaah!” Connor roared.
He yanked his foot free so hard that his entire leg kicked forward, sending a spray of water at Griselda and Revna. Both women disengaged their blades and dove out of the way, acting as if the water would’ve hurt them.
Revna recovered into her stance first, flinging her hands free of excess wetness while Griselda touched her black face paint and widened her eyes in concern when some of it had washed off.
With some of her own war paint being splashed, Revna reached up and swiped the runny blue paint onto her fingers, quickly drawing a rune onto the flat of her blade.
“Yraah!” Revna screamed as she angled her blade down in front of her and stabbed it into the creek.
The water around Revna rippled toward her, and then she swung her sword upward, hitting nothing but the air in front of her.
The slash flicked a greater amount of water toward Griselda than any sword should’ve moved, forcing the Bloodraider behind her shield.
Revna took off running again, swiping at the water with her sword to send potent bursts of water splashing onto Griselda, soaking her thoroughly.
And Revna’s sword wasn’t drying; the water clung to the blade like the flames on a torch rather than drip off.
“Magic!” Astreya gasped.
“Aaahh!” Griselda howled in frustration as she pulled her legs out of the mud—with more effort than before—and dropped to one knee as the last of her black war paint washed down her face.
That was when Connor saw Griselda’s face for the first time, and his instinct to protect increased tenfold when he saw how beautiful she actually was. Such fury that she had, her silver eyes lighting up with the flames of her temper.
And then she howled to the sky and trodded through the creek to go at Revna, though her movements were significantly more sluggish.
She engaged Revna in an exchange of blades, using her shield to bash into an opening, but Revna kept dodging and rolling through the water like it was a hard floor.
And then Griselda went in for a killing blow with a heavy charge.
“Griselda, don’t!” Connor shouted.
He wasn’t going to make it in time. Griselda feinted, coming down with an overhead much like Revna, but then changed direction mid-swing and pirouetted to the side to transition into a side slash at Revna’s sword arm.
Connor expected to see the entire arm come clean off, but the blade stopped on Revna’s skin, the edge of the blade biting in for a shallow cut.
That should’ve dismembered her, but all that happened was a very angry Revna hooking Griselda’s blade with hers and flinging it aside, then kicked the shield out of the way in order to step into an overhead lunge.
Which Connor deflected with the flat of Grimgyr, knocking Revna’s sword out of the way before it could kill Griselda, who fell down to one knee behind him.
“Enough! If you want to fight someone, fight me!” he bellowed, pushing Revna back with one hand before sweeping his spear around to point at every other villager in warning. “I won’t kill you, but you will be disciplined!”
“Ná vuu keth nágu!” Griselda growled at Revna, then spat in the water to stand back up with her shield as a bludgeon.
Revna raised her blade with manic fury, to which Connor stepped in and caught the wrists of both women, then bashed sword and shield together to disarm both simultaneously.
“I said enough!”
Connor lifted the palm of judgment and smacked it right on Revna’s arse.
“Oww!” Revna glowered.
The smack was so loud that it could’ve been mistaken for a snapping branch, staggering her forward as she rubbed her butt with a look of utter shock.
The Bloodraider pointed a mocking finger and cackled. “Hahahaha—ahh!”
Griselda yelped as Connor delivered the same punishment to her bottom, causing her to launch into a series of short hops as she clutched her behind to contain the pain.
“If you need a remedial lesson, it will be on bare bottoms,” he warned.
That was when the other villagers standing sentry suddenly erupted into laughter, with several falling to their knees after the execution of Connor’s non-lethal solution.
Uldric collapsed to one knee and clutched at his gut, laughing like he was both amused and simply happy to be alive.
The water in the creek began to drop, returning to its original level down to their ankles. He looked ahead to find the creek’s source, but could only see evidence of a cave in the distance.
Revna’s eyes shifted around, her expression switching between confusion, rage, and amusement.
She looked at the other villagers, laughing nervously at them before abruptly scowling at Griselda, then she grabbed her hair and shook her head before snatching up her sword and running off into the forest.
“Let them pass,” said a gravelly voice.
An older man whose color had long left his skin, weathered and wrinkled, with gray hair and a straight beard with bushy whiskers emerged from the crowd.
Three stripes of blue war paint had been streaked from his forehead down to his chin, with some of it leeching into his beard.
He came in a long-sleeved green tabard with yellow stitching along the seams, resembling the braided knots of the stone engravings they’d found earlier.
Connor put himself between his party and these new people, his spear prominently at the ready as the elder came to the edge of the creek.
“Looks like their leader to me,” Uldric remarked.
“Are you the chieftain?” Connor asked the old man.
The elder nodded. “I am Caedeth, the watcher of these woods. You may stand down. No harm will come to your wife.”
“She’s not his wife,” Astreya groused, glancing sideways at
“Pity,” Caedeth replied with a finger twirling his beard. “Perhaps we can remedy that before you leave. Our village has many daughters. Maybe you could take some off our hands.”
Astreya stepped closer to Connor and frowned.
The other villagers chuckled, then began to sheath their swords as they made their way deeper into the forest.
Caedeth remained there, reaching out with an inviting palm.
“Come, son of Grimgyr. It is time for you to receive your inheritance.”




Chapter 16

“You’ll have to forgive Revna, her heart is blackened where Bloodraiders are concerned,” Caedeth said with a benign wave, his back turned to Connor and the others as they hiked up around a cave where the creek began.
“Hers wouldn’t be the first,” Astreya commented.
“Hmph!” Griselda voiced, her face smeared with the remnants of washed off war paint, with only the driest bits still caked on.
The ground inclined with its roots barely concealed beneath the plush green, taking them uphill as the cave system vanished into moss and grass.
“I’m even more lost than I was when we ran after a fox,” Uldric grumbled. “How are you known to these people, Huntsson?”
Connor and Astreya met each other’s eyes, then Astreya glanced at Griselda. He’d only just learned of his true heritage, and now outsiders with hidden knowledge were aware of both him and his father.
He didn’t want to expose what he was to a Bloodraider, let alone the King of Uderfeld, but he could hide no longer.
“My father knew these people,” Connor said simply.
“And who is your father to have given you that spear?”
Caedeth chuckled. “Who might you be, southerner?”
“I am Uldric. King of Uderfeld.”
The chieftain stopped walking with a stiffened posture, turning around with galvanized eyes while the other villagers continued on.
“King Uldric…” Caedeth murmured, looking sternly at Connor and Astreya. “This is a distressing revelation.”
“And this is either a vile joke or a golden opportunity,” Uldric drawled. “I was looking for a Witch, and instead I find people with magic!”
“Our ways are not for the whims and wishes of the uninitiated; I must insist that you leave—and never bring your people to these woods again.”
“That’s not going to work out, boyo,” Uldric replied to the much older man while pointing at Connor. “This man has made a solemn vow to help me, and you won’t have your precious forest to hide in if I don’t find that Witch.”
Caedeth looked straight at Uldric. “And what misfortune falls upon the King of Uderfeld that he would seek aid in the north?”
“Men from beyond the sea. A beast that gobbles every kingdom it finds, and it will eat Alvaheim. I need to let them know that I’m not dead in a ditch.”
“Your people can read the runes,” Astreya began. “Haven’t you foreseen this?”
“You’ve been educated, young woman,” Caedeth greeted with a nod. “By whom, I wonder?”
“I am Astreya of the Glen. My father is chief, and Grimgyr is my teacher.”
Caedeth looked skeptically at Connor and Astreya, sparing only a brief glance at Griselda—who was giving Connor a sidelong stare before turning back around.
They stood under the branches of a large willow tree, where various sticks had been bundled and rigged together to make shapes and symbols.
Everyone looked up when the chieftain turned up his nose to see them, closing his eyes in contemplation while his bushy eyebrows furrowed.
“You bring the levers of power with you, Connor Huntsson,” Caedeth spoke. “Have you truly come to learn, or to conquer?”
“Conquest holds little appeal to me,” Connor replied. “My concerns are much… smaller.”
“A King of Uderfeld, a Bloodraider of great prowess, a princess of the forest, and the son of Grimgyr with the spear,” Caedeth shook his head. “I fear we are caught up in a wheel that will turn regardless of our will, and we must play our part.
“We will send an envoy of the forest to alert the south, but we must move quickly—and strengthen the blood of man with divine lineage.”
Connor kept his face forward, but caught a glimpse of Astreya, who was already looking at him. They continued walking.
“You’ll give me a horse then?” Uldric shouted from the back.
“A horse is too slow. We will send word by wing.”
“The most important message of my reign is left in the hands of a birdbrain. Well, doesn’t that just tickle me pink? Wait, a minute—why should I have to go all the way to fucking Frostengrund? You can just let me talk to your Witch!”
“Our Witch has fallen ill and can no longer speak,” Caedeth spoke with reverence. “Her apprentice acts as Seeress, but she is not a full Witch yet.”
“What?” Uldric questioned in loud exasperation. “The one person who can get me the help I need, and I have to freeze to meet her?”
“Can I meet the Seeress?” Astreya asked with piqued interest.
“Why? Do you want to become one?” Caedeth asked with a grin over his shoulder.
“No, I want to become an Invoker—just like Connor.”
Caedeth stopped again. “So that is why you’ve come. You seek to bind the runes, but such a thing cannot be done by mortals.”
Astreya raced up the hill to stand in front of Caedeth with frowning distrust. “Your village has done it. Teach it to me.”
“What we have are shadows of the real thing. To become an Invoker, you would need to defeat a being of great power.”
“Heh. Ná vuu,” Griselda quipped.
“No, you won’t,” Astreya said with a roll of her eyes.
Connor raised an eyebrow. “You understood her?”
“I felt it in her tone,” Astreya shook her head and put her hands on her hips to address Caedeth. “I don’t understand. I saw what Revna did.”
“That is Runecasting, not Invoking,” the aging chieftain responded. “What we do requires the blood of a divine spirit; our war paint.”
Connor realized Griselda’s secret. She’d lost strength when Revna forcibly washed her war paint off, but at the time he’d assumed she’d fatigued.
And given how hard she worked to keep it on, the answer was clear.
Griselda had either slain a divine being, or she knew one.
Connor turned to look at Griselda with a knowing gaze, who simply watched his eyes until he turned back around.
Damn.
Staring at that woman’s uncovered face for too long was a problem. She was frustratingly beautiful.
As if Astreya wasn’t enough trouble.
“Tell me who I must defeat,” Connor demanded. “And I will bind these runes.”
“Not runes. Rune,” Caedeth corrected. “Held by a forest god who cannot be seen with the naked eye. One guardian; one rune.”
“And where do I find the others?”
Caedeth chuckled as they came to the top of the hill, greeted by a lightly wooded field full of round houses. Their homes were built much like the ones in Connor’s village, but with roofs made from straw thatching instead of turf.
“All over Alvaheim,” the chieftain replied.
The highland hillfort was much lower than the one Connor and Astreya grew up in, but far wider in scope and size.
Connor watched the village defenders as they joined back up with their kin, with women weaving while their little girls played and running around.
Boulders the size of ten houses towered in a circular henge around all of it, each one featuring etching that spanned across their inward facing sides.
“Do you see now why I asked you about conquest?” Caedeth asked as he rotated to look at Connor and Astreya. “To bind all the runes, you would have to sweep across our realm and confront each one.
“From the frozen wastes of Frostengrund, to the colorful caps of Hillenhaugr, all the way down to the endless forest of Wudryn—from which no one has ever returned.”
Astreya’s lips parted, her eyes brimming with both excitement and sullenness at the adventure and tribulation facing them.
Connor clenched his jaw. “Damn it all. I can’t succeed with just one rune, I need them all.”
“It’d be a fool’s errand to go chasing after old spirits,” Uldric ranted, looking at Connor with shrewd inquisition. “That’s a special spear, isn’t it? I knew there was something odd about it. You intend to use it to kill these beasties, aren’t you?”
Griselda crossed her arms, cocked her hips to one side, and stared expectantly.
“It is a potent weapon, yes,” Connor replied succinctly.
“And you intend to use it for what, exactly? No, I don’t like this,” Uldric drew his sword. “I don’t care how big you are. Either you tell me what you’re planning with all this rune business, or we can do this right now!”
Connor stared down Uldric’s blade; their eyes meeting in a glaring contest as one tried to pry information the other didn’t want to give. How does one tell a man their father is a god?
“You know I can kill you,” Connor stated, his hands kept at his sides.
“Aye,” Uldric grinned. “But I took you to be an honorable man. If I’m wrong, and Alvaheim be your true goal, then slaying Uderfeld’s king would be a good start, now wouldn’t it?”
Connor didn’t move, but neither did Uldric.
“It’s for his family!” Astreya blurted out, moving between Conner and Uldric.
“You’re going to have to do better than that, lass,” Uldric growled, keeping his sword raised.
Astreya stepped closer to the tip of the sword with a defiant glare, forcing Uldric to step back in order to avoid cutting her accidentally.
“If you want to know the reason,” Astreya grabbed Uldric’s sword by the blade and pointed it at her womb. “You’re looking right at it.”
The king’s eyes widened with realization, his eyebrows cocked upward as Astreya squeezed his sword hard enough to bleed.
It was the first time she had ever voiced the unspoken.
“Stük et!” Griselda shouted as she came from the side and squeezed Astreya’s wrist, forcing her fingers to unclench from the blade before she batted it away.
Uldric lowered his sword and stepped back, a look of grim resignation on his face as Griselda tore a strap off her clothes to wrap around Astreya’s hand with a begrudging growl of frustration.
“I should’ve seen it. You do want the whole world…” Uldric spoke. “It just happened to be riding on a white mare.”
Griselda didn’t look anyone in the eye, finishing her first aid before storming off to stand a few paces away, overlooking the village with arms crossed.
Astreya turned around to grin at Griselda’s back, then looked up at Connor, reaching for his hand.
“I am with you, Connor Huntsson,” she said, rubbing the top of his hand while smiling warmly. “No matter where we have to go.”
Connor brought her hand to his lips, kissing her skin for the first time since childhood.
“All of this was for you,” he confessed, his eyes still but softened.
“I’ve always known you loved me, Connor,” Astreya said with a little smirk, swaying her head to the side so her blonde hair could fall down one shoulder as she looked up at him. “Don’t worry, I’ll help you get your girl.”
She winked.
The joy Connor felt from Astreya’s vow to be with him overrode every emotion. How he wanted to scoop her up and carry her away to a land of endless kisses, but they still had more to do.
And it was worth it, because she would be with him.
“Fine!” Uldric shouted as he re-sheathed his sword. “Have it your way, Huntsson, but you’re going to help me first!”
Connor bowed his head while smiling back at Astreya, happier than he’d ever been. “That I will, King of Uderfeld. That I will.”




Chapter 17

Connor was given space to make his tent on the outskirts of the village, within the light of their central bonfire.
Though they’d been invited to make camp closer, Connor insisted on his space. They insisted on him having a bigger tent.
It would be the first of many compromises.
Some of the women were already offering him gifts, with the clamoring of the entire village’s excitement driving the lighting of an early flame.
“Take this time to rest,” said Caedeth, standing outside of Connor’s newly gifted, small pavilion tent—which was tall enough to walk into rather than just crawl. “When you have stilled your mind, I will give you the next piece of what your father left behind.”
Connor set his pack down inside the tent while Astreya organized things of her own volition, going to the old chieftain with latent impatience.
“I don’t need to wait. I can face this guardian now,” Connor suggested.
Caedeth chuckled with an open-mouthed toothy grin. “Not as you are. You exert force where yielding is the answer. This being cannot be forced to appear.”
“And what does it want, a sacrifice?” Connor asked with the crossing of his flexing arms.
“Sight beyond sight. We will invite her presence with music and flame, but there is a flower that you will need to see the unseen.”
“I can get you a flower.”
“Not this flower,” Caedeth slowly shook his head, raising his palm. “It only grows in places where the spirit realm leaks into ours, making it difficult—and dangerous—to find.
“There is one among us, cursed with the gift of true sight, who can lead you to it, and you spanked her not two hours ago.”
“Revna…” Connor murmured. “She can see spirits?”
“And the dead,” Caedeth nodded. “But I cannot force her to speak to you.”
“Is there nothing I can say to her?”
Caedeth grumbled and began to pace around with his back hunched over, twiddling his beard with his hand, smudging more of his war paint through it. “Revna is a troubled soul who spends more time by herself than with others.”
“I assume the Bloodraiders played a part in that.”
“Mmm,” Caedeth grumbled with a nod. “But that is not my story to tell. Just know that she does not make friends easily, and it will take time for us to find the portalspore we need if she chooses not to help you.”
“Where can I find her?”
Caedeth seized up and clutched his chest, a dry cackle escaping him. “Revna would surely swing her sword at you were you to go knocking on her door. No, bring your spear to the fire tonight, and I will draw her out with my songs and stories of the world from the beginning of Mannaheim.”
Connor flinched. “How could you possibly know that?”
“You don’t know who your father is, do you? I suppose not, nobody even knows the names of the gods let alone their identities.
“But we have preserved the knowledge given to us by Grimgyr, who was there at the founding of this village. You see it all around you, written into the stones themselves.”
“You’re right, I never knew him truly…” Connor said with narrowing eyes and a deepened voice. “I don’t even know what kind of god he is.”
“He was born from the Mother of Mothers herself, and that is all I can say in confidence. The rest will be revealed when Revna is there to listen.”
Connor quickly checked into the tent behind him and saw Astreya napping peacefully, shutting it promptly to prevent the light from waking her.
When he turned back around to ask Caedeth another question, the old man had gone completely out of sight.
Connor sat crossed-legged in front of his tent while Astreya rested, looking out at the darkening sky as the village flickered with orange and red.
The bonfire had grown enough to equal the heights of the surrounding canopy, with village girls dancing and making merry around it.
Uldric had been speaking at length with Caedeth, whereas Griselda remained on the outskirts of the village, but never fully out of sight.
Connor had noted her working on the remainder of the grimwolf skull with a basin she’d acquired, soaking and boiling off the remaining flesh.
He lost sight of her when she went to look at one of the towering boulders, putting a house between them.
“Connor? Is that music?” Astreya stirred behind him.
“I’m here,” he said, getting up and letting the light in to the tent as he got in with her.
She stretched her arms over her head with a constricted groan, smiling with a long breath as her arms dropped.
“I hadn’t realized I’d fallen asleep,” she said with a yawn. “Where is Caedeth?”
“Uldric has him for now,” said Connor, putting his hand on Astreya’s shoulder. “They’re preparing the ritual. How much did you hear?”
“Something about Revna,” Astreya tapped the side of her head, like she was shaking her thoughts loose. “Is she going to fight Griselda again?”
“Not if I can stop it. We need Revna to lead us into the forest for a special flower.”
“You’ve made peace then?”
“That… I haven’t gotten that far yet. Caedeth has a plan to draw her out of hiding.”
“Hiding? Just how hard did you spank her?”
Connor grimaced. “I’m told she is an evasive spirit, one who avoids the company of others.”
Astreya’s stare rippled with sympathy. “Has something happened to her?”
“Nothing that the chieftain wanted to tell me about,” Connor said, looking out through the gap in the tent before taking Astreya’s forearm into his hands to look under her bandage.
“I can still swing a sword with it,” Astreya said, wincing slightly as Connor traced the side of a shallow cut into her palm.
“You didn’t have to do that,” he said, gently switching out her wrappings with a kit inside his satchel. “I would have handled him.”
“Better that he stop asking for a reason he understands, than beaten for a reason that he doesn’t,” Astreya responded, steeling her face as Connor mended her hand. “You needed to know, too.”
He flinched to a stop, looking up into her eyes, which were already watching his.
“Know what?” he asked, continuing to work on her.
“That we share the same cause.”
Astreya stared at him with eyes that would unmake his restraint were he to gaze too long. There it was: his joy staring him back in the face.
“You’ve never spoken of it before,” said Connor.
“Nor have you, though I suppose my father did do his best to discourage it.”
“I always thought you’d marry a future chieftain.”
“Then you’re an idiot, Connor Huntsson,” Astreya retorted from her chest.
Connor chuckled through his nose. “Perhaps. I seek to control powers I know little about.”
“That’s not why you’re an idiot; I’ve seen you strangle a bear until it ran away,” Astreya teased.
“It was only a little one.”
“It was twice your size!” Astreya shoved him playfully in the shoulder with her hand. “And you’re missing the point.”
“Tell me then,” Connor said with a grin.
“You’re an idiot for ever thinking you could ever. Live. Without me…”
She leaned closer, as did Connor without even knowing he’d done it. Her lips were moist and ripe for the taking, and her eyes were looking at his mouth.
He didn’t know how far he’d go. There was nobody around to stop them but themselves. Connor had already botched one kissing attempt; this time he swore he would get it right.
Oh, but then there was the issue of what would happen if he got her pregnant. Maybe he could just withdraw in time—assuming that’s where things were headed.
Yes and no wrestled together, with the battlements of Connor’s mind giving way to a torrent of tension that demanded release the closer their mouths became.
And then Griselda came barging into the tent with her silver eyes full of fury, holding the finished grimwolf skull in her hand with the bottom jaw removed.
“Get out, Griselda!” Astreya shouted as she pointed at the entrance. “Out!”
“No,” Griselda growled as she set the skull down on the ground, its snout pointing toward Connor while she glared at him from a kneeling position. “You are the son of a god. Connor Huntsson, give me your blood.”




Chapter 18

Griselda spoke fluently, her accent light and easy of tongue. Connor grabbed his spear and got to his feet quickly, stepping in front of Astreya just as Griselda rose to hers.
“All this time, you’ve known how to talk to us,” he snarled. “Outside. I don’t want to do this in front of her.”
“Outside, and then you will hear what I have to say,” Griselda said with adamant intensity, then turned around and walked flippantly out of the tent.
Astreya looked to Connor with wide-eyed worry, going for her own sword as he rushed out after Griselda. She was waiting outside, pacing back and forth while her face tracked him.
“Explain yourself, deceiver,” Connor demanded, keeping Grimgyr angled forward to defend if necessary.
“When was it said that I only spoke Drokán, hmm?” Griselda raised an eyebrow, turning her face to the side as she leaned forward with her hands on her hips. “And you are one to talk. This whole time I thought you were a man.”
“He is a man,” Astreya countered as she walked out of the tent with sword in hand.
“Ha!” Griselda pointed off to her left toward the village. “That is not what they are saying. Now, are you going to give me your blood or not?”
Connor tightened his hold on Grimgyr. “Why would I do that?”
“What do you want, tribute? A pact? Name your price, or do I have to get it out of you myself?” Griselda questioned, while moving her hand toward her sword.
“And what do you intend, to smear it on your face like that black blood?” he asked.
“Black blood?” Astreya looked as confused as Connor was feeling.
“Her war paint. It’s not just war paint. It gives her strength,” Connor surmised. “Where did you get it from?”
“From the neck of a monster who took my future, and I will see it returned,” Griselda looked down and touched her belly, then clenched that hand into a fist before dropping it to her side. “I have little left, and I cannot get more from here. I need yours.”
“You intend to bleed me for greater strength?” Connor raised an eyebrow.
“Or you can do it yourself,” Griselda let go of her sword handle.
“No,” Connor replied. “I don’t know what magics you would involve my blood in, and I do not part with it easily.”
“The blue paint,” Astreya said in airy realization. “They have blue paint. Why not use theirs?”
Griselda shook her head. “I need strength, not protection. Black is better.”
“My blood isn’t black, it flows red like any other man,” Connor stated definitely.
“I can mix it with what I have left, you—” Griselda let out a small growl of frustration and shouted at Astreya. “You should understand!”
Astreya tilted her head at Griselda, then returned her sword to her scabbard before clasping Connor by the hand.
“If all you want is to match the strength of a man, then no, I don’t understand,” Astreya said with an analytical eye at Griselda’s hardened countenance.
“A man’s strength, ha!” Griselda turned away. “I have beaten every one that has sought my hand with my own strength. It will take strength beyond men to win back my womb.”
Connor and Astreya both dropped their expressions and looked at each other.
“What?” Astreya voiced. “What did you just say?”
Griselda turned her head to glare bitterly at them.
“I must slay a great terror and bring back its heart.”
“And…” Astreya let go of Connor’s hand and walked closer to Griselda. “You can’t bear children until you do?”
The Bloodraider bared her teeth. “That is what I just said!”
Connor’s sympathy covered his heart like fresh maple around an apple, with Griselda’s every word sticking to it.
“Griselda,” he began. “Were you hunting the grimwolf to cut out its heart?”
“I was hunting it for sport,” Griselda groused. “It’s good practice.”
Connor took a moment to think while Astreya frowned, urging him with her eyes.
Honor was now in play.
Griselda could’ve tried sneaking into his tent to take both his blood and the spear. She could’ve been every bit as unscrupulous as it took to succeed in her cause.
But she not only finished the wolf skull, she maintained a warrior’s courtesy by asking him for what she wanted rather than taking it.
The people of the Glen did not take such things lightly.
Connor shared a knowing, understanding gaze with Astreya. He reached for her hand, and she took it with a quiet sigh of resignation.
“Griselda,” Connor said, in a deep voice but gentle voice. “I will not be pricked like a swine sacrifice, but I will give you my aid—if you accept it.”
The Bloodraider turned her torso to look plainly at him. “My tribe once hunted your kind. Why should a half-god raise his sword on a Bloodraider’s behalf?”
Connor straightened his posture to put his shoulders further back. “I’m not helping a Bloodraider, I’m helping a woman hold her child in her arms.”
Griselda fell silent, but Connor didn’t falter. He looked at her with tentative respect, having witnessed her quality both in combat and in craft.
The grimwolf skull looked amazing.
“It’s settled; we’re helping you,” Astreya declared with a smile aimed at Connor.
Griselda stared with no change in her expression until she was forced to blink several times to make up for it, looking from Connor, to Astreya, to the tent.
“You owe me a fight later,” she said, preening her wild white hair over her shoulders. “No war paint.”
“I will fight you anywhere, anytime,” Connor replied with a smirk.
“You may regret that you said that,” Griselda retorted, sauntering with swaying hips to the tent. “I’m going to speak with your woman now. Go away so we can talk about you behind your back.”
Astreya was already on the same page, heading toward the tent and touching Connor’s fingertips. “I’ll wait up for you—in case Revna takes a while.”
“Will you help her make her tent?” asked Connor, suspicious of the women.
“Ha!” Griselda cackled as she pushed the tent opening aside. “I’ve been sleeping better, so I am staying.”
Astreya halted right at the entrance of the tent “Um, Griselda? That’s not going to—“
“Shh!” Griselda pushed Astreya into the tent with a rough shove. “If I don’t, you will be with child by morning.”
“Within the hour,” Connor muttered to himself.
Astreya protested as Griselda entered. “Just because he can’t cum in me doesn’t mean he can’t—”
Connor had to walk away. He wasn’t even supposed to hear that. Damn it all. At this rate, he was going to have sex right through Griselda, if that’s what it took.
But before that, there was a red-haired warrior he needed to see.
Connor walked through the village to the sound of a roaring flame swaddled by the music of the villagers dancing around it. The giant rock towers flickered brightly as the bonfire exposed every mark, etching, and rune.
Caedeth talked with Uldric in front of the stone megalith furthest to the left, where pictures of arcane beings descending upon a tree within a circle had been depicted, with a spiral going around that—all the way up to the middle point of the boulder.
Uldric’s expression casual as Connor approached, his face less pale than when he was all but irrevocably drunk on honey wine.
From the looks of things, Caedeth hadn’t given details on his father, which spared him the headache of his reaction for the moment.
“Well, if it isn’t the barbarian prince,” said Uldric, holding onto the shoulder seam of his leather armor.
“I am ready,” Connor greeted, planting his spear as he came to stand an equal distance from both men.
“Connor Huntsson,” Caedeth responded. “I am surprised your young lady Astreya did not waylay you further.”
“We have Griselda to thank for that. She is with her now,” Connor grumbled.
“Ah, yes,” Caedeth grinned. “The Bloodraider—she is rather magnificent, if I do say so. If I were a younger man, I would have pursued her into the snow to catch but a gleam of her blade.”
“Aye,” Uldric gave a low, guttural grunt.
“I see she has gone into your tent,” Caedeth noted with mischievous fingers combing his scraggly beard. “Is she to be joining you in matrimony?”
Connor inhaled deeply through his nostrils. “I have agreed to aid her in her quest. For that, she has chosen to keep warm in my company.”
“The quest of a Bloodraider?” Uldric chimed. “Something like that can only end in death.”
“It will,” Connor confirmed. “So that life can begin anew.”
“Is hers a noble goal?” asked Caedeth.
“I can think of no nobler cause.”
“You sound smitten,” Uldric teased.
Connor raised an eyebrow at Caedeth, then checked over his shoulder one more time before leaning forward slightly, as did Caedeth and Uldric. “I confess some measure of admiration—as a warrior.”
“Heh heh heh. Bet she’d make a vicious litter, too,” Uldric chuckled, wagging an accusing finger at Connor.
“And on that matter, I have a favor to ask,” Caedeth interjected. “With each generation, our village bears more women than men. I believe this to be a sign that the Mothers of Mothers will soon awaken into a new Witch—one from my village.”
“Your Seeress?” asked Connor.
“Perhaps. Until a new Witch awakens, more and more women will be born. I am old, and I have no male heirs. No boy has been born to anyone in this village for many years. We will not survive another generation of this, and we will need men if we are to endure what is to come.”
“I cannot force your Witch to awaken,” Connor lowered his voice.
Caedeth’s eyes looked quickly at Uldric, then he nodded slowly to Connor. “The Mother of Mothers must be united with the First Father. Our Seeress is still young, and is strong enough to bear the attempt.”
“It is not a question of strength, Chieftain.”
“It is a question of faith,” Caedeth turned around to wave his arm at the stone behind him. “These records are but a piece of a greater treasure; an arrow pointing the way. A Witch is promised, and her divine children will spread across Alvaheim to reclaim what was lost.”
Connor immediately stepped in. “You said children.”
“Yes,” Caedeth croaked as his smile chipped some of his dried war paint away. “The unrealized must become realized, and the time is ripe to invite its unfolding. I believe that the Seeress—my daughter—will survive.”
“The Seeress is your daughter? Of course she is,” Uldric chortled. “And you’ll be needing to marry her off to secure your lineage.”
“Not just mine, but the knowledge this village possesses. Taken off this land, my daughter can bear a son,” Caedeth said with a meaningful glare. “Many sons.”
Connor thought it through. His father had taught him that the future is always changing, and that a single tree is never promised, only the forest itself.
Strands of fate left for others to pick up and weave, and if Connor could claim this future for his own, then he would surely uncover the power he needed to keep his family complete.
Except the family he was being asked to build was much larger than what he planned.
“Is this what it was like for you, Uldric?” Connor wondered, looking up at the smiling king.
“I wish! At least he asked you; I just came home one day and there was this irresistible little ginger with big tits sitting on my bed. I had no idea who she was!
“Then my father peeks in from the door behind me and says: ’Congratulations on your marriage, Uldric! Now don’t come out until she’s pregnant!’ And then he shut the door and locked us in for two days. I had to piss out the window.”
“And this happened thrice?”
“The second one was the gypsy whose head my wee landed on. Her storming in reminded my father to unlock the door—who mistook our begging and banging for the throes of pleasure—and then the third one happened because I got caught looking at the baboom-babooms on a market lady’s backside!
“As punishment for my straying eye, my queen tells me I have to keep every woman she catches me staring at, so then that happened.”
Connor stared at Uldric like he’d just caught the whiff of a vile flatulence. Caedeth chuckled to himself before straightening himself with his mouth open in an ‘O’ of surprise.
“Oh,” the chieftain voiced in surprise. “It seems my intended eavesdropper is early.”
Connor turned to look around and saw no one, and then a stirring in the trees alerted him to the presence of Revna, watching from the branches.
She was crouched carefully on the thickest part; her face covered in shadow were it not for the occasional lick of orange across her eyes, which stood out against the blue of her war paint.
“Revna!” Caedeth said with an ingratiating grin. “I am glad to see you. Come down from there and join us, and I will tell our guests the tale of how it all began.”
A half circle of villagers sat around the stone monoliths as Caedeth recited his tale, their backs to the bonfire as they all cast shadows upon their chieftain.
He traced a large engraving of a great circle surrounded by waves, with a great knot of interwoven curves around it. It was at the bottom of vertically intersecting lines wrapping around each other in increasingly larger helixes.
“In the First Spiral, at the beginning of Mannaheim, the Mother of Mothers gave life to the dreams of the First Father. These became the gods.
“Each of them could move and mould the world as they saw fit, pouring their powers into the land to create the first creatures.
“Though not of Mannaheim, the gods made their home here. And as immortal beings outside of the heavenlies, the gods required sustenance.
“The Mother of Mothers fed them apples, grown from the branches that formed her hair, which sustained and empowered them. They played, created, and destroyed as they saw fit, dividing the world among themselves.”
Caedeth moved beyond the drawings of waves and brushed his palm over stick figures of men with fleeing towering depictions of large snouted beasts.
“But when conflict occurred, man suffered. We were little more than weeds to them, to be cut away at the whims of indifferent children with great power.
“However, it was not arrogance that drove the callousness of the gods, but rather fear. Man was the first emergent being, born from the Mother of Mothers’ essence reaching into Mannaheim, making humanity both her children and her creation.
“Learning this, some gods embraced man. Others saw their indifference turn into hatred. The Mother of Mothers implored her children not to harm the humans, but to uplift them with knowledge and understanding.
“But her children would not listen. Acting out of a mother’s love, she refused to give her divine progeny any more of her fruit, which would render them weak and frail without her magic to sustain their power.
“This act led to the First Peace.”
Uldric stirred on his rock perch, his arms crossed as he made quiet grumbling sounds. “Never heard any of this before. First Spiral?”
“Yes,” Caedeth replied with a courteous nod. “We are in the Fourth Spiral now.”
“Fourth Spiral!” Uldric leaned forward. “Just how long has man been kicking around?”
“Since before history, as this chronicle was passed down by the gods themselves,” the chieftain continued, turning to gesture at drawings of men farming and raking fields.
“Motivated by their mother’s punishment, the gods sought to win back her favor by uplifting humanity as she wished. They became skilled in magics the gods could not use, and this only fanned the flames of fear and envy.
“For this magic was granted by the essence given to man by the Mother of Mothers, which the gods themselves lacked. Some argued, successfully, that the Mother of Mothers had abandoned them in favor of humanity.
“This caused the gods to rally against us, waging a bitter war that would sweep across Mannaheim: the Scourging of Man. The world had never been darker, with the culling destroying much of our history and culture.
“That was the end of the First Spiral.”
There were no drawings left on the first stone, which concluded the chieftain’s lore.
“That’s it?” Uldric questioned. “But what about the rest?”
Caedeth pointed to the next large stone tower. “I will continue with the story of the Second Spiral at tomorrow’s fire.”
The villagers rose from their seated perches to scatter into their homes, with Revna, who was crouched in the shadow of the stone monolith behind Caedeth, rose to her feet just as he signaled her.
“Revna, please stay a moment,” he requested. “This man has something he wishes to ask of you.”
Connor stayed where he was as Revna came out of the darkness, her head swaying and turning like she was trying to hear something.
“He keeps the company of monsters,” said Revna.
“And what of me?” asked Caedeth. “Did I not allow her to enter the village?”
Revna jerked her head quickly to stare at the chieftain like she’d been flogged, then averted her eyes to scowl behind herself.
“Let me kill her, and then I will help you,” Revna said, after turning back around to look into Connor’s eyes.
“Has she wronged you?” Connor inquired.
Revna looked away again, clutching a handful of dirt. He noticed that her hands were dirty and her nails kept short for better climbing.
But her fingers trembled with a constant bend, like she never fully relaxed them.
Like someone that had been squeezing a sword too hard for far too long.
“I won’t let her do it,” Revna shook her head while staring a hundred paces beyond Connor as she stood up fully. “I won’t.”
And then she walked away without another word, vanishing into the shade of the nearest canopy before she went around a house and disappeared.




Chapter 19

Connor got up early to sit in front of the stone etchings, gazing upon them with curious wonder on top of a boulder he’d found. One large enough for him to sit in a squat and lean on his knees.
He pondered their stories and hidden meanings, searching for the words he needed to talk to Astreya when she finally woke.
“Connor!” Griselda shouted from behind him.
He turned and saw the Bloodraider walking through the village, with all of them moving away from her as she strode past a vessel of water bubbling over a spit.
She held the grimwolf skull in her hand, with leather strappings to secure it around one’s head along with a neckline of white fur, which would meld perfectly with the darker fur on his back.
Connor waited for her to approach, his hands strategically resting atop his thighs. Her early morning face was well rested, with strands of her white hair draping over her silver eyes as the shadow of blue morning cast behind her.
Her armor was well fitted, and her face was still free of any warpaint. Taller than many of the villagers, she could look over their heads to keep her eyes on his.
“Griselda,” Connor greeted curtly.
“What is the matter with you?” she questioned with a frown, holding the skull trophy up as she came within melee range. “I spend all day making this and you do not wear it?”
“It is a great prize. I could not wear it without its maker present,” Connor responded.
First Griselda looked confused, then she looked annoyed, then she looked confused again, ending in exasperation. “If you wanted to make me happy, you should have been wearing it when you woke up.”
Griselda moved to Connor’s side while he watched her fit it snugly onto his head, fluffing out the fur and patting it down on his upper back.
Her hands slowed as the skull’s snout fell perfectly into place over his head, a brisk wind rustling the strands of fur as she finished adorning him with it.
Although he could not see himself, he knew he looked good in it, and the enjoyment he got out of wearing it felt absolutely tremendous.
“Does the result please you?” asked Connor, snapping her out of her distracted stare.
“You wear it well,” she said with a flare of envy before backing away. “You will need feathers on top to keep the fur dry in the snow. I will make knives from its claws and pikes from its legs. You will carry these in battle, yes?”
“You’ve made me a set of bone weapons?”
“Nothing wasted. You must honor me by striking fear in the hearts of our prey,” Griselda insisted, with one hand on her hip, glaring with expectation. “And you will look good doing it.”
Connor smiled, nodding to her in agreement before straightening his posture. “Thank you, Griselda, but you have earned part of the bounty. I will accept the big ones, but you keep the knives.”
“Ha!” she threw her head back, wonderfully whipping her hair around her head. “And ruin the whole thing? No, you keep them. Help me catch some meat instead.”
“Caedeth has offered us food.”
“Mmm. No,” Griselda shook her head, scowling at the villagers watching their interaction. “The bones must be blooded with a fresh kill, and then you will carry the grimwolf’s spirit. It will make you fierce.”
Connor tilted his head with fascination. “You find me docile?”
Griselda crossed her arms and looked away, sticking her tongue against the inside of her cheek. “Are you going to help me or not?”
“I will.”
“Good. Then finish reading your rocks and meet me by the tent.”
“Are all Bloodraider women this pushy?”
“When they are hungry? Yes.”
“Then I will endeavor to be far away when you are finally with child.”
“Ha! If we succeed, you will have to name my firstborn.”
Connor laughed to himself as he rose to his feet. “Perhaps I should name him Grimbone.”
Griselda scrunched her nose and looked up in thought. “I like it, but wait until he is born.”
They walked back up the same path she came from, going to the tent just as Astreya came rushing out.
“You—you look good…” she said, looking at the grimwolf he was wearing. “You never came back last night!”
“I needed to think, so I went for a walk. You were asleep when I returned,” Connor explained.
“What did the chieftain tell you?” Astreya asked hopefully while Griselda stepped around her to enter the tent.
Connor lifted and dropped his shoulders with a deep sigh. “He wants to match me with his daughter, in the hopes that she will awaken as a Witch and resurrect his declining village.”
“Oh…” Astreya blinked a few times before putting her weight on one leg. “Just one or… is he trying to pin half the village on you?”
Connor looked at Astreya with distressing concern. “Mother of Mothers, no. Just the Seeress, who he believes could be the key to unlocking the secrets of the runes.”
Her eyes lit up. “Well, if that’s all he wants… That’s our child she could be saving.”
The way Astreya spoke freely of their future soaked Connor’s spirit in gratification.
“You. Saving you. And wait, you’re not angry with me?”
Astreya folded her arms, squishing her breasts together as she looked off to the side. “I’m not happy about it… but if you promise that you won’t stop loving me, then I’ll… try to understand.”
“I haven’t said yes.”
Astreya closed her eyes and took a deep breath, then leaned her head back to allow the muted rays of the sun to brighten her face.
“But you should,” she said. “You’d be asking him to save our future while denying his.”
Connor stepped closer to Astreya and took her hands into his, leaning his head down to look more closely into her eyes.
“I love you, Astreya. That has never changed, and it never will,” Connor took her head beneath the cover of the wolf’s snout to pressed his forehead against hers. “I will accept her hand.”
“Ha! He does not back down from a grimwolf, why should another woman’s pussy scare him?” Griselda came out of the tent with her sword strapped to her waist and her shield on her back. “Well, what are you waiting for? Go get your bones!”
Connor chose where he wanted to hunt, decorated and armed with grimwolf bones, and his divine spear Grimgyr in his hand. He wore his bone pikes on either side of his waist like swords, their sharpened tips seated in a wrapped leather cone.
Astreya and Griselda had been given Connor’s wooden spears, a half bundle each.
They were almost out of sight of the village, going over the outside ridge of trees surrounding it, when the familiar voice of Uderfeld’s king called after them.
“Oi! Huntsson! Where do you think you’re going?”
For a man who could put down the drink like it was water, Uldric was surprisingly quick on his feet as he came up to them.
“I’m not leaving, Uldric. This is a hunt,” Connor said over his shoulder.
“Aye, but I’m not letting you out of my sight. There’s still something about you that’s been bothering me.”
“You will scare the food away,” Griselda chastised. “If you are going to come, then be quiet.”
Uldric almost tripped over himself, pointing at the Bloodraider. “She can talk—you can talk!”
“You already understood her before,” Astreya pointed out as they continued their hunt.
“Barely, and it’s not the same! Most of the time I was speaking Drokán I was drunk. Much gets lost in translation,” Uldric chuckled. “And that’s quite the cute accent you have. What else do you know how to say?”
“Try not to fall in love with my voice, Uderking,” Griselda spat. “Or I might crush your testicles with a word.”
Uldric sneered once, then continued talking to Connor’s back. “Everyone here seems to know who you are, but everyone hushes when they see me walking around.”
“Perhaps they are trying to teach you something,” Connor retorted.
“That they have,” Uldric said in a dark tone. “You might take me for a buffoon, but I am no fool. The name of Grimgyr is known to Uderfeld. He was a scribe that gave maps to the kings of Alvaheim… more than ten generations ago.”
Everyone stopped walking. Connor turned around to see Uldric grinning with his arms crossed. Astreya glanced between them, with Griselda standing on the slope leaning on her knee.
“And then I meet this northern man with a southern name whose mother is from Uderfeld—and whose father is also named Grimgyr, with a special spear to go with it.
“I thought it to be a coincidence at first—until I started paying attention. The Grimgyr of yore and your father are one and the same.”
Connor didn’t betray any emotions with his face.
“For that to be true,” he began. “I would have to be—“
“A god,” Uldric finished. “Or half-god, it seems. The very same lot who broke this world into nine pieces and nearly killed every man alive.”
Connor narrowed his eyes into firm slits. “I am not your enemy, Uldric.”
“Be that as it may, your constant mistrust is getting on my nerves.”
Connor turned around and continued walking. “And if I’d told you what I was, what would you have done?”
“Laughed in your face and called you a liar.”
“Then what is your quarrel?” Connor asked as he began kneeling in front of a flower growing from animal droppings.
“My quarrel is with pretenders! You think you can hide, disguising yourself as a common man—but the more you do, the more you’ll condemn those around you.”
Astreya stepped in. “Didn’t we find you pretending to be a commoner in a house full of drunkards?”
Uldric grumbled. “And therein lies the point.”
“There are droppings leading into the bushes. We should find some berries there,” Connor replied as he stood, debating no further, as there were games afoot.
“Along with the things that eat them,” Griselda added, licking her lips as Connor glanced over his shoulder at her in approval.
“So!” Uldric changed the subject. “Caedeth and I got to talking last night. Uderfeld is going to be taking some of these village cuties off his hands—and he’s got some for you, Huntsson.”
“Yes, I know. I’m marrying his daughter,” Connor replied.
Griselda stopped briefly, then kept walking while Uldric stomped over to catch up.
“You mean you’ve actually made up your mind? But what about your lovely lady?”
“It doesn’t change anything,” Astreya said curtly, with her head held high. “I’m still marrying him.”
Connor would never tire of hearing her say that.
“Oh, ho ho!” Uldric clapped his hands loudly before looking guilty and hunching forward in a quieter voice as birds fled. “Apologies—but that’s great news! Perhaps you’ll be better company after you’d had a squish or two.”
“Damn,” Connor stopped.
A wall of darkness lay ahead of them. The more colorful, brighter part of the land reached into a part of the woods, where no light touched the forest floor.
Instead, a colorless darkness where only the shapes of things could be made out, not their details—not even in the light of day.  Connor had followed the animal trail there, where it continued into the dark woods.
“We should go back,” Uldric warned. “They warned that this place is not for men to tread.”
“You will lose the trail,” said Griselda.
“Is there other game we can find?” asked Astreya.
“If we cross the creek,” Connor replied as he pointed at the dark. “The ones here would have run in there to hide.”
“There are four of us,” Griselda argued. “There is no beast so large that we cannot kill it.”
“There could be anything in there!” Uldric countered. “There could be poison snakes, evil spirits—you don’t know!”
“Snakes do not live this far north,” Griselda replied with a long stare into the darkness. “If there is a great terror here, we must slay it.”
Connor immediately understood, and he shared that knowing look with both Astreya and Griselda. For the Bloodraider to regain her fertility, she needed the heart of something terrible.
“We have to try,” said Astreya, mirroring Connor’s thoughts.
“Explanations. Give them,” Uldric demanded.
“The heart of a great terror is Griselda’s quest, and I will see it done,” Connor replied.
And then he saw the rune.
There was a tree that had been split by lightning, with part of its top having tilted and broken away into a slant, crossing through the main trunk with its damaged dangling.
“Nauthiz,” Connor uttered, pointing to it so that Astreya would also see. “I do not remember its meaning.”
“It means we need to bring the light of fire to banish the dark,” Astreya breathed with a nervous but excited smile at him. “It’s a sign that this must be done.”
“It will be,” Connor affirmed, nodding to Griselda, who returned his gaze with a somewhat softer one.
“Motherin’ sack of sod shit,” Uldric said with a resigned shrug as he drew his sword. “Alright, in we go…”




Chapter 20

There were no bushes. And little grass. The air was frigid and still, and without the light of the sun, the dark forest’s only living plants were the tall trees—each with large spaces between them, their canopies overlapping in such a way to appear as all black.
The sound seemed muted somehow. Lesser. Like they were swimming in a lake where only their voices were clear. There were no birds or critters, nor did Connor see any deer, elk, or boar.
He couldn’t even smell them. The light of the forest behind them had shrunk to a sliver, forcing Astreya to make a torch whose light never seemed to reach further than a few paces.
“I can’t see a damn thing!” Uldric complained. “We should go back. It’s starting to get dark on every side—I don’t know which way is north!”
Connor, Astreya, and Griselda all pointed in the same direction and said: “That way.”
“I was just testing you,” Uldric rasped.
A foreboding feeling crawled up Connor’s legs and reaching into his gut, wrenching his stomach into a clutch of discomfort.
“Something is getting closer,” he said, holding Grimgyr tightly in his hand.
Astreya held the torch up as high as she could, but it was of little benefit. Griselda assumed a crouching walk with her shield out in front, and Uldric held his sword in both hands.
And then a cold tempest rushed at them through the trees. Astreya turned around quickly, putting her back to the wind as the torch was nearly put out by the gust.
She gasped as the flames kissed her face from the sudden movement, though she wasn’t burned.
“We need to light more,” Connor realized, walking over to Griselda and taking a javelin from her back before snapping it over his knee.
He held the broken pieces bunched in one hand, holding them over Astreya’s flame to light both. He put his shield away to hold one and gave Uldric the other.
Reflective eyes like those of a fox opened in the dark, watching them quietly.
Then another pair. And another. Some high; some low.
They were all around, with quiet little laughs and insidious whispers. And as the little eyes began to flicker with red and yellow all around them, Connor could hear the skittering of little feet in the dark.
“Who goes there?” Connor called out forcefully. “Show yourself!”
Another cold gust, but this time from a different direction. Their torches barely sustained themselves on the tallow used to prolong their burn, and another wind would surely finish them.
Connor hurled his torch into the forest, causing the eyes around them to scatter as the flaming light reached them. Expecting to see their watchers revealed, all he saw were glow-worms on the ground.
“A trick of the eyes,” said Connor. “We need more light.”
“I’ll burn the whole damn forest down if I have to,” Uldric murmured.
A thousand little eyes opened all around them.
“Oh…” Uldric voiced. “Oh shit.”
“You fucking loudmouth!” Astreya hissed at Uldric before running to a tree looking for a low branch to light.
There simply wasn’t anything around to burn, and the lowest branches weren’t getting hot enough to light.
“Come at me!” Griselda growled as she rolled her shoulders and got into her stance to face the forest alongside Connor.
Connor watched the woods carefully as the eyes crept closer, then threw his torch into a cluster of them, revealing it to be another deception of perception.
But there was something out there, he was certain of it.
And they were running out of fire.
Astreya swung her sword as a finger of black reached out for her shoulder, striking nothing but a wisp of retreating darkness when she followed it up with a wave of her torch.
And the darkness was closing in on them, the forest getting smaller with each passing second. Another gust of wind, and Uldric’s torch went out, leaving only Astreya’s.
“Damn it, I can’t fight what I can’t see!” Connor raged as he stabbed his spear into the darkness as something moved in front of him, only for the eyes to scatter elsewhere.
“It’s not worth it! Let’s get out of here!” Uldric shouted.
“Not without my heart!” Griselda vociferated as she chucked a javelin into the forest, the attempt rewarded with more sinister whispers and mocking giggles.
Connor moved sideways to guard Griselda’s flank as Astreya moved behind them with Uldric, each one facing out with their backs to each other.
Then a large mass moved swiftly past them, heavy enough to knock Griselda off her feet as it collided with her shield. Connor stabbed his bone spike at its last known position, but hit nothing.
It came around behind, but Connor reacted quickly. With the perfect balance of Grimgyr rendering the move effortless, he came over his head and stabbed downward behind him, pin pointing something that yielded like stabbing straw.
It laughed as it vanished again, then Uldric went staggering forward as something scratched at his shoulder. Then another rush hit Astreya, causing her to bump against Connor’s back and drop her torch.
“If that light goes out, we’re done for!” Uldric shouted, swinging his sword wildly to get whatever to move back.
“Come out!” Griselda shouted.
“Astreya!” Connor shouted as he stabbed his spear forward. “Take the torch and go!”
“I’m not leaving you!” Astreya hissed as she counter-attacked with another sword swing.
“Fuck…” Griselda seethed as she could do little else but block. “Fuck!”
The Bloodraider’s anger was growing. Connor had seen this before. If her rage became too great, she would fly into a berserk trance that he didn’t have the time to spank out of her.
“Damn this spear!” Connor lunged Grimgyr to his left, covering Griselda as something bashed her shield. “How do I use its power?”
“My torch is going out!” Astreya shouted as she waved it at the vague shape of a rotting deer darting through the middle of the group, knocking Connor down to one knee.
An idea came to him, though its success wasn’t guaranteed.
“Griselda! Your war paint!” he shouted.
“I need it!” she shouted.
“Yes, you do, right now!”
The Bloodraider growled in frustration, then reached for her little pouch on her hip—but then the large creature in the shadows came charging at all of them.
It was too big for them to avoid. Connor stepped around and shoved everyone aside, stabbing his spear at the incoming pair of eyes.
His hit felt resistance, but ultimately pushed through a wall of air that burst into cold, sending everyone to the ground. Astreya dropped her torch, which had but the faintest embers as Griselda was knocked against Connor.
Her head slammed against his shield, stunning her as she dropped her pouch of black blood before falling onto her back. Connor covered it with his hand before it was too dark to see, watching as the remaining fire was snuffed out.
All he could do was imitate what he’d seen from Revna, and he could feel the cold fingers of malice crawling onto his back as Uldric howled in terror.
Astreya felt around in the dark, grabbing Connor’s wrist before he brought the pouch to her hand and squeezed its contents onto her fingers.
He took her black covered hand and dragged it to Grimgyr, exhausting the last of his ideas.
“Astreya!” he shouted as he slid the blade of Grimgyr between himself and her. “What’s the rune for fire?”
“Kenaz!” she yelled back.
Two short, slanted lines connected in the middle to form a wedge. In a hasty scramble, Connor guided Astreya to use her two wetted fingers and trace the rune for torch, fire, and light—directly onto the spear.
And then a fire as bright as the sun ignited around Grimgyr’s blade.




Chapter 21

Connor opened his eyes and saw a clear, night sky with more stars than he ever thought was possible. They danced across the abyss with long trails of blue, connecting to other stars to trace constellations.
Not a single wisp of cloud, nor any sound.
Alarmed, Connor quickly sprung into a crouched position in only his basic clothes and furs. His weapons, Astreya, Uldric, and Griselda were all gone.
The dark forest was gone, replaced by mountains so large he could discern their distance, and they were all ahead of him. The ground was a smooth, white stone, with countless black runes inscribed in circles and sigils all around him.
Great pillars of the same smooth rock formed a group of four behind him, with a fifth one being broken near the bottom, leaving a burned stump next to a pile of chalky fragments.
“Astreya!” Connor called out in the endless expanse.
No answer.
There was nowhere else to go but through a bumpy esker of uneven hills and divots leading toward the mountains.
Connor started to walk, looking for any clues to his location or escape as he looked at the innumerable runes marking the impossibly flat ground.
As he stepped onto the rough ground surrounding the smooth part, he saw two rows of sticks embedded upright in the ground for a long stretch into the mountains.
And then Connor saw them light up one after the other, left to right, all the way up the nearest mountain—ending at a great archway of sculpted stone statues that he hadn’t seen. It led into the mountain, like a massive man-made cave.
“What is this?” Connor groused with balled fists.
The pounding of drums thundered from it, and he knew that was where he needed to go. He took the long walk to the mountain, where the path became increasingly littered with old boat wrecks and broken shields.
There were no human remains, just tattered old armor and discarded weapons whose rust had long overtaken them. Connor picked up a spear that had been left behind, with half of its shaft broken off.
Damaged as it was, there was nothing more usable that he could find. He took it with him up to the mountain, coming under the archway where fifty men could stand on each other’s shoulders and not reach the top.
Each statue was a monument of battle, depicting great warriors with their shields and sigils proudly facing forward. A glorious pair of dark iron doors were at the end, with a flickering slit between them to hint at the merry gathering inside.
The drums—which never got louder the closer he came—gave way to raucous laughter and the sounds of drunken clamor coming from the other side of the door.
Connor came up to it, pulling on a large metal ring that was its latch, then banged it on the huge doors, the impact loosing sediment and dust from above.
The drums stopped, along with the laughing and the sliver of light coming from between the doors.
“The day I have both dreamed and dreaded has finally arrived,” said a familiar voice behind him.
“Father?” Connor turned around and saw Grimgyr standing there, his eyes covered by a black sash wrapped around his head, with the rest of his muscled body wrapped in fine red robes with golden embroideries going up and over his great shoulders.
And he had the divine spear.
“Where is Astreya? Where have you taken us?” Connor questioned as he walked toward his father.
“This is a place for the dead,” said Grimgyr. “Where I have gathered the heroes who fell against the wrath of the gods—to return when the Scorn of Man comes full circle.”
Connor dropped the wooden spear he was holding. “I died?”
“No. You are here because you have touched the essence left in this spear,” his father replied as he held Grimgyr forward. “I am what remains of your divine power, along with my own.”
“So you are not Grimgyr?”
“My power and my body are aspects of a whole. I am still very much your father, preserved from the moment I sealed our divine natures away.”
“It was a rune,” Connor spoke. “There was a darkness, we wrote the rune on the spear and then I was here.”
“Yes. Your body is not accustomed to such power flowing through it,” Grimgyr reached out and beckoned his son closer. “Come. I will teach you Runecasting.”
Connor went beside his father, taking his hand to lead him slowly toward the great opening in the mountain. “I saw a woman do it. She wrote the rune for water and it clung to her blade like oil and flame. I tried to use fire, but it was so much more powerful. Blinding.”
“Indeed,” Grimgyr said with a nod. “The blood is a conduit for magic, but its power is limited by the object on which it is painted.
“By writing the rune on the spear, the blood could draw out its magic without limit.  A lesser weapon would have shattered to manifest such a flame.”
“And if I’d done it on a common sword?”
“It would have gained its boon until the blood burned or washed away—or until the weapon is destroyed from the power unleashed. That will depend on how many runes, and what kind of blood you use.”
“This was black.”
“A carrier of destruction. It lends strength more readily than other paints, but should not be used on fragile things. Take care in how you use it.”
Connor grumbled, “I have no more black blood. What about blue?”
Grimgyr nodded again. “It unites power and strengthens the bonds between things. It will impart its effects with less violence than black, and thus is suited to lend you protection.
“But I must warn you: only common paints should be used for Runecasting on mortal flesh. The effects will be subtle—more of a prayer than invoking—but doing so with magical blood would quickly cause their lives to expire. Use it only as war paint so that the body is not overburdened.”
“And if I use the same rune more than once—or others with it?”
“It will call more power if the object can withstand it.”
They came to the mouth of the cave, overlooking the vast mountains as the constellations moved like titans watching from behind a great veil an untold distance above.
Connor was beheld by its majesty and scope, then shook himself out of his astonishment when Grimgyr clapped his shoulder.
“But know that using a symbol for water is different from writing the word. The runes will interact in ways you can’t always predict,” his father continued. “Words will become sentences, sentences become sigils, and the Mother of Mothers is made manifest.”
“Father… You were there, at the beginning.”
“Yes. I was. And I have much to do long before the end. Bind the runes and I will have more to teach you. Now, you must return and seek that which I have left for you to find. Black from brutal; blue from benevolent. Remember it well.”
Grimgyr held his spear out in front of Connor, waiting for him to take it.
Connor’s carefully clasped his fingers around the spear, the fervent voices returned from behind him—and then he woke up with a sitting gasp with the spear gripped in his hand.
And he was inside someone’s house, not in the dark forest.
He looked around, getting off the bed to check his surroundings as people clamored outside. Then he noticed the red-haired woman crouching in the shadows with her eyes watching him from the dark.
It was Revna.




Chapter 22

“What has happened? Where is everyone?” Connor questioned in a restrained tone.
Revna rose from her squatted position slowly, swaying her head to dodge a ray of light from the closed window as she moved closer in the shadows.
“I led them out. You would not wake, nor let go of your spear,” she said, her eyes looking at and through him.
Connor narrowed his eyes skeptically, planting his spear on the floor beside him, noticing how the blade showed no scorching or sign of heat ever having been applied to it.
All of the black blood had burned away, leaving no sign of its use either.
“You were there? Why?”
Revna looked away with a snarl, looking at her rack of swords, which were all in varying shapes of brittle decay, looking up at him with tranquil fury. “I wasn’t following you. I was following her.”
“Griselda…” Connor uttered. “If you wanted to kill her, you should have tried that in her sleep.”
“That is murder. I am a warrior.”
Connor inhaled through his nose and lifted his chin as he aimed his eyes down into hers. “I did not see you in the forest.”
“You would not have,” Revna drew her sword and then took it over to her rack, wrapping it around the top by the strap to keep it standing. “It was not beast that hunted you, but a spirit that wraps itself in shadows and pulls others into itself. You cannot see it, nor anyone once it has you.”
“But you can,” Connor said.
Revna held long eye contact with him, backing away once when he stepped forward.
“You should not have gone in there if you cannot see.”
“Why not let the forest take us? Why go in?”
Revna averted her gaze with a begrudging expression. “I saw what you did. I was going to take your spear when you fell, but your friends wouldn’t let me. So I helped you.”
“Then I appreciate your aid, such that it is. I will go now.”
She quickly stepped in Connor’s way as he went to the door. “No one goes into the dark forest. Why did you?”
Connor paused to search her eyes before he answered. “It was the message of the runes, for those with the eyes to see.”
“My eyes do see. They are open—and I would have them closed.”
“And you think my spear can help you?”
“No. The spear was to help me kill the Bloodraider.”
Connor chuckled. “Then what?”
Revna looked down, then backed away against the door, rattling the wood against its stone framing. “You fell into trance. No one else heard it, but I did. I heard Grimgyr talking.”
A sense of awe rose like a tide over Connor’s body, both curious and cautious. “You heard my father?”
“You can take me to him. He can teach me how to be rid of this curse,” Revna said as she lifted her hands in front of her face, her fingers curled inward like she wanted to claw her own eyes out.
“My father does not part with his secrets easily…” Connor considered. “But I will bring you to him, if you will help me find the portalspore.”
“I will help you,” Revna nodded, then abruptly opened her door and moved aside. “You should go. I told them I could revive you alone, and I have.”
Connor cocked his head back with a confused furrowing of his brow. “I woke up on my own.”
“Because I was staring at you.”
“You can’t say that it helped.”
“You can’t say that it didn’t.”
Awkward pause. Connor didn’t know what to say to that, so he didn’t. After cupping himself to make sure nothing was missing, he stepped out of Revna’s house and moved past without brushing against her accidentally.
“When can you join me?” he asked.
“Huntsson!” Griselda screamed from the other side of the village, her face seething with tempest.
“After you have dealt with her,” Revna blurted out before rushing back into her house and slamming the door shut.
The other villagers kept a good distance as Griselda came up to him and stood close.
“You burned it!” she shouted, taking out her small pouch and crushing it in her hands with a leather-straining stretch.
“There was no other choice. Strength of arms wasn’t working, so I used its magic.”
“Augh!” Griselda let out a growling groan, looking away with frustration before throwing her pouch to the ground. “Burning its blood calls it to you!”
Connor’s face contorted into a battle aroused glare. “Calls what to me?”
“Drokaga. The monster that bound my womb and carried me south! When it sees you instead of me, it will take this for a trap and attack this village.”
“And if I kill it?”
Griselda grabbed Connor by his fur and leaned closer. “You must not! If it dies before I have given it a heart, I will never bear a child. You would take everything from me.”
As the other villagers began murmuring amongst themselves, Connor balled his free hand into a fist. “How long until it finds us?”
Griselda shrugged. “It will come from the north. Three days to awaken. Three days to travel. Three days of rest. On the tenth day it will rise and find you.”
“Then I will keep you close so that it sees you and knows to come in peace,” Connor affirmed.
She shook her head. “It will have to give me more blood, which it will not grant without a fight. I need your spear.”
Connor didn’t like that. “You defeated it before, why do you need Grimgyr?”
“I did not defeat it. It was already wounded when I got there. It is stronger now.”
Connor immediately began walking, forcing Griselda to catch up with his march.
“Where are you going?” she asked.
“To prepare.”
“I told you I must be the one to fight.”
“I will issue my own challenge to it. If I win, it must return the strength of your womb to you.”
Griselda sped up. “A waste of time. It cannot do so without the heart.”
“Then our plan follows two paths. We will seek the power of the runes while searching for the heart you need. Your monster will meet whichever we claim first.”
Griselda frowned, but didn’t have anything else to say.
“Connor!” Astreya called out, coming from around a house with her boots dirtied all the way up to below her knee. She ran to him and gave him a hug as Griselda moved away, holding his face to look at him. “You’re alright—where’s your skull trophy?”
He hadn’t even realized it wasn’t on.
Revna’s door suddenly opened, and the skull came flying out. Griselda’s eyes flew into a panicked rage as she ran with arms out to catch it, narrowly hooking her finger on its eye socket.
Astreya held her hand out while watching Connor until Griselda shoved the skull into her hand and waited until it was put back on before she walked away to head up the hill toward the tent.
“Griselda’s monster will be here in ten days,” Connor explained.
“I know, she told me—in the handful of words that I could understand. Revna said you were in a trance. How did she restore you?”
“From a distance,” Connor quipped with a sidelong squint at her house. “She will help us find what we need, and I will help her.”
“Another one?” Astreya asked with skeptical indignation. “What could she possibly want?”
“To meet my father.”
“Oh… Well, I suppose that’s reasonable, considering who he is. But why now?”
Connor took Astreya’s hand and began walking with her. “Her gift troubles her, and she would ask my father’s help in removing it. She is… disturbed.”
Astreya blinked once, then turned her head to look at Revna’s house down the way. “We used magic, Connor… Real magic.”
“Yes we did,” Connor turned to look at Revna’s house as well with a resolute glare. “And we’ll need more war paint if we want to use it again.”




Chapter 23

“Ten days? No good,” Uldric groused. “I need to be getting back to Gildanfjord to rally who I can.”
“But what about the Witch?” asked Astreya, standing next to a seated Connor in their half circle around Connor’s tent.
Uldric shook his head. “There’s no point anymore. Even if she decreed that the Bloodraiders lend their swords, I’d have to trek across Frostengrund to find the other tribes personally.
“That could take weeks or months for all I know, assuming I even made it back! In that time, the Vaustians will have reinforced. No, my best chance is to appeal to Duunfield for aid. Stingy bastards.
“They’re on the right side of the river and can’t be reached by the sea, so they don’t care what happens anywhere else—I’m the one who has to defend Alvaheim’s only shores!”
“I cannot leave until I have done what I came here to do,” Connor spoke, sitting outside of his tent in a cross legged posture with his arms crossed and his chin low.
“And I’d be glad to help you do it, but I’m not a magician. Give me a bow and a nice quiver—or anything sharp—and I can hold my own just fine, but this is all beyond me.”
“You can remember letters, can you not?” Griselda asked, standing a short distance away on Connor’s left, overlooking the village.
“Of course I can,” Uldric grumbled. “And I’d be glad to have my men wielding flaming swords and tossing water around, but that war paint doesn’t exactly grow in a bush.”
“Black from brutal; blue from benevolent,” Connor recalled. “These woods are home to many spirits. We will slay the ones we must, to get the paint we need.”
“You cannot kill the forest god,” said Revna, who came up the hill crunching on an apple, tossing a spare fruit underhanded to Connor. “She sustains this land and gives us the blood.”
Rather than eat it himself, Connor offered the apple to Astreya, who took it, bit it, then threw it over to Griselda—who ignored that a chunk had been taken out of it as she sunk her teeth in.
Revna scowled briefly at Griselda, then turned her body to slim her profile in that direction while she spoke to Connor.
“I intend to get more blood from the evils of these woods, but the forest god is guarding the rune I need,” he replied. “I must defeat it within ten days, and be gone before Griselda’s beast arrives.”
“She brings death here…” Revna said with a glare at Griselda.
“If death is coming, then I will have a word with it when it arrives,” Connor replied while rising to his feet, giving the ground a tap with the bottom of his spear. “Where will you lead us first?”
Revna looked between all of them, her posture alert and ready to move with her torso leaned slightly forward at all times. “Portalspore. I know where to find it, but I won’t lead a Bloodraider to her.”
Connor walked forward, eliciting a subtle recoil from Revna as her eyes narrowed into the slits of a woman under threat. He stopped short of arm’s reach.
“No one in my company will slay your goddess. I want to bind the rune, not end her life,” Connor uttered.
“I will bring you. No one else.”
“And me,” Astreya added as she stepped toward Revna. “I want the same thing.”
Revna looked at Astreya for a curiously long while before responding. “No mortal can subdue her. I’ve tried. We all have.”
“Grimgyr is my teacher,” Astreya countered. “No woman is more prepared for this than me.”
Revna looked Astreya up and down, reacting with surprise when a blaring horn was blown somewhere outside the village. She ran off wordlessly as the other villagers began turning their heads in the direction of the commotion.
Caedeth came out of his tent near the middle of the village, moving with an urgency Connor had never seen from him before. And as Revna had also gone that way, Connor saw no better option than to go see what was going on.
He moved swiftly down the hill to reach the other side, following Caedeth toward the chasm until he saw the chieftain standing by the large willow tree as a female figure dressed in black robes approached.
Upon her head was crown of stag's antlers, and her eyes were covered by a veil of little bones dangling from thin black strips sewn into her tablet weave.
Raven feathers covered her shoulders and back, with a mantle of white wolf's fur beneath those. What could be seen of her face was painted white, with one black stripe coming down the left cheek like a tear.
In her right hand, she held a leather strapped metal staff with four bronze spiraled spikes at the top, using it like a walking stick. A personal hand drum was strapped to her side, and a fur satchel beside that.
Her white and blue tablet weave headdress covered much of her forehead and chalky gray hair, and her fingers were adorned in many rings, with a single claw strapped to her left index finger.
A Witch.
“The highlands of Grynfeld welcome you, Voice of the Mother,” Caedeth spoke with a courteous bow of his head. “If we’d known you were coming all the way from Frostengrund—”
“A Witch goes where is she is needed, now take me to yours. She will die tonight,” rasped the approaching crone in an accent similar to Griselda's, who then pointed her clawed finger at Connor. “And bring the half-god.”
Caedeth led Connor to the house where everyone was huddled outside, hoping to catch a glimpse of what the Bloodraider Witch was doing in the house where the dying one was bedridden.
The windows had been covered by small green rags, leaving only the audible crackling of a small fire and a moving shadow inside.
Uldric had the face of a man who had seen a ghost, staring at the house from across the way.
No one spoke to delay Connor as he was ushered inside by Caedeth, who stood sentry outside while Revna tried to peek in through the gaps in the windows.
Caedeth’s dying Witch laid in a bed made of sticks, with feathers above those and wool above that. She was not elderly, though her skin showed the wrinkles of time on her unpainted face, with hair both black and gray.
The Bloodraider Witch was pacing around the dying one with a rangle in her hand; four metal rings looped on a larger one that she rattled from a small hand wand.
“Sit,” the Witch commanded, gesturing briefly at one of the little wooden stools around the tiny burning hearth, which had a clay bowl of bubbling liquid in it. “There.”
Reticent, Connor did as he was bid, taking his perch at the dying Witch’s bedside while the other one went to the cowl. She sprinkled something like leaves in it, then picked it up bare-handed despite the smolders.
“What does a Witch want with me?” asked Connor.
She carried the bowl over and set it in his hands, filled with a pungent red slop. “Drink.”
“What is it?”
The Witch let out an airy growl, like death’s whisper in a cloud of smoke. “Get out.”
“What?”
“If you won’t drink, then get out.”
Connor looked into the sludge with a light cringe, then brought it to his lips and slurped it up.
It was disgusting.
“Hoo!” Connor exhaled, with one eye more open than the other. “What was that for?”
“For the pain,” the Witch replied, before she suddenly grabbed Connor’s wrist and dug her nails into it, causing his veins to protrude from her touch.
She stuck her claw sharply into his skin, pricking him hard enough to draw a bead of red blood. Connor felt nothing but a light pressure, his eyes immediately lighting with confused anger.
He pulled his wrist away with effortless strength, scowling at the old crone. “I don’t normally let people do that to me.”
The Witch pointed at the dying one’s open, croaking mouth, whose eyes were rolled up into her head. “Drip it onto her tongue. Quickly.”
Taking it on faith that the Witch’s strange ways had a purpose to them, he brought his wrist over and clenched his fist, forcing a bit of his blood to leak from the puncture before it clotted.
The ailing Witch inhaled sharply with an arching back, her eyes staring at the ceiling as her breathing seized. Connor moved away in alarm.
A sudden wind blew through the little drapes and put out the fire, cooling Connor’s skin as the retching Witch dropped back down onto the bed, dead.
The Witch leaned over her face, whispering in Drokán before closing her eyes with a light brush of her fingers before kissing her on the forehead.
She took out a small vial wrapped inside a leather pouch, then held it to the dead Witch’s cheeks as white liquid fell from her eyes.
“Tears of the Mother,” the Witch spoke as she filled her vial with it, corking it tightly before giving it to Connor. “Hide that.”
“What? She died after tasting my blood.”
“As would anyone who drinks divine blood. It upsets the Mother of Mothers,” the Witch replied as she took a seat next to him. “She was waiting for me to free her.”
“She died for this?” Connor said with grim disapproval.
The Witch took Connor by the chin with her hand, turning his face to check him left to right.
“Mmm,” she grumbled. “You are still a baby, but I suppose it can’t be helped. That is a special thing I gave you. Rare. Given by a Witch upon her death. It is passed to apprentice when she awakens.”
Connor looked at the pouch with wonder and bemusement. “Why give it to me and not the Seeress?”
“Because she is not a Witch yet. Give that to the goddess of these woods, if you can subdue her.”
“I don’t understand. What is this for?”
“That will call a thing out of the spirit and into flesh. Bring the goddess out of her abode, and she can help you.”
Connor’s interest peaked as he stared at the Witch, who continued to watch the lifeless body of the other one.
“And you would give this to me? What have you foreseen?”
The Witch exhaled with an exasperated huff. “Why do you question everything, hmm?”
“A man can be deceived.”
“A man can also be arrogant. You think I came all this way just to play a trick on you? You know exactly what this is for, so stop asking questions and do what you need to do, hmm?”
The Witch got up from her seat and started walking to the window where Revna was trying to peek in.
Becoming self-conscious of his rudeness in the presence of a Witch, Connor nodded to her turned back.
“You have my appreciation,” he said.
Witch waved dismissively at him. “I have no ego for you to stroke. Take it and go. We will meet again.”
Connor got to his feet slowly. “And what would a Witch have  from me in return?”
“You can tell your father not to leave his things lying around,” the Witch replied as she stuck her finger forward and poked Revna’s face through the curtain, causing the red-head to yelp and run off. “And send in that king.”
Connor looked at the pouch again, holding it up with careful fingers. “And when the Seeress awakens?”
“Then she may have the Tears. Go now. I must prepare the body.”
The death of the forest Witch stole the attention of the entire village. Uldric spent some time with the Bloodraider Witch, and didn’t come out until the body had been wrapped in cloth—to be carried out into the dark forest and buried there.
With Revna occupied by the village sacrament, Connor took his time to sit on the hill with his ears to the wind and a tree over his head.
Astreya sat beside him as the afternoon light peered down through the canopy, the sun visible through the clouds for the first time in weeks.
“Are you going to meet her tonight?” she asked, staring off toward a plume of aromatic white smoke coming from the ritual burning of juniper.
“The Witch?” Connor clarified.
Astreya shook her head. “The Seeress.”
Connor took a deep breath. “I don’t think Caedeth is going to stop the ritual for that.”
“Then we have time.”
“For?”
Astreya turned her head to look at Connor, her eyes as strong as he’d ever seen them. “For me to be first.”
He already knew what she meant, sending a jolt of arousal to his loins. “I saw an orchard. There’s a bed of flowers I think you would like to see.”
“A little exposed, don’t you think?” Astreya asked, moving her hand closer to his on the grass.
“Better than being blocked by our Bloodraider guest.”
Astreya giggled. “We talked. She knows she can’t stop me forever. She’ll even help.”
Connor raised an eyebrow so high it nearly flew off his face. “Help? What’s she going to do, aim?”
“I’m sure you know where everything is,” Astreya sassed, before looking concerned. “You do know where it goes?”
“Of course I know where it goes,” he grumbled, just before a sneer of mischief appeared on his face. “I peeked.”
“Connor!” Astreya punched his shoulder with a scandalized smile before putting that hand on top of his, her blue eyes twinkling in the gentle sun. “Well?”
“Well, what?”
“How did it look?”
Connor swallowed his excess salivation. “Delicious.”
“And…” Astreya leaned closer to him. “Have you thought about what you might want to do with it?”
“I am right now.”
Connor closed his eyes and went forward—only for his lips to press against a hand blocking his lips from hers.
Griselda had shown up and interjected herself.
“Save it for the tent,” she said.
Connor opened his mouth and prepared to bite Griselda’s finger for daring to get in front of it, but she pulled her hand away quickly as his teeth chomped down on air.
Astreya stood up fast and got in Griselda’s face despite their height difference. “That is not the kind of help we discussed!”
“My mother taught me about men,” Griselda scolded. “You will make him too excited. He will be thinking about it all day—and then, when you are naked, he will make a mess before he even touches you.”
“Oh, like you would know! Besides, maybe I want it messy.”
“My performance is not your business,” Connor fumed, rising to stand. “Begone.”
Griselda shook her head, continuing to stare at Astreya. “If it goes wrong, you two will not be able to look at each other. You will be thinking of other things instead of the enemy in front of you. No, this will not do. You will have good sex, then you will be happy, and then you will fight better so I can stay alive.”
“Then move aside,” Connor replied curtly, stepped between the women. “We’ll be in our tent.”
Griselda stomped in front of Connor and got quite close to him. “I am not ready yet.”
“I am hearing words but they are not making sense.”
“You are an honorable man, are you not? To wed in the presence of a Witch is an auspicious thing. Astreya must be washed before you two are bound. I am staying in your tent, so I will bear witness.”
“Witness?” Connor looked at Astreya waiting for an answer, but he only got the blushing of her cheeks in return.
Griselda nodded. “I will prepare a roast at tonight’s fire to seek the Mother’s blessing. Then I will join your hands in cloth and witness the joining of flesh—and attest that she is your first wife.”




Chapter 24

The Witch bashed on her drum in front of a stack of white smoke with the bonfire burning behind her, her improvised vocalizations harmonizing along with the chanting of village devotees.
Astreya had taken to her lyre, adding her melody to the song while seated next to Connor in the shadow of the Witch’s silhouette on the grass.
It was a celebration of life and death, endings and beginnings, under the auspices of Connor and Astreya’s eloping.
They hadn’t told anyone, not wanting to draw too much attention to themselves before the ceremony, but Griselda gave them away when she brought her animal sacrifice to be roasted and eaten as a bridal feast.
Her shadows danced through the smoke of the bonfire as she battled a boar in nothing but a loincloth and bosom wrapping, barefoot and armed only with her bone dagger.
The Witch knew the ritual on sight, and although Connor couldn’t see her eyes behind her veil of bones, he knew she was watching.
If the boar got away, or injured Griselda, it would be a bad omen. But if Griselda successfully consecrated her weapon with its blood, then the union was blessed by the Mother of Mothers.
Connor hadn’t realized how long he’d been holding his breath when he saw the boar—which had been caught and brought by and for Griselda—charge at her with a wild squeal of fury.
The two shadows huddled together and rolled about, before a cry came from Griselda—followed by the slitting of flesh. The blood spattered into the fire with a sharp sizzle, and then Griselda arose victorious with the blooded dagger held over her head in triumph.
She did it; the union had been blessed.
With her face, neck, and the top of her breasts covered in blood, Griselda threw her head back and howled at the night sky, her voice long and ferocious like the animal she so closely mimicked.
Then she launched into a stomping dance on beat with the Witch’s drumming, hips gyrating and her teeth bared with the joy of a fresh kill smeared across her smiling lips.
She was glorious.
Connor’s admiration swelled—along with the increasingly louder voice between his legs. He found himself hoping that she would aim it later that night.
Revna watched from her crouched perch on a boulder concealed in the shadows, with Connor being aware of her in his peripheral vision.
The slaying of the boar led to a change in the song’s tempo and tone, where the Witch began to vocalize in a series of alternating respirations with growling hisses and a vigorous beat for an entire verse.
Connor found himself drawn into the rhythm, his spirit riding on a wave of melody and enjoyment.
The Witch stopped her drumming, crooning into a long whistle from her throat as a hooded figure walked from between the stone monoliths with Caedeth, her robes white with embroidered patterns of yellow and green.
Her face was fair with a serene beauty he could make out the general features of, but not the details. Brown braided hair fell down her right shoulder, and she was carrying a simple wooden staff with coiled branching near the top.
The Seeress.
She remained in the shadow of her father the chieftain, who led her to the presence of the Witch to join her in song, where she produced a hand drum whose stick was made from bone and leather wrapped wool.
And when she sang, her voice cut through the depth of the male chanters like water down a parched throat. Astreya stopped playing her lyre when she saw her.
She looked at the Seeress, then at Connor in the corner of his view, and he chose to betray no emotion when he looked at her. Even from a distance, the Seeress was a lovely woman, with a confidence in her step that was earned, not practiced.
A strip of blue war paint wrapped around her eyes, cleanly done to denote her status.
And he was going to marry that.
Suddenly, Connor found himself extremely comfortable with his circumstances. And excited. And hopeful. And aroused. Of course he didn’t show any of it on his face, but he was watching some of his wildest dreams unfold before his eyes.
Including Griselda’s top, which continuously teased at the wonderful breasts he once beheld.
“I need to get married…” Connor murmured to himself.
And then the song stopped. The Seeress came forward, going to the second monolith as everyone followed her walk with their eyes.
Her robes flowed behind her on the ground in such a way that Connor could see it was her only garment, her body bare beneath it.
She pointed to a large mural carving of a great beast with the head of an ox holding the sun on a stick, with swirls within swirls inside of it, with the tiny figures of men around it.
“In the Second Spiral, after the founding of the divine foothold on Mannaheim, the gods stained the land under a sea of human blood,” the Seeress began, her voice steady but with an inviting inflection.
“Man was unwanted competition, so the gods killed as many as they could, hoping to win back their mother’s favor by force. Caring little for her wishes, they sought the immortality granted by her fruit, only to be denied again.”
The Seeress pointed at the next carving, depicting many dismembered bodies burning between large beings wearing the elements as garments.
“The anguished voices of the dead cried out to the Mother of Mothers, bringing their memories and wills into her bosom and driving her to grief and disgust.
“Declaring that no god would ever taste her fruit again, she cut off her hair and dove into Mannaheim, becoming one with the land. The branches of her hair fell to the world, imbuing it with magic and birthing the first nature gods.
“The old gods were furious; forced to turn to Mannaheim to sustain themselves, but found that they could not take magic from the land directly. Only man—and creatures who sprouted from the world could use its power.”
The Seeress gestured to a drawing of men bowing prostrate before figures of ornamental armor.
“With their great cunning, the gods discovered that the magic within a human spirit could be used if willingly given. So the gods played a trick upon mankind, vowing that they would stay their wrath in exchange for human sacrifice.
“While some gods were more benevolent, the warlords outstripped them in both power and followers. The fear of scarcity returned, and the gods came into conflict—this time with each other.
“The first kingdoms of men were born, united under their divine patrons and slaughtering alongside them. And as the beauty of humans bewitched the gods in their midst, surrendering to their lust, the first half-gods were born.
“And so the Second Spiral ended… in blood.”
The entire village contributed to the roasting of Griselda’s boar. An assortment of herbs, vegetables, and flavoring made from the berries of the local forest were all used to infuse the boar with flavor.
It took hours, but the results were well worth it. The roasting time had been shortened thanks to the severing of the meat into multiple haunches, though Connor had no complaints.
After the telling of the Second Spiral, the Seeress whisked herself away without a word to anyone else. Connor never got close enough to even speak to her, let alone ask her name or see her face fully.
Revna wasn’t keen on getting too close to Griselda, and kept her distance while everyone else celebrated. Uldric had taken to the highland version of honey wine, in which berry juice had been mixed in.
Whatever the Witch told him had put the king of Uderfeld into a noticeably better mood.
Connor and Astreya sat around the spit, away from the bonfire, with Griselda across from them. The boar blood was still on her, though it didn’t deter her from tearing into the superbly prepared meat with her teeth.
“Griselda,” Connor spoke, causing the Bloodraider to slow her chewing. “Tell me the story of how you came to be a warrior.”
“There is nothing to tell,” Griselda replied, spitting out a gummy piece of pork fat onto the ground beside her. “Every Bloodraider picks up a sword by the time they are six.”
“You fight well, better than most of the Bloodraiders I’ve fought,” Connor noted as he took a large bite of his boar leg.
“Because I want it more,” Griselda uttered. “I am strong, but men are stronger, so I have to be better than them to win.”
“Just so you can refuse them all?” asked Astreya, pulling a string of meat from the pork belly she’d been eating.
Griselda lowered her meat and let out a long sigh. “A man who cannot beat me will not have my womb. That is true for any northern woman.”
“And yet you stand apart,” said Connor, his curiosity piqued. “Why?”
“Why do you want to know?” Griselda groused, glaring at him. “You did not care before.”
“That was before I saw how fierce your heart is.”
Griselda became quiet, looking between Connor and Astreya with rapidly shifting eyes before she rolled them up into her head, leaning back slightly as she tossed her meat back into the fire.
“My father was the best Bloodraider alive.”
“Was?” Astreya said in a sympathetic tone.
Griselda sniffed with her nose scrunched into a snarl for a brief second. “He is dead.”
“Oh…” Astreya stopped eating. “Did the frost claim him?”
“A coward stabbed him from behind. There, are you happy?”
“What was his name?” Connor asked, bypassing the tense moment with a show of respect.
Griselda’s eyes went to Connor’s, holding their indignant gaze before softening slowly. “Silfung.”
“Silfung, father of Griselda,” Connor nodded. “He sounds like a great warrior.”
“He was undefeated.”
“As is his daughter.”
The Bloodraider hesitated in her answer, seeming to think hard on it before holding her head high. “By the strength of the First Father, I will be worthy of the man who is worthy of me.”
“You are worthy of any man, Griselda, and I will see your dream fulfilled,” Connor spoke, hitting the ground with his fist like a hammer of judgment. “Just as you have helped fulfill mine tonight.”
Griselda’s eyes twitched, like she wanted to say something but quickly thought better of it. She stood up quickly.
“It is time,” she said, snapping her fingers before reaching for Astreya’s hand to pull her up to her feet. “We are going to wash in the creek.”
“The creek? This late? It’ll be freezing!” Astreya objected.
“Not to me…” Griselda gave Astreya a sinister side-eye before looking at Connor. “You need a long piece of fabric. Choose one with meaning and meet us by the willow tree at the top of the hill. That is where Astreya will be made your wife.”




Chapter 25

Connor walked with solemn purpose on his way to the place where they entered the village, beneath the cover of a large willow tree with many roots protruding from the ground.
Griselda stood with her back to the trunk of the tree, her skin washed of the boar blood, except for that which had stained on the top of the sash wrapped around her bosom.
She’d torn a piece of it off and was holding it in her hand, waiting quietly with her wild white hair falling in front of her face.
And then he saw her, standing in a yellow and white dress she’d gotten as a gift from the villagers. It was colorful and modest, with patterns of red and blue sewn around the hem and seams.
Astreya smiled as he approached in a long green tunic and his fur pelt, along with a keepsake he’d gotten from her. It was a long ribbon she’d torn from her dress to tie up his hair while he was chopping wood.
It was a simple thing, but one that had meant so much. She was the only one who looked after him once he got bigger. The strong were expected to need nothing, and to never need help—but not so with Astreya.
If anything, she’d gotten more protective the older they got, and to see her waiting there to marry him was almost enough to stop his heart where he stood.
She’d brought something too: a length of braided rope he’d given to her as Whitestrider’s first reins. He couldn’t believe she still had it.
“I thought it snapped…” Connor said in amazement as he came beneath the tree.
Astreya looked off innocently before shaking her head. “I said that for my father’s benefit. You stopped giving me gifts once I got bigger—and I didn’t want it to get ruined—so I took it off and kept it.”
Connor clicked his tongue with a chuckle. “I spent weeks trying to figure out what went wrong with it.”
Astreya giggled.
“Was he always so blind?” asked Griselda, resting a hand on her bare midriff. “It is much too well-made. He should have known you were lying.”
“It’s because he trusts me,” Astreya said with an adoring smile. “I stopped fibbing after that… Mostly.”
Griselda smirked. “I will take it now.”
Astreya gave the rope to the Bloodraider, who held her other hand out expectantly until Connor gave his ribbon to her.
“Thank you for this, Griselda,” Connor said to her.
“You do not need to thank me,” she retorted. “Now, she is to put her hand over yours.”
Connor held his arm out, palm up toward Astreya, who placed her palm over his.
He curled his fingers around hers, stroking the soft skin above her knuckles with his thumb as Griselda took her bloodstained fabric and draped it over their hands.
“Tell her what she means to you,” Griselda instructed.
Connor stiffened. He’d never been so free to express himself, and yet so utterly at a loss for how to do it. Words were not his speciality, be it in spoken or written form.
And then he remembered what he’d been taught about the wisdom of the Mother. His reason could never turn his feelings into words, so he let his heart do the talking.
“You are in all of my happiest memories, Astreya,” said Connor. “And whenever I dared to imagine the future, there is no image I could conjure that doesn’t have your face.”
Griselda hung Connor’s ribbon over their joined hands, side by side with her sash.
“I love you!” Astreya blurted out with a tiny hop from her tiptoes, her eyes glistening with joy. “I’ve never gotten to say it, but I love you, Connor. That’s it—that’s all I have. It’s all I ever wanted to say.”
Griselda added Astreya’s rope, keeping her sash in the middle, and then twisted all three lengths into a single cord. She looped it under their hands, then repeated it over on the top to form a loose knot.
“Now slip your hands out and hold your side of the rope,” said Griselda.
Connor and Astreya did, sliding their fingers over the surface of each other’s until the empty loop remained in the middle, with them holding onto opposite ends of it.
The Bloodraider looked up to the moon coming through the willow canopy, took a deep, calm breath, then opened her eyes to gaze at the newlyweds.
“Now pull it tight, and kiss her like you will die,” said Griselda.
Connor and Astreya slammed their lips together, each one holding onto their end of the rope, while their tongues said hello for the first time.
And then they tied the knot.
Astreya ran with a rampant giggle as she went up the slope toward their shared tent. Connor followed in a casual stride, savoring every second as she spun and danced around with herself.
He wore a contented smile as she spun around and sung to herself, reveling in the excitement of their union, which had just one little thing left to take care of—and that involved getting Atreya naked.
Acutely aware of Griselda’s presence, she walked a little way behind him without a word, staring pensively ahead of them. Connor kept their knotted cord in one hand, which had become a precious keepsake—and a small lantern in the other.
Griselda went into the tent first, which is when Astreya turned around to go to him.
“Stay here for a moment,” she said, running up to kiss Connor before shushing his reply with her finger. “So I can… prepare.”
Astreya backed herself into the tent and dragged her fingers down his arm to his hand, taking the lantern with her. While she went about getting things ready, Connor turned around and filled his cheeks with air as he exhaled through his barely opened mouth.
It was really happening. Astreya was his wife. And she was getting undressed at that very moment. Trying to strip her down with all three in the tent would’ve been incredibly awkward, so he was glad she’d pre-empted that little inconvenience.
Griselda poked her head out of the tent. “Huntsson, she is ready for you.”
Connor turned around.
“That was quick,” he said.
Griselda stepped out of the tent quickly and tucked it shut, going up to speak to him closely, her eyes sharp with the intensity of a triumphant Bloodraider. “We have never seen a man cum before, so give a warning when you do.”
She dipped back in again, and that just left Connor where he stood. He counted to ten, then swept the entrance open and went inside.
Astreya was lying beneath his fur covers with her eyes glaring in anticipation, her bare shoulders and deep cleavage hinting at the nude body underneath.
Griselda was as far to Connor’s left as she could be, reclining sideways with her head propped up by her hand with her elbow supporting her. She still had on her bare necessities from before, with her incredible legs and midriff in view.
Connor started by removing his tunic, saving his loincloth for last as he set his things aside. Astreya leaned up on her elbows and reached up at him, her fingers grabbing the air repeatedly until he took her hand to climb on top of her, their bare skin separated only by the covers.
Connor took the covers from the corner and looked at his bride, his mind replaying every version of her face up to that moment. Then he peeled the fur pelt back to see what finally belonged to him.
The lantern cast the perfect light across her fair skin, warming it with little flickers of ever-changing orange and red. Her breasts were magnificently sized; larger than any of her peers.
He meant to kiss her first, to take his time warming her up but this was just too much not to dive into.
“Oh!” Astreya gasped as Connor came down to suck on one breast while squeezing the other with fervent fondles.
He’d never felt anything so soft. His hands were accustomed to handling rougher, harder things, and Astreya’s skin defied everything he thought he knew about sensation.
He slid his hands along her sides, feeling down to her feminine hips as they curved outward into his appreciative hands while his tongue circled her nipple.
How he’d waited so long for this. His desire took him into a near trance, to the point where anyone who might interrupt would quickly find themselves at the end of his spear.
She reached for his loincloth and took it off easily enough with just a pull of its string strap, freeing his cock at full arousal. Astreya clutched at his shoulders while he kissed her neck, bringing his weight on top of her as she spread her legs for him.
“I need you…” she said. “I need you now.”
Astreya was holding his cock before he could even look down, and then she brought her ankles behind his before her hands beckoned him in with a squeeze of his legs.
“Oh!” Astreya voiced loudly, her eyes flying open as the tip parted the lips of her pussy, dipping into a warm embrace of moisture as she took it in.
She gasped, and Connor opened his mouth in shock. He was prepared for so many forms of pain and discomfort, but he was completely unprepared for the pleasure of penetrating Astreya until his cock sunk completely inside.
Oh, how he’d underestimated how good it would feel. As new as it was, a part of him felt like they’d been doing this all along—it just felt right. He was home. This was how they were supposed to be.
“Mmph—” Astreya muffled herself with a kiss, angling her hips to better receive him as she spoke against his lips. “You can move now.”
Connor felt a squirt of eagerness come out of the end of his cock as a spike of pleasure shook him. He hadn’t finished yet, but he needed to pace himself to stay in control. He held still while the wave of sensation passed.
“Are you alright?” Astreya asked with lust-filled concern.
“Yes,” he groaned. “Don’t move. I’ll cum.”
Astreya smiled in understanding, opening her legs wide so he could put his weight on top of her and just relax. “Then kiss me…”
As it turned out, he didn’t have to thrust for it to feel good. Just being there, connected to her in that way, was of such fulfillment and pleasure that they started moaning just like that. Years of tension escaped every way it could, with the excitement flowing out in both fluid and flesh.
“Ahh…” Astreya exhaled with an airy, sweet voice. “I can’t believe it…”
They kissed and felt around each other, her hands clutching at his back while he slid his hands up the underside of her legs to experience the way they spread for him, then pushed up to see her body below.
Emotion transmuted into pleasure, and that turned into her pussy tightening around him. He wasn’t counting, but however long they were at it, it was enough.
And then it slid out just enough to expose the shaft before plunging back inside. A wave of pleasure burst from the warmth of her opening as he did it over and over again.
“I think…” Astreya moaned. “I think… This can make me… This can make me—ohh!”
She lifted her back from the bedding and climaxed around him, thrashing her head from side to side with her eyes open in shock and her mouth open in moaning.
That was all it took to send him over the edge. It was coming on too suddenly, and his cock began to swell and throb as an undeniable jolt went from loin to tip.
“Are you going to cum? Ah—mmm—yes, I want you to, ” Astreya tempted him with no regard for anything, her eyes fluttering open and closed as she moaned out a whisper. “Cum.”
“Wait!” Griselda warned, then reached across and grabbed his dick firmly near the base, squeezing so hard as to constrict his seed.
“I’m cumming… Agh!” Connor shouted, throwing his head back as his shaft pulsated in Griselda’s hand.
“Oh, shit!” Griselda shouted as she held on tight.
Moving would surely unleash a spray into his new bride, so Connor held as still as he could while Griselda made him cum inside Astreya’s pussy without letting anything come out.
While Astreya gasped and moaned in delight, Connor buckled above her, unprepared for the body convulsions her welcoming tightness brought on.
Being brought to orgasm inside his best friend was better than anything he could’ve imagined, and it was long lasting.
Her pussy kept squeezing and clenching his twitching cock, and then Griselda managed to pull it out with a loud wet squick, aiming it up and away from Astreya’s fertile entrance before she stroked out his full ejaculation.
All the pressure released, and the backlog was enormous.
“Oh!” Astreya yelped in surprise as he came on her mound, her stomach, and some of it landing across her tits.
Jolt after jolt flowed up his swollen member, with Griselda looking surprised—but not stopping. She was actually being considerate not to ruin his orgasm.
At that point, she was making him cum as much as Astreya was, as he would’ve finished by then if she wasn’t rubbing it to full satisfaction.
One might have thought she was having a bit of fun with it. Griselda sped up her stroking until the cumming stopped, slowing down to coax out any seed that hadn’t dribbled out yet.
Once the throbbing ended, Griselda wiped the leftover drip off the tip with her thumb and then aimed him back inside Astreya.
Being inside her post orgasm was completely different from before, and Astreya certainly deserved another round once everything stopped spinning.
“There. I have done my best,” said Griselda before she looked at the fluid curiously—and then casually wiped it off on her bosom wrap before looking at him with a blush. “Maybe put it in her mouth next time?”
“Ohhh…” Astreya moaned with a smile. “Just… stay in there for a while. I love you.”
She wrapped her legs around him, keeping him close at the risk of smearing the huge mess he’d made on her. But he was at peace. As much as they had ahead of them, he was at peace.
And as his cock basked in the swaddle of Astreya’s warm pussy, a funny thought came to him.
His jokingly stated desire had just come true.
Griselda ended up aiming it after all.




Chapter 26

There was sleep, and then there was rest. Connor learned the difference when he woke up the morning after being with Astreya for the first time.
Were it not out of respect for Griselda, whose face betrayed the arousal of watching them fuck in front of her, they’d have made up for lost time a great many times over.
So, after a good snuggling session, he’d drifted off with Astreya in his arms.
His muscles had never been so relaxed, and the groan he released as he stretched could’ve woken the dead. He reached over for signs of warmth, but there was nobody there.
Connor sat up to find that both Astreya and Griselda had already gotten up and left him to sleep in peace—right into the face of Revna.
She was crouching by his feet, staring at him wearing a fresh coat of blue war paint.
“Revna!” he startled, adjusting himself beneath his fur, his morning glory on a quest to find Astreya’s nethers again. “What are you doing in my tent?”
She held out her right hand and opened her palm to reveal a flower with white-tipped blue petals around a spiral of little red hairs. “I found it for you. The portalspore.”
“Already? Right…” Connor fell silent as he looked at the thing he needed. “And how long have you been watching me?”
“Since your wife went into the village.”
“Which was?”
“An hour ago.”
Connor rushed to get up, and in his reckless haste, he accidentally swung his cock across Revna’s face in a near-miss as he stood.
Revna’s gaze looked at him from low all the way up to his face. With her eyes locked on, she slowly reached out and plucked his loincloth from the ground, held it up and dangled it in offering.
Connor took the loincloth and put it around himself, and neither of them said anything about what she just saw. Revna stood up after that, then closed her hand around the portalspore.
“You have seen that I kept my word. I will go and give it to the Seeress now,” she stated, turning around and walking out of the tent like she hadn’t just seen his cock at maximum readiness.
He put on his fur and went out after her before she got too far.
“Revna,” he called out. “Wait.”
She held still, keeping her back turned while rotating her head slightly. “I won’t tell anyone I saw it.”
“I do not care about that. Where is Griselda?”
Revna sighed. “Talking to the Witch.”
Connor felt a knot of worry untangle itself in his gut, relief coming over him that Revna didn’t duel her.
“I owe you a debt,” he said.
Revna squeezed her lips together while looking toward the ground in thought. “If your father cannot help me, you must find a way to do it.”
Connor narrowed his gaze and lowered his chin. “By the strength of the First Father, I will help you find peace.”
Revna hesitated, looking around with momentary anxiousness before she closed her eyes and took a deep breath, her shoulders sinking as she calmed. “There is no deceit in your heart, son of Grimgyr… I’m going to talk to the Witch, and then I will take you to the goddess.”
“We will be ready,” Connor nodded.
Revna started to walk again, but then spun on her heel to give his crotch a glance. “And so you are.”
She took off after that. Connor looked down and saw his cock still performing its early salute, which had been pointing at Revna the entire time.
“Mother of Mothers…” he sighed with a shake of his head. “Where’s my wife?”
Connor came into the village, finally dressed, looking for the Witch’s house. He knew Griselda was still in there when he heard her going at the elder Bloodraider harshly in their native language.
From the sounds of things, they were arguing.
Then Griselda came bursting out of the door with a loud, exasperated groan to the sky before shouting back into the house. “I could have done it twice!”
“You barely did it once!” the Witch shouted from inside.
“How could I focus when you do not stop talking?”
“You’re supposed to make me! Now, shut the damn door! There’s a draft.”
“Na vuu!” Griselda slammed the door shut and marched away with a scowl, noticing Connor with a sidelong glance before sighing loudly. “Thyr en hansa… What are you looking at?”
“I was looking for Astreya,” Connor said with poorly hidden amusement. “But instead I find you making an enemy of the only other Bloodraider in this village.”
“Who? Her?” Griselda pointed her thumb back at the house before waving him off. “Bah! She is a sweet old lady. I only hate her sometimes.”
A hand within the house moved the window veil aside. “I like you too, you stubborn, miserable bitch!”
Griselda made a rude gesture. “Gae thulo!”
The Witch returned the finger. “Nágr binbin!”
Her hand popped back inside with a flutter of the curtain and the conversation was over after that. Griselda smiled to herself, then quickly straightened up when she saw Connor grinning at her.
“What?” she said.
“I was thinking on whether or not I should thank you for last night’s… assistance.”
Griselda tried to roll her eyes, but the sign of dimples appeared on her cheeks as she marched over without shyness. “You can thank me by not complaining.”
“I have no complaints. You were as good with my sword in your hand as you were with your own.”
She said nothing; she just gave him an unreadable gaze until Revna suddenly came darting from around an adjacent house and went into the Witch’s house without a word.
Griselda drew her sword in alarm and turned around, groaning exasperatedly when the threat had gone as she re-sheathed it.
“And this is who you want to help us?” Griselda bemoaned.
“No one else sees the world as she does,” Connor replied. “And I’ve agreed to introduce her to my father.”
Griselda furrowed her brow. “So she can learn how to be even more annoying?”
“So she can be like everyone else…” Connor took a deep breath. “I understand that.”
His reply silenced Griselda for a few critical seconds, at which point she took a step closer.
“I want to fight tonight,” she said.
Connor lowered his chin. “With or without weapons?”
“Without… if you can get them out of my hands—but no armor. We eat after, yes?”
He blinked quickly a few times as her request registered, then nodded in agreement. “First we fight, then we feast.”
Griselda smiled. “Good. When are we leaving to get your rune? Yes, I am coming, too.”
Connor looked at the Witch’s house, which had become eerily quiet. “As soon as Revna finishes her talk.”
Connor waited on the slope with Thuundyr and Whitestrider, holding their reins in each of his hands in his full skull and fur set with his leather torso coverings.
While he waited for Revna to return with the portalspore—and for Astreya to return from her all-day frolicking with the local village girls, Griselda was leaning against a tree not far from him, watching a vista of darkening blue sky with orange along the horizon.
“You still need to blood your bones,” she said, after a strong gust of wind broke the silence he’d been enjoying.
“And I will,” Connor replied, patting the horses on their necks in order to step around them. “Is that what you’d have me thinking about?”
“No. I’d have you thinking about our fight tonight.”
Her statement piqued Connor’s interest. “You seem confident, even without your war paint.”
“I took it easy on you last time.”
“So did I.”
Griselda smirked a bit, then pushed off the tree to come walking toward him with her arms crossed. “With my war paint, we are nearly matched.”
“Nearly.”
She giggled. “You like the challenge. When was the last time anyone was strong enough to play with you?”
“A while. But you have no more paint.”
Griselda uncrossed her arms and put them on her hips. “And yet you accepted my challenge.”
“And yet you issued it.”
She tilted her head with a pondering eyebrow furrowed. “I do not understand.”
Connor paused for a moment, taking a slow breath as his thoughts escaped him. “I have great admiration for you, Griselda. To face a woman of your courage is its own reward, and I would not insult you by refusing.”
A quiet followed, with Connor looking into Griselda’s silver eyes with the full force of his sentiment behind them. She inhaled deeply before looking toward the village with a stoic expression.
“You would have liked my father,” she said somewhat softly. “He thought a lot like you.”
Connor looked out to the rising stacks of fire smoke along with her. “If Silfung’s teachings live on through his daughter, then I already do.”
Griselda’s shoulders sunk as she breathed. “Elya lokanvala…”
“What?”
“He also would have scolded you for being born in Grynfeld instead of Frostengrund.”
Connor laughed at that. So did Griselda, who leaned toward him to give him a playful shove on his arm.
“You are going to miss me when this is finished,” she teased.
“Unless there is a way to make you stay,”  Connor blurted out, realizing that the notion of parting ways with Griselda after completing her quest disturbed him greatly.
Griselda looked at him with a focused gaze. “You will have other warriors to replace me.”
“It is not the absence of your sword I would lament,” Connor admitted in a contemplative tone.
Griselda’s composure turned into a giggle. “Which is it then? My breasts or my hand?”
“I would need to try both again to be sure.”
They both cackled at the sky as Connor’s heart filled to the brim with the pleasure of her company. He made his mind up then.
“I like it here,” Griselda confessed with a sidelong stare. “But there is no place for me in the south.”
“Then I will convince you.”
“Are you not listening? I said—”
“You said no place, not no one,” Connor pointed out.
Griselda closed her mouth, turning her foot toward him while she cocked her hip to the side as she rolled her eyes with a smile. “If we get more war paint, and you still beat me, you can ask whatever you want of me.”
“Then I will defeat you at your best, so that I can ask for the
best.”
Griselda’s pale skin turned a shade of pink, then she shook it off with a proudly raised chin. “But don’t ask me to stay in Grynfeld forever, otherwise you will have to marry me, Connor Huntsson.”
She turned away with a cheshire grin, then strolled along the hill while Connor stood there as Thuundyr came up next to him, making the deep shuddering sounds of a nickering horse.
Clearly, his mount had an opinion.
“I know, Thuundyr,” Connor agreed, patting his steed. “She will be, my friend. She will be…”




Chapter 27

The remains of dusk lit the way toward the forest creek, where Connor marched on the ground with the prepared portalspore in his left hand.
He held it carefully by the stem, as the petals had all been folded up so that they closed in around the red pollen threads like a blue bubble.
And he had to cushion it carefully; too much of a jostle and the portalspore would pop open and expend it contents. Astreya walked on the ground with him, holding his right hand as they exchanged quiet smiles and flirtatious gazes.
Since the village had set their horses free for the night, the pair decided to walk so that the others could use the mounts.
Revna rode Whitestrider over on Astreya’s right, and Griselda rode Thuundyr on his left, feeding the horse bits of an apple she’d found.
“You are enjoying that a little too much,” Connor with a sideways smirk at his horse.
Thuundyr whinnied in response.
“Traitor,” he said with a wink, fully complicit in the conspiracy of using his horse to charm the Bloodraider.
Connor looked over at Revna, who looked more relaxed than before. Her hands lightly tussled the white steed’s hair, so absentmindedly that she may not have known she was doing it.
Whitestrider’s calming effect didn’t go unnoticed, as Astreya happily nodded her head sideways so Connor could notice the mischief in the mare’s eyes.
Uldric was happily humming a whimsical tune on a brown horse behind them, carrying a bow he’d gained from the villagers along with his sword.
“You know, this would have been a lot easier to do with more light,” the king commented.
“Spirits drift closer to our world at night,” Revna replied. “This is when we have to go.”
“Revna,” Astreya spoke. “Will the portalspore work on me, too?”
“If you are close enough to breathe it in, yes,” Revna replied.
“Better you than me,” Uldric remarked. “I don’t mind seeing double, but a forest spirit is too bizarre for my taste. I can just imagine it now: the eyes of a frog and the legs of a jackal—wouldn’t even know it’s a girl if it didn’t tell you!”
“Vaniry does not look like that.”
“Vaniry, you say?” Uldric said with a face of great interest. “And how do you get her blood if she’s not really there?”
“She is really there, walking in the space between light and shadow. Her words whisper in the wind, but water is where she makes her home.”
“Alright, that’s very fascinating and all but—how do you get her blood?”
Revna glared at Uldric for a moment, but quickly calmed when Whitestrider brushed her fluffy head up against her hand. But Connor already knew the answer, because he was carrying it in his satchel.
“Tears,” he said, feeling Astreya squeeze his hand.
Revna turned her head quickly to stare at him. “How do you know?”
“Only you can see her without the portalspore,” said Connor, deflecting her question. “If she cannot be touched as she is, then it must be you who collects the blood.”
“What are these tears?” asked Uldric. “You mean I’m actually going to see her?”
“It is only for Witches to know,” Revna said tersely.
“And yet one has a given a man this knowledge,” the Bloodraider countered.
Connor decided to end the argument before it began. “If we are successful, I will ask the goddess for her help in the trials ahead.”
“What?” Uldric clapped. “You can get a magic being on our side? I’m glad I stuck around after all!”
Revna jumped off of Whitestrider and walked over toward Connor, only for Astreya to draw her sword so fast that only the flicker of her blade was seen to move.
“Never charge at my husband,” Astreya warned, holding her out at a distance with a fully extended guard.
“Shh!” Revna held her palm up. “He has heard you.”
“Who?” asked Connor.
Revna drew her sword and put her back to Connor and Astreya. She licked her fingers, swabbed some blue war paint from the side of her face, then drew two runes on the flat of her blade.
“Kenaz. Pertho. Show me your secret!” she called out before angling the flat of her sword to reflect the moonlight into the forest ahead of them.
Everything became washed in a gentle blue glow, as though Revna’s blade was the moon itself.
Connor had barely gotten a chance to marvel at the effect when Whitestrider jumped up on her hind legs with a loud neigh and then ran away from the sudden flash.
Thunndyr stomped his hooves and became distressed, swaying his head left and right before anyone had time to calm the great beast.
“He’s going to chase her!” Astreya warned.
“Griselda!” Connor shouted, extending his arm for her to take him by the forearm.
He pulled her off the bulky horse just as he kicked off to go after the mare, landing on his back with Griselda on top of him.
On instinct, he rolled over on top of her, protecting her with his body as they both looked up to see a darkness receding from the grass out into the woods.
“And where do you think you’re going, you bloody spook?” Uldric shouted as he began firing arrows off into the forest. “Not so tough when we can see ya!”
Connor checked Griselda’s eyes—she was alright—then got to pull her up by her arm so both could ready their shields side by side.
The brightness faded when Revna lowered her sword, though it continued to reflect any light around it many times over.
“I didn’t see it,” Astreya spat as she fell behind the small shield wall. “Only a swift shadow.”
“It comes every night,” Revna explained, looking all around with a quick neck and even quicker eyes. “Left from the nightmares of those who died trying to find this place. Vaniry drives it away by light of day.”
“You said ‘he’,” Griselda groused, lowering her shield.
“You mentioned no other spirits,” Connor said, remaining alert with portalspore held precariously in his hand.
“You mentioned the Tears,” Revna countered, sheathing her sword. “It seeks them for its own, so that it can feed on both seen and unseen.”
“And I assume you’d fought this nasty bugger before?” Uldric questioned, riding around the group in a protective circle.
“Many times,” Revna acknowledged, scowling into the dark. “But I have no weapon that can kill it.” —She pointed at Grimgyr on Connor’s back— “That can.”
The long hike toward the creek had grown perilous, and the moon had risen. Connor whistled for Thuundyr, but the horse would not return. Astreya performed her call for Whitestrider, but only received the sound of loud neighing in return.
Wherever the horses were, they’d run deep enough into the trees that they couldn’t be seen, only distantly heard.
They moved quietly through the forest, with Uldric having gotten off his horse to lead it by the reins on foot. Revna kept her sword partially unsheathed, providing a general illumination from anything capable of reflecting from it.
The effect was subtle, but pronounced. It wasn’t bright, there was just nowhere they couldn’t see within the pale glow.
“We need a better way,” Connor said to Astreya. “What can we try?”
“You don’t have any war paint,” Revna stated, prowling slightly ahead of the group.
“Yes we do,” Astreya countered—who stuck her finger in her mouth, wet it with a slathering tongue, then walked up behind Revna and swabbed some from her forehead.
“Oi!” Revna blurted out in outrage.
Griselda immediately went up and did the same thing, getting Revna from the other side to smear some onto her thumb.
Revna reacted by pulling her sword out completely. “Stop. Licking. Me!”
“We did not lick you,” Griselda retorted as she drew two blue lines down her left cheek. “We licked our fingers.”
Astreya smeared across her right temple to the side of her eye.
“Wait,” Connor instructed. “I can’t defend the portalspore and myself at the same time. Astreya, we have to use it now.”
“Once you do, you cannot unsee for hours—and they will see you, too,” Revna warned.
“What do we need to do?” she asked.
Revna paused. “Crush it in your palm and breathe it in.”
Uldric lowered his bow. “And just how far do I need to be for it not to—“
Connor crushed the portalspore in his hand, feeling it pop in his hands with a distinct pressure as a grainy warmth shot between his fingers.
A wispy cloud of deep red and dark brown orange spread from the plant like vines of colored smoke, spreading into smaller pieces of pollen around them.
Its aroma was like mud, with a pungent tingle that spread from Connor’s face and throughout his body, warming him from the inside.
He sneezed, taking a step back while Astreya and Griselda also went into sneezing fits. Uldric’s eyes opened in fright as he flared his nostrils and coughed once.
Everything around him began to look a bit off, like the textures of things didn’t remain the same under close scrutiny.
All shadows on the trees became like little moving drawings the longer he looked at them, with the bark of the trees shifting like they were liquid.
Branches did not sway as smoothly as they once did, with their total numbers of twigs and leaves changing from moment to moment.
The world had come alive, with the ground itself seeming to move as though it were breathing.
And they were not alone.
Many yellow eyes looked at them from the tree branches, with chattering teeth and harsh whispers as they moved behind the leaves to conceal their faces and shape.
They spoke in mocking whispers; their voices jumping from left to right like they were right behind Connor. He spun around several times just to defend, but there was nothing there.
And then there were the wandering men traipsing around with crusty black spears and swords. They walked aimlessly, dragging their feet but with no effect on the soil upon which they walked.
Their skin was pale and emaciated, with degraded armor and clothing that looked like it had been recently dug up from the ground.
They hung their heads low, shoulders hunched with hands so bloody as to be indistinguishable from the handles they were holding.
Some had wooden shields that were missing plank segments—like they’d been rotting on the bottom of the sea. And their eyes were white like those of a blind man.
They didn’t seem to notice Connor, nor any member of his party, not even as Connor brought out his spear with a slow movement.
“What are these wretched things?” Uldric uttered, raising his bow to aim it at the decrepit men with shaking fingers.
“Don’t! They won’t attack if you don’t get too close. These are echoes of urges left behind,” Revna replied as she pointed to a concentration of rocks further in. “The spirit went this way—to the creek.”
“They look like the Deathless of Frostengrund…” Griselda breathed as she maintained her guard with fervent vigilance.
“These are the Deathless,” Revna replied.
“Connor?” Astreya voiced as she gazed into the forest. “I don’t like this.”
“Walk slowly. We’ll go around as they wander past,” Connor advised, stepping ahead to look at Revna with astonishment. “You see this all the time?”
“Every day…” Revna replied, looking at him with eyes pleading for help before she focused on the creatures in front of them.
The creatures continued their clumsy stumbling while Connor and the others moved past, keeping a few paces away from each one—but there were more the further they got, and the gaps were getting smaller.
The sound of the creek grew loud as they came to the bank, following it down hill as the eyes in the trees followed them by the dozen.
Then one of them threw something, an acorn, right at the back of Uldric’s horse.
The stallion suddenly took off, clanking the canteens and gear strapped to its saddle as it darted into the forest, bumping one of the Deathless and kicking up clumps of moist turf behind it.
And as the little voices cackled and mocked, the wandering dead looked up at them.
They’d been noticed.
The Deathless all faced Connor’s group in upright stances, the cracking of their bodies falling silent as their disjointed mouths opened slowly.
There was no sound, only a clattering chomp of their jaws.
“Get ready!” Connor shouted.
“I fucking hate horses!” Uldric roared as he aimed his bow.
The Deathless surrounded Connor and the others on all sides. Then the cursed wraiths lifted their weapons, hunkered down, and charged straight at them.




Chapter 28

Connor planted Grimgyr in the ground in front of himself and shouted, “Throw!”
Astreya pulled the javelins off Connor’s back and placed one in his hand as he set up for a lunge, throwing it at the lead Deathless for a direct impalement through his bare chest.
The blow slowed it to a stumbling stop, but did not knock it down as it opened its mouth to roar.
Connor planted his foot and spun inward on his heel to turn around and build momentum as he snatched another javelin from Astreya and transitioned smoothly into another lunging throw.
That one knocked the Deathless down, with arrows flying overhead from Uldric’s shots.
But the Deathless were getting back up.
Their wounds were vestigial at best, as they had no blood to shed. They had to advance, moving along the creek toward the cave source. Connor took his divine spear from the ground and took point as Revna maintained the light.
The Deathless were closing in, and one of them threw a spear in return. Connor and Griselda kept their shields close as it bounced off and broke overhead, with Uldric popping out from behind their cover to let another arrow fly.
Astreya kept a javelin for herself after Connor exhausted his supply, keeping behind her shield to cover the flank. A lumbering, mace wielding Deathless ran in on her side as it wound up for a swing.
It was too big, and she was too light.
Connor was about to shift his stance to cover her, but then Revna broke rank and ran toward the mace wielder, causing the light of the forest to flicker as her sword did.
“Bloody—!” Uldric changed targets to shoot one at its shoulder, but it swung for her anyway.
Revna ducked down and juked under it, bringing her sword across its waist before ripping it up toward the armpit as she yanked it out.
The Deathless staggered, allowing Astreya to step in and impale its face with her javelin right before Revna recovered and turned into a lateral cut across its back, causing it to fall into the stab and impale itself further.
Connor intervened, plunging Grimgyr into its ribcage where Revna tore it open, only for the Deathless to unleash a vile howl as a chilling wind fled from it.
The creature fell motionless, and then Astreya broke her javelin off in its head before drawing her sword.
He could kill them.
So he began doing exactly that.
“Run for the cave!” he shouted.
“Gyah!” Uldric shouted, as he was forced to draw his sword and cut a skinny one down at the knees, having emptied his quiver.
He chopped its hand from its weapon once it fell down, then stepped on its head in order to maim both of its legs before rejoining formation.
“Might not be dead, but you won’t catch me!” Uldric taunted the crawling Deathless.
Connor and Griselda alternated lunges as they picked their closest targets. Griselda stuck her javelin through her victim’s torso, then Connor finished it off with a quick stab of his spear.
Revna’s movements were concerning, as she was the only member of their group who didn’t have a shield.
She relied purely on evasion and high athleticism, performing evasive rolls and quick spins to change directions without wasting momentum.
The woman screamed with roars that sounded like she was in pain, efficiently but brutally cutting through Deathless in order to make them more vulnerable to execution from Connor.
Astreya ducked down with her shield overhead just as a Deathless toppled over her at which point she stood up fast to send it falling behind her before Uldric plunged his sword into its chest to pin the thing as she disarmed it with a follow-up cut.
“Mind your tongue!” Uldric shouted as he cut the jaw off an enemy before bashing it over the head with his shield to take it down. “Roar in my face, you won’t.”
And then a group of Deathless started to come from across the shallow. If they didn’t make an opening, they were going to be swarmed, and Connor knew it.
“Revna! Come here!” he shouted.
Despite the battle trance she was in, Revna stopped with a shoulder shuddering recoil—as though calling her name summoned her back into her body.
She gasped, looked almost at Connor, but slightly off, and then sprinted at him. On instinct, Connor turned to see where she’d stared, and sure enough, there was a shield wielding Deathless coming across the water behind him.
He’d seen Revna jump off a shield before, so he decided to make it easier and crouched down to catapult her over his head, where she came down with her sword through the back of its neck.
She twisted roughly and kicked away, only to be relieved of its movement forever by Grimgyr. Griselda tapped him twice on the shoulder with a backhand and pointed at the mouth of the cave.
“Run ahead of me!” Connor commanded as he charged toward a pair of dual-wielding Deathless coming downhill.
Griselda roared in effort as she deflected a spear with a downward shield bash, then cut across its throat before kicking it onto its arse. Astreya ran over its body toward the cave, giving it a courtesy stab in the shoulder along the way.
Griselda came in from the side and tackled one of Astreya’s opponents over, allowing both women to advance.
Connor collided shield first with both Deathless, then held Grimgyr from the bottom end and whipped it across their legs, tripping both in one swing.
He dispatched both by shifting his grip to the middle and performing a consecutive downward stab on each of their sternums.
Grimgyr was a dream to wield, but the Deathless seemed to manifest from the shadows themselves, always one around another tree.
They couldn’t keep this up forever. Uldric was slowing and had no war paint to prolong his ferocity. Connor ran with shield raised and performed one lunge after the next, turning into powerful spins to whip his shield around to parry their attempts, then swung Grimgyr longways around himself to manage his range.
He stepped into the water of the creek, joining a rounded shield wall with the others as they backed toward the cave—but Revna was still going after individual targets to inflict slowing wounds before Connor finished them.
And he wanted it over.
“Astreya, what’s the rune for water?” he asked quickly as he kicked a Deathless down in front of him.
“Laguz!” she replied, thrusting her sword into the elbow of a pike wielding Deathless she’d side-stepped.
“Revna!” Connor shouted. “Come here!”
Revna stopped with a stomping splash into the water, saw the group of provoked Deathless coming one way, then looked back at Connor.
She nodded once and ran toward him, her sword raised in preemptive defense as she came to his side. And as the Deathless began funneling into the creek, he licked his finger to a great wet shine.
“Apologies,” Connor said, then used it to smear off some war paint from her forehead.
“Ugh!” she recoiled in surprise.
“What are you doing?” asked Griselda.
He drew a long line up the blade of his spear, tapering it down sharply like half of an arrow—the rune for water—then flipped the spear tip down. “I don’t know.”
Connor plunged it into the creek with both hands, with the water flowing around the flat.
A rapid tide flowed in from behind them, raising the water level as the day they arrive; it curved around them like a rolling wave, keeping them at the shallowest part as a torrent rushed past their sides and raged downstream.
It crashed upon the pursuing Deathless, capturing them in its violent flow to carry them away over the many rocks and boulders forming the terrain.
What remained of the creatures lurking around the trees slowed to a lethargic stance, like they’d forgotten what they were doing.
They turned their cracking necks away to face the deeper woods, only to shuffle away into the dark.
The water began to calm as the blood washed from Connor’s immersed blade, its flow receding back into the previous boundaries of the soaked shores.
Connor pulled Grimgyr upright and admired its immaculate blade, squeezing its metal handle in his hand with both relief and excitement.
“That was bloody fucking bonkers…” Astreya panted with some errant hairs over her face.
Griselda let out an exhausted chuckle with a laborious stance, her silver eyes looking at Connor like she wanted to eat him.
“Everyone’s licked me,” said Revna, who was dipping her fingers into the water to wipe off the ick from her skin, redistributing her blue paint to cover the missing spots. “They keep licking me.”
“I haven’t,” Uldric started patting himself down, checking his sides, buttocks, then grabbed his crouch pouch and sighed in relief. “Thank the fucking Father…”




Chapter 29

The water sloshed from Connor’s slow stride through the flooded cave, his way lit by a torch he held in his offhand, with the spear in the other.
Its walls were the width of a common hovel, giving them enough space to proceed forward as frantic whispers echoed from the darkness ahead of them.
The sounds of dripping like rainfall into a placid pond were with it, and the water was getting deeper.
“Revna,” said Connor, looking at the interplay of shadows on the cave walls.
“Don’t lick me,” she said, leaning away in anticipation.
“The thing that fled from your light,” he continued. “Is it here?”
“It is here. I hear it.”
“Got any nice runes you can use on it?” asked Uldric. “It’s worked so far.”
Connor stopped and looked at Astreya. “Do you see anything around?”
She shook her head.
He took the time to pause and really have a look at things, seeing the moist surfaces of the cave interior moving like glow worms across winding webs just beneath the veil of light itself.
The water appeared endless when looked at, its downstream flow carrying away Connor’s thoughts as it went where it needed to go.
Whether it be the effects of the portalspore growing more potent, or the magic of the cave being stronger in that place, Connor felt like something was seeping into the spaces between his thoughts.
And within his mind’s eyes, where those thoughts were like bubbles floating in a blue-green abyss, a general shape could be made within its dimly lit depths.
A shadow of a woman in the water.
His focus snapped to the present. She was there, in that place, looking both at him and through him.
“She knows we’re here,” said Connor.
“Yes…” Revna turned slowly to look at him, cautiously skeptical yet intrigued, pointing at the shrinking tunnel leading out of the larger cave chamber. “In there.”
“That is too small. We will not all fit at once,” Griselda pointed out.
“We’d have to go one at a time,” Uldric added.
“And the water is waist high,” Revna noted as she looked at Connor. “What do you want to do?”
“I will go first with the torch. Take my pelt,” he said.
Astreya helped him remove his furs and folded them, setting the heap on a small bit of boulder protruding out of the water.
Connor’s skin tingled and warmed as the portalspore grew stronger, bringing more visions of the shapes inside of shapes, and the shadows behind shadows.
He began to gain an unsettling sense that he was being watched from all around, from things that lived inside the rock, between the rocks—even the rocks themselves.
The water began to feel alive, like it was tasting him as he trudged through the narrow pass inside the cave, the cooling effect of the liquid feeling distant from his senses instead of making him shiver.
A flow came from ahead, pushing against him in gentle waves. The space shrunk so much as to begin scraping against his shield, forcing him to suck in his chest in order to fit himself through.
It seemed like it would narrow to the point of trapping him, and then the tunnel opened up into a larger, rounded space with etchings all around.
No piece of stone had been untouched by the arcane artwork, some in places where no man should have been able to reach even if he stood on another’s head.
He looked to the center where the water formed a pool with a greenish glow coming from deep below the surface, feeling a general pressure pushing gently against him from beneath.
Connor saw the dripping splashing into it; little black blobs that couldn’t sink down, and floated on the surface of the water, intermixing with itself to form a blight of black webs writhing on the surface.
And then he looked up.
There was a black mass of twisting wet shadows hanging from the cave ceiling, dripping down into the water with a single figure in the middle of it.
It swirled and rotated itself like a flower looking for the sun, its placement seemingly out of alignment with the material it was supposedly stuck on—like it was inside Connor’s eye and moving wherever he looked.
The whispers returned, but stronger than before. Now he could hear them as a hateful hissing.
“Give it to me. Let me have it now. Or I will take it…”
“Don’t let him touch the Tears,” Revna said from behind him, keeping close as next in line.
“Put fire on my spear,,” Connor said, glaring up into the thing lurking above. “And let it taste oblivion.”
Connor prepared to throw it straight up, and then the thing suddenly lurched from above with a horrible shriek, splashing down into the water before scrambling across its surface.
It was buoyant, unable to sink far into the water as its presence was rejected there, but heavy enough for a tendril to come smacking Revna sideways and knocking her into the water.
“Revna!” Astreya shouted before diving into the water to swim after her.
“Huntsson!” Griselda shoved her way to Connor’s side and swung her sword at a whipping tentacle, which went through like the creature were made of smoke.
Its image was disturbed as her sword sailed harmlessly through it, then reformed before wrapping her body in constriction.
Uldric rushed forward as the creature scampered away from Connor’s follow-up lunge, and got his ankle caught in two small growths it snuck beneath him.
The king was dragged into Astreya just as she brought Revna to her feet, knocking all three of them down. Griselda was pulled under, plunging her into the water a couple of paces away while it crawled up the wall—away from Connor’s spear.
“Coward!” Connor raged. “Fight me!” 
And then he saw her silhouette again, watching them from below the water. The darkness jumped down again, this time going for the silhouette.
Connor rushed backward as it splashed itself about, disrupting her image with violent screeches as it whipped its tentacles in.
But the woman in the water remained, her features impossible to see beyond her shape. Revna rose from the water again, her face dripping with what little war paint remained.
He’d never get to her in time to use another rune, and the creature kept avoiding him every time he got close. Astreya got back to her feet, and then the creature would smack her in again.
Over and over they were plunged into the water quicker than they could catch a breath, and Connor was running out of options.
So he baited it with the only thing he knew it wanted.
“Here, you wretch!” Connor shouted as he put his spear in the same hand as his torch and took out the Tears of the Mother, holding them out with his hand high.
The spirit above the water turned into itself and unfolded like stretching fabric, giving the others time to find their footing.
He moved back toward the tightening tunnel, but it would not pursue him into the bottleneck with the spear in his hand.
And then the silhouette of the woman drew his attention.
So Connor popped open the pouch and poured a drop into the water.
The ground quaked as the water churned, with the being screeching and splaying around as the figure in the water began to rise.
Vaniry was coming.
It ran away—right into the spear of Connor, who’d put himself in the path of the only way out. He felt his arm brace against the pressure of piercing something thick, and then it burst into nothing like ash flung from his hand.
The water bubbled and rose as Vaniry’s head breached the surface of the water, flowing from the deep source below and capturing them all in a whirlpool.
“Shit!” Uldric shouted.
“Connor!” Astreya shouted.
The torch was gone, and there was nothing except the feeling of water all around, pushing him back against the tunnel.
Connor tried to reach for her hand—anyone’s hand, but their fingers were pulled apart by the water as he was flushed beneath the surface and sucked into the gap before losing consciousness.




Chapter 30

“Time to wake up.”
Connor opened his eyes to the orange of a mid-morning with his goosebumps risen from the cold of his soaked clothing. The birds chirped in the trees above him without any of the strange visions from the portalspore.
And there was that voice.
The voice of a woman whose tone was smooth like a sung melody, but with a conviction that could only come from her chest.
Connor rolled over into a push-up pose and looked up to see a figure sitting with her back turned, cross-legged beside the creek with Grimgyr across her lap.
Vaniry.
Her onyx hair was short, going as far as her bare shoulders, which were no color he’d ever seen on a person. Bluish green, with a tattered, torn black fabric wrapped around her torso and loins.
A black fabric that Connor realized came from his own tabard. She’d stretched the pieces she’d taken to the point of tearing, doing more with less—but also covering less.
His fur pelt was neatly folded and laid next to her, along with his equipment, with his grimwolf skull still completely intact.
He checked for the Tears of the Mother, and found it missing.
“It was not lost,” she said.
Vaniry held out her hand, dangling the pouch from her fingers.
Connor stood up and approached slowly, his hand by one of his large bone pikes. “Where are the others?”
“Right where I put them. Don’t worry, they live.”
Connor took another cautious step. “You have my gratitude—but you have my spear.”
“So it is yours, then? I thought I smelled divine blood,” she sat before patting the ground next to her. “Come. Sit with me.”
She never turned her head as he walked up next to the forest goddess, who remained placid and still. And as her face came into view, he saw her face painted with the white liquid.
Tears of the Mother.
She’d placed a single strip across her face beneath her eyes, with three dots going vertically up the middle of her forehead. She pat the ground again.
Checking her skin again, it certainly wasn’t paint. It was actually the color of her body, though her eyes were the deepest doe brown.
She was a strikingly beautiful woman, with an unsettling yet alluring pull that carried whispers of age, wisdom, and strength. And yet, there was a youthful playfulness about her. Mischief even.
He got down next to the forest goddess, a respectful distance away, but Vaniry pat the ground a third time.
“Closer. No harm will come to you,” she said in a soothing tone.
Connor did so, reticently placing himself close enough for their knees to touch. Then, she calmly picked up the spear from the middle and set it in his lap.
And she was bleeding.
Blue liquid leaked from a small incision on her forearm, and Grimgyr had some of it on the tip. Connor furrowed his brow—only to realize that something was on his face.
War paint.
Across his forehead in increasingly longer stripes, with the opposite half of his face covered entirely from temple to chin.
Then he realized how alert and rejuvenated he felt. He hadn’t even noticed how good he was feeling because he’d been too busy assessing threats, and the effect was more of a passive sensation.
Vaniry lowered her forearm into the creek, submerging her wound beneath the water, only for it to wash away like she’d merely spilled something on her skin.
Completely healed.
“Thank you for holding that,” she said.
“What?”
Vaniry took the spear off his lap with casual familiarity, pinched her fingers on the tip and swiped off the remaining blood.
She used it to draw a rune on the spear; a straight line that branched out into three at the end, like a tree or a symbol of an antlered elk.
“Algiz,” she said. “Use it for protection against other spirits— or on your shield. You will find it is much harder to break.”
“Thank you… What will it do to the spear?”
“Nothing,” Vaniry dipped the blade into the water and washed the rune away just as Connor finished memorizing it.
“What did you do that for?” he asked in offended confusion.
Vaniry giggled. “That is not the rune I am guarding. If you want to bind that, you will have to defeat me, and I’m not so sure that you’re ready yet.”
She handed him his spear and hopped onto her bare feet, standing with a great stretch. “As you are, I would win. So, I’m going to help you prepare.”
Connor got up with a stunned expression. “You’re going to help me defeat you?”
Vaniry nodded. “In gratitude for what you did. That arsehole has been after me for centuries. Besides, if you bind the rune, I won’t have to guard it anymore. No one will be trying to kill me if I don’t have it—but I cannot simply give it away.”
“I see…” Connor glanced at the spear. “And how long will you walk among us?”
“The Tears of the Mother will sustain me for a time, but I will need to use more after I have rested,” Vaniry rolled a little stone around the ground with her toe, smelling the breeze crossing the air between them. “You lost a horse, didn’t you?”
Vaniry leaned her head back and rolled her tongue with a loud trill before singing out an ascending note that appealed to Connor in a visceral way he couldn’t explain.
It was like something he knew in a kind of deep memory, distinct from nostalgia, even though he’d never heard it before.
Then he heard the neighing cries of Thuundyr as he came galloping from around an incline. Whitestrider was with him, and Uldric’s borrowed horse trotted over from downstream.
“Thuundyr!” Connor voiced in pleasant surprise. “I see you found your girl.”
All three horses came to Vaniry, allowing her to take each of their reins and walk them to Connor, handing them over with an enduring touch of her fingers against his—exchanging the pouch in the process.
“You have my gratitude, but a threat is approaching, and I will need the rune you are guarding to overcome it,” he said, tucking the pouch away, then going to put on his things.
“I’ll give you more of my blood, but I spoke true when I said I cannot give you the rune. To wrest that from my grip requires a greater mastery of both outer and inner strength.”
Connor sighed out of resigned frustration. “Then I must return to the village and prepare. Will you come with us?”
Vaniry bowed with the depth of one after a performance. “I accept your hospitality. Although, I do tend to frighten people.
“Gods like me don’t exactly go walking among humans anymore. When they aren’t trying to kill or bleed you, they’re laying gifts at your feet asking you to slay their enemies down to the last descendant.”
“And which of these are the highlanders?”
“A nicer bunch. I suspect your father had something to do with that.”
Connor tugged the horses over to the side as he looked into Vaniry’s eyes. “You know him?”
“Only from the stories carved into the stones. I never met him personally. He’s a different variety of god. The old kind. I was born of Grynfeld. Are you hungry?”
“Starving.”
Vaniry took the spear from him again so that she could take his hand, leading him away into the yellow translucence between the trees as the sun cast hazy rays into his eyes.
They came up and over a hill, where a hedge of bushes had grown along the eroding root system of a tree that had toppled over, its branches having long since grown back into the ground.
Vaniry plucked a handful of fresh berries from it and gave it to him, crouching down to touch the grass and wipe her fingers from the dew beading on them.
Connor ate the berries with his eyes on her, noting the sublime sweetness of them.
“Do you know what is coming from Frostengrund? The beast with the black blood?”
“Could be many things,” Vaniry stood back up. “You’d have to ask someone from there.”
“I have. She called it a Drokaga, and I don’t know what that is.”
Vaniry’s expression immediately shifted to one of grim provocation as she turned her eyes but not her head to glare at Connor. “You are sure of this?”
“It’s what the Bloodraider in debt to it told me. I burned its blood,” Connor said, lowering his chin as he glared back. “What is it?”
“The kind of god that the Bloodraiders should have hunted to near extinction by now. I can help you, but if it is fully grown, I may not be strong enough,” —Vaniry turned her head to the north— “But I won’t have it running amok. Not in my forest.”
“Then let’s find the people who came with me so we can get back,” Connor urged.
Vaniry nodded and then began jogging quickly up the hill, turning around to wave at him like he was being too slow.
“I heard you all talking in the forest. Huntsson, was it? Come, Connor! By the time I’m through with you, you’ll be an Invoker.”




Chapter 31

Connor rode Thuundyr while Vaniry took to Whitestrider, who was calmer than he’d ever seen her. From the moment Vaniry got into her saddle, the mare showed no jumpiness.
With the brown stallion in tow, he looked around for signs of anyone else and found none.
“I don’t understand. You spent all night moving us all over the forest so we’d wake up outside the cave?” he questioned.
“Not all over!” Vaniry objected, sticking her tongue out at Connor with a toothy grin. “I may be guilty of whimsy, but I’m certainly not without sense. I found the horses first. Then I took the others to the village on their backs.”
“You took them all back? But you left me to wake up in the middle of the woods?”
“You’re too heavy—and you wouldn’t want me to drag you all the way now, would you?” Vaniry said with a sideway stare.
“I suppose not,” Connor murmured.
“Besides, we needed to speak in private anyway. I need your help with something.”
Connor turned his head to look at her, while actively keeping himself from giving into the astonishment of her strange appearance. “Another spirit troubling you?”
“The dark forest claims too many of my friends these days, and I would see it disciplined.” —Vaniry winked at him— “But I will settle that myself. No, this has to do with Revna.”
“Revna?”
Vaniry nodded. “She’s always coming to see me, and she never asks for anything. Many come to my domain asking for a good harvest, or just a night where the cold doesn’t chill their toes—but she just keeps quiet.”
“Did she not once try to bind the rune?”
“She did, but her heart wasn’t in it,” Vaniry said softly. “She wants less ability, not more.”
“Because her sight scares her,” Connor reasoned.
Vaniry glanced at Connor with a quiet calculation. “Revna would have made a great Witch. The spirits of the living and the dead cry out to her, wearing the faces of her past, but she is too scared to hear what they have to say.
“Her anguish seeps into the highlands, pulling the darkness over it like a blanket. Revna must be avenged for the forest to recover.”
“Avenged…” Connor said in a deeper voice. “And what is my quarry?”
“I don’t know!” Vaniry retorted with palms held out in a shrug. “That’s what I need you for.”
“And why would she would tell me if not you? We are not friends—I’m not sure if Revna has any friends,” Connor argued, his face frowning in confusion.
“Revna has a friend. Me. And I need you to do what I cannot so both of us can be more than what we are. The strength of your heart will demonstrate that you can be trusted, and then she will come to you. I know she will. Will you help?”
Connor took a deep breath that filled his cheeks as he exhaled, looking up into the canopy as the light poked through the holes that the little grubs had eaten through the leaves.
“Mother of Mothers, my quest gets more complicated… but a forest goddess does make things more interesting,” Connor mused before looking back at Vaniry, who was making the kind of eyes that would make it hard for any man to refuse. “It will be done.”
“Thank you, Connor!” Vaniry said with a gracious bow of her head before looking off into the distance. “And you won’t be doing it alone. I’ll use all my power to help. As you care for the land, the land will care for you.”
Connor laughed at the situation he found himself in. For all the perils of his journey, it had also brought so much hope and magic along with it.
Vaniry’s skin color was a loud reminder of the wonders of the world, and that he could dare to dream bigger than the humble hovel he’d built for Astreya.
“To think that I’d be talking to you,” Connor mused. “You could’ve taken my whole tabard, rather than just rip pieces off of it, you know.”
“Oh, yes… but it would’ve been so ugly. I look much better like this. Can you believe these thighs?”
Connor’s eyes looked of their own accord. “No. No, I really can’t.”
The horses galloped with utmost vigor as Connor and Vaniry rode back to the highland village. Each tree whipped past them quickly enough to hear the wind passing over his ears, with little patches of turf being kicked up and away by Thuundyr’s great hooves.
They went around the hillfort and up from behind the monoliths, avoiding any pageantry that may have occurred as a result of going in through the cultivated path.
His attempts at stealth were marginally effective.
Countless columns of white smoke were rising from burning fires set equidistant in a circle around the boundary. There were two voices singing: one that Connor recognized as the Seeress, and the other he recognized as the Witch.
The village had gathered in a rumbling, percussive rite around the central bonfire.
Each divine note rode on an undercurrent of Caedeth’s throat singing, with the Seeress banging her drum opposite the Witch, who was clicking little bones together to keep everything synchronized.
Connor stopped between the monoliths with Vaniry, getting down from Thuundyr as he scanned the area for anyone he knew.
Astreya rushed toward him before he’d even seen her there.
“Connor!” she shouted, darting between the towering boulders before seeing Vaniry. She gasped to a stop, jumping into his arms with alarm. “It wasn’t a dream!”
The forest goddess got down from Whitestrider and stroked her neck, smiling at the horse before stepping forward.
“I am Vaniry,” the teal colored beauty said with a benign smile. “Hello, Astreya.”
“Hello…” Astreya kept her body pressed in Connor’s, looking up at him with amazement. “She’s actually there.”
“The Tears worked,” Connor replied. “She’s going to help us.”
“Huntsson!” Griselda stormed over from near the Witch’s hut, reaching for her sword and assuming a stance once she laid eyes on Vaniry.
And then Revna came jumping from out of a tree to stand in the way with her own sword drawn.
“If you want her blood, you will have to take mine first,” Revna said through clenched teeth.
Griselda rolled her eyes and let go of her sword rather than draw it, before brushing past her with a shove of her shoulder to go to Connor.
“Did you get it? Did you cut out its heart?” she questioned.
“There was no heart to take,” Connor replied, holding Astreya’s hand while she moved to his side opposite of Vaniry while staring uneasily at her.
“And where were you?” Griselda held out her palm in a gesture of both expectation and accusation. “And what happened to your clothes?”
“Did you get the rune?” asked Astreya, glancing down at his torn tabard.
“Not yet,” Vaniry interjected, walking toward Revna who had her back turned to the group, tapping her shoulder. “Hello. You brought friends.”
Revna turned around. “I tried to keep them from you, but the half-god made me a promise.”
“And he will keep it,” Vaniry said before flashing a sideways smile at Connor. “I’ve been waiting for a man like him. He can help us put things right.”
And then the villagers noticed Vaniry’s presence.
Their clamor erupted in great shouts as the music momentarily stopped. The Witch exchanged a long look with the Seeress, both of whom began to pound their drums loudly in a slow, rising tempo.
Vaniry walked toward the bonfire as the villagers parted around her, keeping in hunched over positions so as to keep their heads below hers.
The Seeress and the Witch continued to beat their drums harder and harder as Vaniry approached, stopping in unison as Vaniry took her last step, forming an equidistant triangle between them.
“You’re late,” the Witch complained.
“The half-god likes his sleep,” Vaniry quipped with a giggle.
The Seeress, whose features remained hidden behind her war paint, glanced at Connor once but said nothing.
The Witch waved dismissively. “Where is the king?”
“Over here,” Uldric spoke, clandestinely coming out of the crowd with his arms crossed and his eyes on everyone.
The Witch pointed her staff at him. “You remember your vow?”
“Aye,” Uldric nodded, his eye shifting to Connor’s gaze with a tenacious eyebrow before looking back at the Witch. “When the time comes.”
“Then I will go to the tribes along the border. Bloodraiders will be brought down from the north with cold blades and black faces, sweeping through the trees to collect the blood of men from beyond the sea.”
“Uderfeld thanks you for your aid, Voice of the Mother.”
The Witch pointed her staff at Connor. “But the way must be made for their passage to the south, or the blood of forest will shed as a blade of red, severing Grynfeld from Uderfeld like a hand from an arm.”
Connor lifted his chin and tensed his jaw, staring at the hint of her eyes behind her bone-veiled headdress. “I will tell the villages on my trek south not to harm any Bloodraider wearing this mark.”
He aimed his spear at the ground and sliced through it with ease, drawing the symbol he saw on the stone altar outside of the village.
“And so it will be,” the Witch replied, pointing her claw at Vaniry. “Your reward will be waiting for you. Come and see me in the north when this is done. If you survive.”
Then the Witch walked into the bonfire and vanished into the flame.




Chapter 32

It was Vaniry’s turn to sing. The departure of the Witch had led to an all-day event as the arrival of a forest god galvanized them.
The entire village continued to pound their feet and drums to a steady tune of what sounded like war music.
There were no words in her vocals, but transitions from trills that sounds like birds, to various another animals woven into a single scream that held its melody despite its fury.
Alvaheim was answering the call Connor shouted from the Glen, acknowledging him now that he had arrived, and still had much farther—and further—to go.
Conner decided to leave the light of the fire, taking Astreya with him. They absconded to the shadow of the monoliths, where he pressed her body against one along with his lips against hers.
“Mmm…” Astreya moaned against his lips before breaking out into a gasp. “Not here. Let’s go back to the tent.”
“Griselda might be there.”
Astreya looked up and seemed to weigh it in her mind with a side-to-side sway of her head, then shrugged before kissing him again. “I don’t mind. She’s come in handy before… as did you.”
“Huh,” Connor let out a singular chuckle. “You never did say what you thought about that.”
Astreya’s expression looked a peculiar combination of arousal and curiosity. “Neither did you.”
“I think my opinion splashed across your breasts in great abundance.”
She giggled. “Don’t give her all the credit, she only finished what I started—and helped us marry. You know, she’s been so helpful; I feel like we should do something for her.”
“Aren’t we?” Connor replied in genuine confusion.
Astreya shook her head and walked her fingers across his shoulders. “I don’t mean lending each other your swords, I mean something to put her in a better mood.”
“The last time I tried to give her a gift, she refused.”
“She likes to fight. Don’t you two have a duel coming up?”
“We do…” Connor looked off in the distance to see if anyone was listening in. “But first I need to get her some war paint, so she can fight me at her best.”
“But if she fights you at her best—and loses…” Astreya searched his eyes.
“The snow is a harsh place to make a home, and I would see her happier than that.”
“You’re going to ask her to stay in Grynfeld.”
“Yes.”
Astreya took a step along the side of the stone, placing her hand up against it while the distant flames cast shadows between her fingers. “And what about what she wants?”
Connor tucked his hands inside his fur, covering his body in its cloak. “If she’d rather live elsewhere, that’s her choice.”
“You can invite her into our village, but how will you give her a home?” Astreya pointed out before turning toward him, holding her arms at the elbows. “A home is not just a place to a woman, it’s a feeling.”
Connor stared pensively. “Frostengrund is a very cold feeling.”
Astreya stifled a giggle, but made herself serious again. “I like Griselda, but I wouldn’t want to just collect her like an ornament. She deserves a proper husband—and you aren’t making that easy. She’s already touched your cock.”
“You raise a fair point…”
“And then, if no other man is willing to fight for her Connor-glazed hand, you’d be the only one with the rights to it. She’d be stuck with us!”
“That would be the case, yes.”
Astreya groaned. “Then why are you making it so difficult? We already have our own problems to deal with, and I don’t need the aggravation of getting too attached while we faff about trying to find her a husband—so spare me the trouble and just take responsibility for her yourself!”
Connor froze in place while they stared each other down like statues. This was too good to be true. Was she really?
“Astreya… Do you know what you’re saying? Because I absolutely will marry her.”
“Better I help pick than every chieftain or king with a daughter and a sob story that we come across,” Astreya quipped, putting her hands on her hips and looking away with an air of impatience.
“You really like Griselda, don’t you?” Connor asked with a knowing grin. “I do, too.”
“Please don’t lose my friend!” Astreya immediately clutched his tunic. “I have no sisters and she’s really fun and you have to be the one because I don’t trust anyone else to do it right!”
Connor put his hand on Astreya’s cheek, pulled her and silenced her rambling plea with a kiss. “Don’t worry, Griselda’s not going anywhere. I just have to give her a heart…”
Griselda was already asleep—but there was still enough room for them to misbehave beside her. She rolled over onto her side with her back turned, anyway.
No doubt Connor’s thrusting would’ve made some impact to wake her, and Astreya wanted to try being on top, so they gave it a go.
They didn’t even need to fully undress. Astreya’s thigh-slitted dress provided easy access, and she only took a few seconds to free his cock and put it inside.
“Mmm…” Astreya bit her lip and let out a hushed moan, closing her eyes with a smile as her pussy sunk down around his fully sheathed cock.
Griselda wasn’t awake to intervene, so Connor reminded himself not to spill any seed inside Astreya and stay in control.
It was an entirely different feeling than when he was mounting her, as he didn’t have to focus on anything except how good she felt on top of him.
He pulled down her bodice to expose her hefty breasts, squeezing and sitting up to suck hungrily on them while she pleased him with her gyrations.
There was no better place for him to be than inside her. The rhythm of the song outside informed her movements, bringing sharp waves of pleasure that grew stronger with each disappearance of his cock into her tempting pussy.
Astreya leaned over him to clutch his face while they kissed, her blonde hair falling around his head as he held onto her thighs, matching her back- and-forth sliding with the upward bucking of his loins.
“Ah…” Astreya broke their kiss. “I can’t—oh…”
She sped up, forcing Connor to grip her hips to keep her from going too wild. Griselda stirred.
“Augh…” Connor groaned quietly. “Astreya. Slow down.”
“Now?”
“Almost.”
Astreya leaned back and wrapped her fingers around his shaft, squeezing tightly the way he saw Griselda do.
“I want you to cum like this,” Astreya whined.
She started stroking him into her after every slow pump, plunging back in with a dangerous sensation, until Connor grit his teeth as it started throbbing inside her depths.
“Feel me!” Astreya cheered in a loud, moaning whisper.
She made a tight ring with her thumb and finger to slow the flow, then spread her legs for easier movement as she let him twitch and swell inside her.
“Oh! Oh! Oh yes, cum!” she encouraged.
Connor was allowed three pulses deep inside her pussy before she had to slip him out and rub out the rest, sliding her soaked labia up and down the bottom of his cock as it gushed out between her lap.
It sprayed the inside of her thighs and made a mess of her lower belly, so strong that he couldn’t imagine there being enough room in her for all that.
He lifted her from the ground as she finished him by hand, moving in tandem with each cathartic shot of his seed, a taste of the pleasure he’d experience had he given into temptation and kept it inside.
She spread her slit with two fingers, aiming his cock at her spasming folds, and let their nethers kiss with his tip on her clit.
Astreya calmed down with a long sigh, her shoulders sinking along with Connor’s hips back onto the ground in a sticky afterglow.
It was too soft and soaked in his eruption to put back in safely, so she held his shaft and stroked him slowly, looking at him with an enduring grin as he smiled in satisfaction.
“It’s going back inside soon,” Astreya voiced. “Where it belongs.”
“Nnnn…” Griselda stirred lazily. “Harder…”
Connor and Astreya exchanged a scandalous stare.
“She’s talking in her sleep!” Astreya whispered with a suppressed giggle.
“Let her talk,” Connor suggested as Astreya continued to stroke his member.
“Nnnn!” Griselda whined gently, moving her hands between her closed legs.
She was playing with herself in the throes of a lewd dream.
The look Connor and Astreya gave each other said it all.
They had to fuck with her.
“Give her some room,” he said, sliding over a little bit while Astreya stroked him faster with one hand, which he returned the favor by reaching down to slip a finger into his bride.
“Yes…” Astreya crooned.
Griselda’s hands went down to her nethers as she rolled on her back. They held still while her hands traced wet circles between her legs, her pussy concealed only by a loincloth.
He imagined what she had under there, enticed by her self-servicing while Astreya fondled him.
Her faint moans excited him, causing his cock to resurrect itself from softness as Astreya jerked it furiously.
“Let her hear you,” she airily suggested, her eyes weak with arousal.
Connor was on board, his mischief as present as his erection as he let the sounds of pleasure escape him in quiet groans.
It worked. Griselda shuddered with a smile at the introduction of his voice into her dreams. Her mouth parted to gasp sharply through her teeth as she kept playing with herself.
“Oh…” Astreya moaned as they had their fun. “I bet she’s dreaming about you.”
“Mmph…” Griselda voiced in a tone of complaint.
“You want him inside you?” Astreya teased, waving his cock like fresh meat before continuing her up and down movements.
“Yes…” Griselda whined, spreading her legs a bit more.
Astreya beamed with a victorious sneer, looking at Connor with fiery eyes full of lust and admiration. “You want her?”
“I must have her,” Connor rumbled in a growling whisper, taking Astreya’s nipple into his mouth.
“Oh…” Griselda quivered, her eyes squinted shut and her hidden pussy making the loudest sounds of slick sloshing.
“I want to see it when you take her…” Astreya moaned to him. “I want to see—ohh—I want to see your face when you cum inside her.”
He ejaculated immediately in her loving hand, hooking his finger into Astreya’s gripping entrance and pulling out an orgasm as her naughtiness overflowed.
“Connor!” Griselda cried out as her legs closed around her hand and she climaxed in her sleep.
They should have been oracles in another life, because Griselda wasn’t the only thing they saw coming. She opened her eyes and sat up abruptly just as Astreya ducked down on top of Connor, pretending to be out cold.
The Bloodraider panted and looked around in confusion, with Connor peeking from the corner of his eye to see her check the pair of them.
They held completely still, with Astreya even adding a snore to the ruse. Once Griselda gained her bearings, she growled in a frustrated huff and laid back down.
“Damn,” Griselda murmured to herself, giggling quietly. “Should have let me watch…”




Chapter 33

A mercifully warmer day followed the Witch’s departure. Connor mused that the presence of Vaniry improved everything around her, as even the birds sang with overlapping happy chirps.
Griselda sat cross-legged by a small fire, sharpening her blade with long swipes of an oiled grit stone. Astreya was crouching across from her, practicing how quickly she could draw a rune using a regular white paint.
With the monoliths as their backdrop, they kept to themselves while Vaniry wandered the grounds, stopping occasionally to touch an individual flower.
Connor was busy looking at individual rune stones, trying to memorize them in his head, alongside their more esoteric meanings.
He kept Grimgyr with him, stealing glances at Griselda while trying not to get caught admiring her. Hearing her cry out his name, the way she did, was the best and worst thing he could have heard from her.
It was all he could do not to go asking Vaniry for her blood just so they could make the war paint and fight.
“I’m going to find Revna,” Connor stood up briskly.
“I think I saw her going toward the dark forest,” Astreya said absent-mindedly, tracing the rune for fire with a swipe so quick that her finger ran off the stone.
“Then that’s where I’ll look.”
Griselda dropped her sharpening stone on the ground and looked up at him. “What do you want her for?”
Damn those silver eyes.
“I want to know if she’ll help me find something I can either get black blood or a heart from—both, if possible.”
“Why not ask Vaniry?” Astreya suggested, putting down her flat writing stone and wiping her fingers down the side of her dress. “She should know where the nastier things are.”
“I think Vaniry would prefer that I ask Revna.”
“Why?” Astreya cocked her head to the side with her hands on her hips. “She can’t be bothered?”
“She wants me to win Revna’s trust in the hopes that I may help them both,” Connor clarified. “This way, the forest can be preserved—and a troubled woman might find closure.”
The Bloodraider got up. “Then I am going with you.”
“Or you could stay and learn the runes with me?” Astreya offered, looking between them with a subtle grin. “I want to talk to you about something—without Connor.”
Griselda looked suspiciously from Astreya to him and back again. “We are going to talk about him?”
“And sex. We’re going to talk about sex.”
“I am taking the time to learn about runes with your wife,” Griselda plopped back down. “Now go away before Revna gets too far. We will feed you later.”
“I haven’t hunted yet,” Connor drawled.
“I will hunt; Astreya will cook.”
“Like hell you are!” Astreya snapped. “I’ve been on hunts with Connor before—I’m probably better than you!”
“Heh,” Griselda bared her teeth in a viciously taunting smile. “You are the inferior hunter and a worse cook.”
“Connor loves my cooking and so do you.”
“You will never beat the roast I made on your wedding night.”
“The challenge is issued, wench! We’re both going hunting, and then you’re going to help me cook—and don’t fuck it up!”
Astreya shot to her feet, went over to Griselda, then dragged her away by the hand. Connor wished he could say that was the end of the argument—no swords were drawn—but they bickered the whole way into the bushes.
Finding Revna proved to be an exercise in introversion, as Connor tried to think of where one might go to relax in solitude. He walked the boundary where the light ended and the darkness began, seeing no sign of the red-haired woman within the forest itself.
But then he remembered that she liked to be high, so he looked up. He put his ears to the wind as the birds sang to each other, singling out each one until he heard one that sounded like Revna’s call.
Connor followed it on impulse, smiling to himself as he came up over a green covered boulder to find an incline overlooking the dark forest by only a stone’s throw.
He took in the breeze moving across his face, turning into it to put the sun behind him and go toward a meadow, where there was a tree that had curved over and grown back into the ground—and there she was.
Revna sat on the highest part of it, staring off into the dark forest. Connor was about to call up to her, as she could’ve easily seen him in her peripheral vision, but bit his tongue when something occurred to him.
If she wasn’t keen on socializing with others, then maybe the answer lay in her silence.
Rather than disturb her peace in an attempt to compel her to interact with forced conversation, he decided on a different approach.
He turned his back to her tree, sat down and watched the dark forest quietly, giving her the space to enjoy her scenery while he took the time to center his spirit.
She didn’t leave, so that was a good sign. And when he heard the stirrings of leaves and bending branches, Connor willed himself to keep staring ahead when she dropped down a few feet away from him.
Revna crouched all the way down until she could hold her arms around her knees, looking curiously at him from the side.
“What are you looking for?” she asked.
“I don’t know,” Connor replied. “I’m just looking. What are you looking for?”
She blinked a few times with pensive confusion, causing her drying war paint to crack on her forehead. “Nothing. I’m just… looking.”
“Is this the best spot?”
Revna looked around. “Best spot for what?”
“For what we’re doing.”
“What are we doing?”
“Just looking,” he replied, smirking warmly as he looked at her from the corner of his eye. “So is it?”
Revna shook her head.
Connor took that with a nod and looked back out to the partition of sun and shadow.
And then the daily darkness moved over them, dimming everything in the forest as the Great Tree cast its long shadow over Alvaheim like a sundial.
Three hours from mid-day.
“Vaniry will be with me for a while,” Connor spoke with a sidelong glance. “And when you meet my father, I’m going to introduce Griselda to him… as my wife.”
Revna shuddered. “Your people don’t like Bloodraiders any more than ours; why would you want to make more?”
“Griselda is not so bad once you get to know her… She’s worse.”
Revna stifled a giggle through her nose, then composed herself. Connor decided to press his advance.
“You should have just laughed. That sound you just made—was that a baby pig?” Connor teased.
“It didn’t sound like that!” Revna protested, looking at Connor like she didn’t know what to do with him.
“Yes it did,” Connor countered. “Just like this.”
He then proceeded to snort the most obnoxious oinking worthy of the foulest old boar, making it abundantly clear that he was making fun of her at his own expense.
“That’s not a baby!” Revna argued, cracking a smile as she did so.
Then Connor felt the wetness of her licked index finger swiping down his cheek.
He looked at her in shock, as Revna had just swabbed him with a smear of spit, laughing hysterically as he processed what had just happened to him.
For a brief moment of confusion, he didn’t understand why she would do something so gross—and then he remembered that he had done the same to get some of her war paint.
This was her revenge.
“I’m going to allow that,” Connor said with a straight face as he suffered her recompense.
Revna averted her eyes with suppressed amusement, looking back out to the vista as the Great Tree’s shadow brought an almost cozy tinge to the orange light cutting through the trees.
“How did she do it?” she asked after a silence.
“Do what?”
“Win you over.”
“She’s been kind to me—in her own way. And her honor has never wavered, even though we should be enemies,” Connor took a deep breath as affectionate thoughts warmed him from the inside. “She is remarkably beautiful.”
Revna looked away with clenched hands as a cool breeze blew against their backs. She quivered a bit, looking over at Connor with her head resting forward against her bent knees.
“Thank you,” she said, after a long pause.
“For?”
“Sitting. And talking… Would you like to see something?” she asked, eyes filled as much doubt as there was hope.
“Yes, I would,” Connor declared as he got up. “Where is it?”
Revna lifted her arm and pointed a finger at the dark forest. “In there.”




Chapter 34

“Hold my hand. And don’t let go.”
That was Revna’s warning to him before they entered.
Connor walked through a colorless haze of darkness, this time without the many reflective eyes watching them. Revna swept her eyes from left to right, reacting to things he could only imagine she was seeing.
Part of him wanted to know what she was seeing. The rest of him did not. But if something needed to taste the tip of his spear, he was more than happy to oblige.
With great strength he held Grimgyr in one hand, with great care he held Revna’s in the other. The blackened trees formed uncannily straight aisles, with equal spaces between them in all directions.
“Are we being watched?” Connor asked, scanning the empty dark for anything that moved.
“No… I’m watching them.”
Connor smirked. He appreciated bravery in a woman, and Revna was no exception to the strength of northern stock.
Although… how much of that could be attributed to courage and not crazy was under evaluation.
She led him through seemingly endless swaths of forest—until they were suddenly standing before a high rocky incline in which the woods he thought were in front of them were just a trick of the eye.
A texture whose true distance fooled him. Without portalspore, Revna was the only one who seemed to know where she was going, taking him up and around to a stone pathway with marked stones as tall as he was.
They were lined up in two ascending columns up a winding hill, but their etchings had long since been ruined and overgrown with mildew.
Then they came to the top, where a breach in the canopy allowed a large circle of light through to the floor. In that light was the only place where grass grew, and a plethora of pretty flowers dotting it with color.
One large monolith, half the size of the lore stones from the highland village, stood perfectly in the center with a flat rock balanced across its top. A deep recess lay in its middle, like half of a ball had been driven into it.
The stone ball itself was right next to it.
It would have been too large, too heavy, and too high for anyone to get it up there, let alone stay—except for someone like Connor.
“Who left this here?” asked Connor, amazed by the place Revna had taken him too.
“I don’t know,” she replied softly. “But it’s the only place I’ve found where the light cuts through the dark.”
Only when they stepped into the light did Revna let go of his hand. She got a running start toward the spherical boulder and scrambled up its side, perching herself on top of it.
“You come here to sit?” Connor walked slowly toward her, his ears picking up nothing else in the stifling silence of the dark forest.
“Sometimes,” Revna looked ahead and toward the ground. “I’ve tried to think a way to get the stone up there, so I could sit even higher.”
“Hmm…” Connor pat the top of the sphere to get a feel of its weight and density. “They weren’t as big, but I used to carry stones like these up a hill back home. By the time I was of age, I could lift one all the way over my head.”
“You’re going to pick it up?” Revna asked with eyes both disbelieving and curious.
Connor chuckled and smacked the boulder, feeling its grit and dryness. A worthy implement for any strongman to test himself with.
“If you had asked me back then, I would have tried it,” he replied, with eyes packed with nostalgia. “My father has tried to teach me many things, and I did not often listen—but I have learned from the way he approaches things.”
“You learned how to lift that up there?” Revna looked up to the recess with doubting eyes.
“I’m sure I could—with enough effort. But then I would tire, and the day has not yet revealed all its dangers. I’ve learned—at the cost of some embarrassment—that the greatest power doesn’t come from force, but from finesse. Here, stand on my blade.”
“Stand on it?”
Connor laid Grimgyr across the top of the boulder and balanced the middle on the top curve, creating a lever next to Revna. She stood up and looked down at the flat. Obvious confusion at first, but then her eyes registered excitement when she looked from it up to the recess.
“Ready?” asked Connor.
Revna nodded and stepped onto the blade with both feet.
Connor pulled his side of the spear down to catapult Revna up to the opening in the monolith. She landed with a skid of her boot down the side, her hands finding purchase on the edge so she could turn around and tuck herself inside.
She looked around with a pleased expression, a subtle but simple joy while she adjusted her butt to sit better with her legs dangling out.
“How’s the view?” asked Connor, leaning his elbow against the boulder quite pleased with his feat.
“I like it…” Revna replied with a long sigh, then snapped out her reverie and looked at Connor with worry. “How are you going to get up here?”
“I can’t,” Connor chuckled.
Revna suddenly jumped down in a well-cushioned crouch before she rose to full height and came toward Connor.
“If you would put me on your shoulders to reach an apple, then you will share a bite,” she said before turning her head to the boulder. “One more time?”
Connor nodded and recreated the lever, launching Revna back up into the large hole. She got into a squat and then reached her arm down with her hand open. “I’ll pull you up.”
Understanding her plan, Connor held the bottom of the spear up to Revna and then grabbed the opposite end below the blade. She got into a full deadlift, pulling him with a groan of exertion while he tried to walk up the side of the monolith.
“I’m too heavy,” Connor warned with unblinking eyes, not wanting to be dropped.
Revna answered through clenched teeth and a tense throat. “No. You’re. Not! Grrryaah!”
She strained back into the hole and got him up with a final scramble up the side, with Connor rushing in before his weight pulled him back out.
They hurried themselves in and sat with their legs out of the side, with Grimgyr nearly falling out of her hand before Connor snatched it.
“Told you,” Revna said with a panting breath. “Look, now you’re up too.”
Connor accompanied his side-eye with an entertained grin, then looked out into the column of light they were in. He’d never been that high, not even in a tree. Not since he was much younger—and smaller.
“I’m used to being told ‘you’re too big’ in situations like this,” Connor responded, taking a moment to enjoy the feeling.
“Too big. Too small. Too strange,” Revna retorted in a mocking tone before turning to look at him with a condemning stare. “They always have a reason to exclude people, don’t they?”
“I suppose they do,” Connor conceded, leaning back into his seat, careful not to squish Revna next to him. “Thank you for sharing this with me.”
Revna squirmed a little, her chin tucked down with a sidelong glance at him. He could tell she wasn’t very good at taking compliments, so he decided not to press her on it.
“Did you have many friends?” she finally asked.
“The other children were mostly polite—they didn’t want their heads bashed in—but I was never truly one of them. Astreya has been my friend since we were little.”
“She looks after you?”
“Always has.”
“I don’t know how to make friends,” Revna said wistfully.
“You already have. Twice.”
Revna cocked her head in confusion. “When did I—oh… So… You want to be my friend?”
“Why not? We’ve already licked each other. That practically means ownership now, doesn’t it?”
“That’s true…” Revna giggled. “You can’t give it back after you’ve licked it. We’re doomed.”
Connor laughed. They sat there for a while longer, encased in a space of tranquil darkness. Connor watched the dark trees through the boundary of the light while Revna’s eyes searched all around.
“I’m hungry,” said Connor, deliberately distracting her from whatever she was seeing. “Want to eat?”
She looked at him like she was afraid to get down. “Alright.”
He threw Grimgyr into the ground like a flag and went down first, then reached up to catch her as she hopped off the ledge. She landed against his chest, his arms around her back and under her armpits as she held his shoulders.
A properly cushioned fall, aided by her properly cushioning breasts. He let her go and retrieved his planted spear. Then he extended his hand so that the dark forest couldn’t separate them, and she held it as before.
“Come,” he said, looking in the direction he knew to be east. “Let us share a meal, and then we prepare for battle…”




Chapter 35

“She cheated,” Astreya criticized as she butchered off pieces of roasted chicken.
“I did not cheat,” Griselda took a bite of her juicy chicken thigh. “I used my head.”
“We were supposed to hunt the food, not abscond with three birds you got from the local chicken chaser.”
“The food was ready by the time they got back!” Griselda retorted before stabbing a piece of chicken breast with a knife and turning her head to Connor. “You are the one who wanted to talk, and we cannot talk if we are hunting for game. This way is best, yes? Now stop your complaining and eat.”
Revna didn’t want to sit near Griselda, which was tricky because Griselda enjoyed making her uncomfortable by sitting directly across from Connor, with Astreya off to his right.
The end result was all three women huddling close enough to him that he would knock them over if he stood up too fast.
They must have looked ridiculous from afar.
“Connor,” Astreya changed the subject. “Is Vaniry going to give you more blood? You know—for certain things?”
“I’ve not asked her, but I imagine she will,” Connor replied.
“Don’t ask her for blood,” Revna spoke with a scowl. “I will do it.”
“So you can fight me yourself?” Griselda retorted, leaning her elbow out to invade her personal space by a few inches.
“So you can fight him,” Revna pointed at Connor. “But no Runecasting.”
Griselda’s expression flinched ever so slightly. “I wasn’t going to kill him.”
“Not that you could,” Connor quipped.
The Bloodraider’s eyes lit up with devilish joy. “You think you are unbeatable just because you have that spear?”
“I think I am twice your weight.”
“I have beaten big men before.”
“Yet you struggled in our first encounter.”
“Only because I did not want to cut your pretty face,” Griselda wiggling her head with sassy satisfaction.
“Perhaps…” Connor replied with a stoic countenance. “It is more likely that I didn’t want to cut yours.”
“Ha!” Griselda tore a chunk of chicken off with her fingers and shoved it in his mouth. “There. Now you are doing something useful with your lips.”
Connor chomped down once and swallowed the meat in full. “Tastes like your defeat.”
Revna cracked up laughing and weakly smacked Connor on the shoulder, then slowly rolled onto her back and held her knees up to her chest while she giggled at them.
Griselda’s jaw dropped, then narrowed her eyes and leaned her face closer to Connor’s. “My legs better not be working when you are done.”
And then she got up and went to go collect his rune stones.
They all watched Griselda walk away until Astreya leaned in to whisper. “I don’t want to be walking later either…”
“Should I leave?” asked Revna with a shifty gaze as she sat back up from her giggle fit. “I can get you some blood.”
“I was enjoying your company,” Connor admitted. “You’re welcome to stay.”
Revna stared for a long time with big eyes surrounded by blue war paint, but not with malice. “I can come right back.”
“Please do, Revna,” Connor replied with a curt bow of his head.
She stood up and held up a finger. “Just one—give me one minute. It won’t take long.”
Revna went off quickly after that, heading into her house with a loud slam of her door.
“Speaking of minutes…” Astreya kissed his cheek with a suggestive gaze. “Do you think we could misbehave by the time she gets back?”
It didn’t even take that long.
Revna came marching back over to them with all of her war paint rubbed off from her face. It had been roughly done, such that there were still some dried blue smears on her forehead—but Connor could finally see her complete visage.
Revna was deceptively attractive, the kind of natural beauty that clearly didn’t know she was. The shoddy job she’d done wiping it from her face only endeared her to Connor even more.
“Hmph…” Astreya uttered as she caught sight of her. “She’s cute.”
“I put it in this,” said Revna, coming up to Connor with a similarly small pouch to the one he was using for the Tears of the Mother. “The magic isn’t all gone.”
Connor stood up slowly, accepting the gesture in astonishment. “Thank you, Revna. You really want to give her this?”
Revna sighed. “She helped you marry, didn’t she? I suppose she deserves to get beaten… for love, of course.”
Astreya stood up. “Revna, come with me. We’re cleaning up your face and fixing your hair.”
Revna recoiled. “Is it ugly?”
“It’s doing your face a disservice,” Astreya moved a stray strand of red hair that had broken free of its braid. “You’re much too pretty for that. Come. We can train when we return.”
Astreya took off with Revna, and Griselda returned with a rune stone.
“This is all I could find,” Griselda complained, shoving the stone into Connor’s palm. “The others rolled off somewhere.”
Connor took the tumbled stone with a flat face and turned it up to see what was on it. A simple square oriented so that the corners were up and down, left and right. The rune named Ingwaz. Connor laughed from his gut when he recalled its meaning.
“I think this one is for you,” he said, giving the rune stone back to Griselda.
“Is this…?” she asked, holding it up between two fingers with a disbelieving face.
“A sign that you’re going to get what you want,” he explained with a grin. “Take this; it’s Revna’s blue war paint.”
Griselda’s eyes flashed open, looking at him with meaningful surprise before scanning to see where she’d run off to. Then she held up the pouch and clutched it tightly with a look of excitement.
“When?” she asked.
“Tonight.”
“Where?”
“In the meadow by the tent.”
Griselda grinned. “So you don’t have far to limp?”
“So I don’t have far to carry you…”
She shook with anticipation, then tapped his chest with the bottom of her clenched fist. “May the sun fall early so that we can fight sooner, Connor Huntsson.”
“Calling the runes to you is more intuitive than you think,” said Vaniry, reclining against a large tree wearing her torn tabard as she faced all the others. “Your will, your words, and your wisdom can bring them to you—but their influence is stronger around that which they already are. Invoking water in the parch takes more magic.”
Revna was sitting on a branch over Connor’s head, her face free of war paint with red braids re-done, as alluring as she was aloof.
“Excuse me for looking, forest goddess,” Connor spoke. “That torn tabard leaves you quite exposed. We do have clothes.”
Vaniry extended one leg forward to stretch out, then pulled the other up to bend at the knee and arch her back with a relaxed sigh. “Nature likes to be admired. You have nothing to be ashamed of. Feel free to look.”
“How is he supposed to fight if he is looking at your legs instead of his enemy?” Griselda bemoaned, standing against a different tree with the Ingwaz rune stone in her hand.
“Desire moves everything,” Vaniry said with a giggle. “Feelings conjure the power of the runes, moving energy where it needs to go.”
“So staring at your legs will make me a stronger Invoker?” Connor questioned with a raised eyebrow.
“Maybe!” she stuck her tongue out playfully and then dug her teal toes into the dirt. “This is also much more comfortable.”
“Excuse me,” Astreya interjected with a raised hand. “What if I need a rune that isn’t very strong in that place?”
Vaniry’s eyes shifted to look at Astreya with an unreadable face, holding a silence while her bosom dropped from exhalation. “You ask for it.”
“How?” Connor took a step closer.
“In body, in sound, and in spirit,” Vaniry leaned her hand against the tree bark and got up to step toward him. “You can make its shape, or draw it, or feel it. How’s your singing voice?”
“I am a terrible singer and a worse dancer.”
“Are you really going to say that in front of me?” Astreya protested, coming up and putting her palm on Connor’s chest while addressing Vaniry. “He has a wonderful voice. He’s just shy about it.”
“I still don’t dance.”
“Ignore him,” Astreya turned her nose up and made a bit of mischief with her eyes. “His hips are quite coordinated.”
“Ooh! You must show me sometime,” Vaniry turned one foot slightly inward to accentuate her strong figure and smiled.
“Enna hansa gaeda nágu?” Griselda put one hand on her waist and cocked an eyebrow.
“Only if he wants,” Vaniry replied, winking at the Bloodraider. “And don’t worry. You don’t have to do anything special, simply speak the rune with purpose in your heart.”
“We will need them all in the end,” said Connor.
Vaniry tilted her head sideways and started to walk around Astreya, watching them all with whimsy and mystery on her face.
“Then chant them all,” said the forest goddess, her black hair fluttering with a gust of wind. “Petition their presence with intention and they will surround you—this is what Invoking is. It calls the power of the runes, then you command it.
“But once the rune is bound to you, it can be called at full strength, no matter where it is.”
“And how would I defeat water with water?” asked Connor.
“You don’t,” Vaniry said, looking toward the south as the thickets tussled from gamboling critters. “You become it.”
Connor became increasingly perplexed, trying to think of how one embodies water. His self-inquiry yielded no such answers.
“I want fire,” Griselda declared.
“I don’t have fire,” Vaniry said with a thoughtful upward stare. “—but I might know a spot or two where you can find it.”
Astreya took out a twig, along with a squeeze of regular black paint to write full sentences down her arms. “I’m going to run out of skin doing this.”
Watching his wife’s experiment gave Connor an idea.
He stuck Grimgyr into the ground, blade pointing up, then swiped some paint from Astreya’s mortar and pestle. With it, he drew the rune for water on the blade, then stepped away from it to see what it would do.
“You’re checking,” said Vaniry, coming over to wipe off the paint. “You can’t check—never check. That is not a pure intention. What do you want to happen?”
“To convey my wish onto the spear and let its power call the runes for me,” Connor replied in disappointment.
“Very good!” Vaniry praised with a little hop skip. “You’re trying to make a totem! Keep at it, though, try to be a little more sincere next time?”
Connor’s face relaxed as Vaniry started to walk around him, tickling his neck with little pokes of her finger. “And what would happen if I tried to write a rune with Tears of the Mother?”
“Oooh,” Vaniry clicked her tongue and wagged the same finger she poked with him. “Tsk-tsk-tsk. That is very dangerous. Calling concepts out of the spirit and into manifestation so forcefully can do more harm than good. Anything could happen.”
“And if I wore it as war paint?”
“Equally abominable. You’d be summoning your worst nightmares without the proper training.”
“Then I will reserve the Tears for you only.”
“As well you should,” Vaniry struck a sultry pose. “Wow. These curves must be felt to be believed.”
Connor ignored her seductive bait. “I must speak with Caedeth. It is time I married the Seeress before the next leg of our journey.”
“I’m not leaving the tent if you move her in,” Griselda warned, with her arms crossed. “We will need more space.”
As if Connor had any intention of letting her get away to begin with. He dismissed the notion entirely.
Vaniry’s eyes narrowed into slits of devious interest. “I can weave branches into domes large enough to house you all…”
“Then do so,” Griselda said curtly. “But they are not leaving my sight.”
“Neither are you,” Astreya added, with sass, as she finished writing another rune on her shoulder. “Unless you want to fight about it.”
The two women shared a competitively knowing glare, then faltered into smirks before they looked away. Connor pulled his spear from the ground while hiding his amusement.
“I will return,” Connor said with a gaze into Griselda’s bright eyes. “See you at supper.”
Griselda returned his stare with a glare, cracking a little smile at him before she looked away. “Better get going, Huntsson. Your new wife is waiting…”




Chapter 36

Connor stood waiting by the third lore stone, his face to the torches and his back to the wind in the dusk of the day.
Caedeth had arranged for him to meet the Seeress before that night’s sharing of the Third Spiral, and he found his stomach buzzing in anticipation.
In a roundabout way, the Seeress contributed to his happiness. His betrothal to her led to the urgency of acting on his feelings toward Astreya, which led to opening up to Griselda.
He could only imagine what his mother would say when she found out that he’d not only eloped with Astreya, but picked up even more wives along the way.
No doubt his father already knew and accounted for this. Connor felt like he was following a trail of gifts left behind for him, each one building upon the joy of what came before it.
And he would never be able to thank him enough.
“I thought of a dozen different introductions, but they all sounded better in my head,” said a woman’s voice behind him.
Connor turned around and saw the elegantly beautiful woman behind him, her eyes framed by blue war paint and her hair perfectly beaded and braided.
The Seeress.
“Hi, Connor. I’m Naela,” she said with an inviting smile.
“Hello, Naela,” Connor said, returning her warmth with a cordial grin of his own.
She offered her hand, to which he held her slender fingers and bowed his head in greeting. There was something about her manner, her expression, and her body language that
“I hope my father wasn’t too pushy,” she mused, walking slowly away from the lore stone as Connor kept pace beside her.
“He was respectful,” Connor confessed.
Naela giggled quietly. “He didn’t think you’d say yes. He was in quite a state about it, you know.”
“Was he?” Connor turned to look at her, finding himself relaxed in her presence.
“It was obvious to anyone paying attention that you were already in love, then here I come to steal you away. It all worked out in the end, though.”
“This was your decision?”
“From the moment I heard the Mother’s call,” Naela stopped to preen her hair and glance back at the village. “Many Seeresses never marry, and Witches even less so. But I wanted it all, so I called to the runes and here you are! Lovely, isn’t it?”
“It seems magic has led me here in more ways than one,” said Connor. “But I am grateful for it.”
“You’re a lot cuter than I’d hoped for, too—which is good, considering all the sex we’ll be having.”
Connor stopped dead in his tracks and did a double-take. Naela looked at him with pseudo-innocence.
“What?” she asked with a smile. “I know you’ve thought about it.”
“I have,” Connor replied while nodding his head in approval. “You’ve certainly thrown yourself into this.”
“As have you,” Naela said simply, leaning her head back to smile as the cool breeze brushed her dark brown hair back. “I’ve heard whispers that you intend to marry the Bloodraider as well.”
Connor snorted once with a sardonic grin. “This very night, if I have my way.”
“May I see your hands?” Naela asked politely.
Mildly confuzzled, Connor held his palms out despite the conversational whiplash. She leaned her head slightly over them, hovering her hands beneath his while humming out loud to herself.
“Well, well. You’re going to be quite the busy boy,” she said with a teasing smile.
“My palms told you that?”
She pressed her thumb against the top of his right palm, just above his wrist. “Your hands tell me many things. You made them softer for when you touch your wife, haven’t you?”
Connor was impressed, raising his eyebrows to express it. “Did the Mother of Mothers tell you that?”
“You’ve been cutting off your callouses,” Naela said with a knowing giggle. “I have an ointment that will help.”
“Huh. You have my gratitude.”
The Seeress let go of his hands and stepped away, turning back toward the lore stones. “Vaniry is speaking tonight. Shall we go?”
Magical women certainly liked to get to the point. Connor nodded courteously, then walked without urgency alongside Naela, returning to the village for the final lore stone to be read.
They shuffled toward the back of the group—Connor didn’t much care for being surrounded, and the Seeress was there with him.
While everyone else had gathered round for Vaniry to speak the lore of the third monolith, a lone woman’s voice called out to Connor from far behind.
“Huntsson!”
Connor, along with a few others, turned around to see Griselda standing there without any of her armor or clothes. She’d stripped down to her loincloth and bosom wrap, with blue war paint down the sides of her arms.
Considering how chilly the night was becoming, he felt a pang of envy as she stood there like it was the hottest day of the year, showing no sign of discomfort.
He also felt a pang of desire, looking at her well-formed figure with a sword and shield in her hands.
She was ready.
And when he looked around for signs of Astreya, he didn’t see her in the crowd either. The absence of words from anyone else made Connor quickly realize that he’d become the center of attention.
They knew what this was.
Vaniry stood before the third lore stone with a patient smile, then gave him a wiggly fingered wave goodbye. Naela touched Connor’s arm lightly, just the tips of her fingers, looking up at him with a slow blink.
Whether by her magic as a Seeress or the subtlety of her eyes, the way Naela’s face conveyed her meaning was as clear as if she’d spoken it aloud.
He understood; and he agreed.
Story time could wait.
“You’re going to be late to your own wedding,” the Seeress’s mischievous grin reached her eyes. “I’ll get my drum.”
“I will see you soon, Naela,” Connor said to Naela before dropping his chin and looking into her eyes, indulging himself in a bit of her beauty.
Then he turned his back to the villagers and went off to face Griselda.
Connor felt an excitement he’d never known as he trod up to the meadow where a large clearing granted more than enough space for a personal duel.
The women had been busy.
A circle of tall torches had been planted in the middle of the meadow, lighting up their chosen area with the light of fire. Revna was on the farthest side, crouching low as she finished drawing a series of black runes on the grass all around it.
Astreya was next to her, glancing at the written prayer before replicating it as she went in the opposite direction. From what Connor could read, they were asking for the forest to endure the flames warming the meadow.
He counted himself fortunate that Revna lent her help with the runes, though she seemed to avoid any direct looks at Griselda herself.
Naela came not long after, carrying her personal drum along with her staff. She followed exactly ten paces behind Connor, slowing when he did until they arrived.
Connor removed his armor and clothes, discarding his fur pelt along with all of his disposable weapons.
One thing he made a point to keep was his grimwolf skull. It was both a badge of honor and a stylish thing for him to wear to his own Bloodraider wedding.
Nothing else but furred leather boots and a loincloth. Like her, he wielded a one-handed sword and a round shield.
Griselda walked to the center of the ring, taking a deep breath as her back muscles flexed. She cracked her neck to each side, groaning as she rolled her shapely shoulders to limber up.
Her skin glistened with a thin sheen of sweat, and then she turned around to look at him, looking him over quickly before nodding in approval.
The others seated themselves outside of the circle, and then Naela began to beat her drum at a slow, steady tempo.
“You should use your spear,” said his Bloodraider bride-to-be, drawing a line in front of herself with her sword.
Connor contradicted her by taking Grimgyr off his back and sticking it into the ground behind him.
“Daughter of Silfung, take your stance,” he said, fortifying his posture with one foot behind him and his shield in front.
“Name your prize, Connor Huntsson,” Griselda growled in return, shifting her shield to her front with her sword down to her side.
“You are my prize, Griselda,” he replied as the passion of his heart filled his veins with a heated frenzy. “I will have you as my wife.”
Her eyes widened with feral delight as she became very still, her pupils dilating while her silver eyes reflected the flames like little pits of inferno.
“Then I will give you everything I have,” she said.
Steam rose from their bodies as they began to circle each other, with Connor minding his footwork as he tested her reactions with little forward leans.
A shrug of the shoulder, a roll of his wrist with his sword hand, a half step. Though she was not able to get him to flinch—nor was he falling for any of her feints—he noticed that she was very good at covering her lead thigh with her shield.
He couldn’t see how it was flexing, so he wouldn’t be able to anticipate her that way.
The flames blotted out his distractions, he relaxed his shoulders, took a deep breath, and then he entered flow.
Connor began walking Griselda down, who looked devilishly excited when he went for a forward shield bash.
She crashed against him, keeping her back leg straight and parrying his shield before swinging her sword in from the side. Their torsos spun into each other as their blades met with sparking flickers, biting into each other.
He rotated his wrist and bore down onto her, aiming the tip down toward her shoulder and shoving her off. Griselda redeemed her backward stumble into a turning spin, ducking down to meet his follow-up shield bash with one of her own.
“Grrraaah!” Griselda went for an uppercut with her shield, forcing Connor to back off before she engaged in a series of side-to-side jukes followed by quick lunges.
They left no time between their movements, with shield and sword working in tandem to make an opening. Her strength with the war paint was remarkable, but her skill even more so.
Her technique was well-practiced, and her reflexes were on par with his. She was a magnificent fighter; the finest Bloodraider he’d ever dueled.
She used her smaller frame and swiftness of feet to maneuver around him within his reach, forcing Connor to take the fight seriously.
There was nothing held back in her assault, and despite her beautifully sweating figure, she showed no signs of tiring. Everything she did was at full effort and speed.
When he struck back in earnest, he reveled in her ability to withstand him. It was amazingly fun. Having faced her before, he had a good idea of her prowess, but she continued to surprise him.
Though her brute strength wasn’t quite what it was compared to the black war paint, a lesser warrior would have been hard pressed to tell the difference.
No one had ever lasted this long against him, nor had he ever felt so alive.
In pure swordplay, her greater experience made her the better duelist, moving in ways that made it look easy while he shifted his heft to redirect her strikes and evade damage.
But his strength and size allowed him to shrug off anything less than a committed effort, which meant that she too had to be at her best.
Naela sped up her drumming, inciting Connor’s primal fury as the flames matched the passion in his heart. It was no longer a cage, but a reflection of what was happening within.
Griselda posed a legitimate challenge for him. He wasn’t used to working this hard, and he loved it. She could hurt him. He could hurt her. It was a fight.
Connor rammed into Griselda’s guard and then battered at her shield, his blade biting into the wooden side and slicing off a third along the grain.
The collision sent her falling backward, knocking her shield out of her hand as she rolled on the ground with her sword. She recovered into a low crouch, her blade at the ready as she moved toward the edge of the arena.
Connor hunched his shoulders over, baring his teeth as a trance overtook him. He wanted this so badly, and he was having so much fun—but he wanted to win, too.
The flames consumed the restraint of his heart as its desire was unleashed into his body, tensing his muscles as sweat drenched his brow.
He roared into the sky, a warning to all who would oppose him, then bounded forward like a charging ox.
Griselda reacted quickly, swiping a bit of war paint off her arm and drawing the one for fire on her blade. She plunged her weapon into the fire of the torch behind her, then pulled it forth, sword encased in flame.
She swung it wildly at him, striking his shield with all of her strength. Connor felt her desperate assault rattle on his arm, her shouts of fury betraying hope and sorrow.
“You can never leave me!” she shrieked, igniting the surface of his shield before she batted it out of his hand.
They were both down to their swords, with hers leaving a trail of fire as she swung at him. He evaded narrowly by pulling his arm in, then moved forward to disarm.
Griselda saw it coming and ducked under as her war paint burnt out, going to the opposite torch before she runecasted again.
This time with two fire runes.
“You can never lose!” Griselda howled.
Her blade raged with a fire longer than the blade itself. She swung it at him, throwing a trail of flames to burn the grass beneath around them, trapping them in a ring of fire.
The drum got louder and faster.
She came again, growing increasingly angrier as he grew calmer. As her heart crashed against his with both metal and flame, Connor withstood her wrath with wide sweeping parries, grabbing her wrist and shoving her off when she got too close.
With each rune, her sword became deadlier, but her strength waned. Connor wiped his forehead with his forearm, his blurry vision sharpening into Griselda, who was charging right at him.
“And you can never die!” she bellowed, bringing down an overhead flaming strike—with burning embers falling from the chipping blade.
Connor was about to meet her with the full power of his defense, a final bid to knock her degrading sword from her hand, but the fury of his fighting instinct slid down a waterfall of wisdom that told him to drop his guard.
At any moment, a piece of her sword would break away and injure someone. They were going to burn the forest down if the fight continued—oh, but he was so close to winning!
It made no sense.
But he trusted that it would.
Connor lowered his sword and stood straight, his skin but an inch away from a searing slice. Griselda’s eyes became panicked; she redirected her swing and threw the smoldering sword out of the arena, where it landed away from anyone who might’ve been hurt by it.
The drum stopped.
Griselda stared like she couldn’t believe it, and then Connor pulled her attention to him by calming his mind enough to form the words he meant to say.
“I lost my weapon?” she said, her voice a stunned gasp. “I lost…”
Connor took off his grimwolf skull, feeling his humanity return to him as he stood without his animal trophy.
“I believe you have something that belongs to me,” he uttered, slowing his heightened breaths before pointing his sword at her heart.
Griselda looked down, her astonishment giving way to raw emotion before she looked him straight in the eye.
“Connor fucking Huntsson…” she snarled. “Marry me!”
He dropped his sword just in time for Griselda to jump into his arms and wrap her legs around him.
Connor grabbed her messy white hair while she clutched his head with animal need, their bodies covered in sweat—and then Griselda kissed him so hard he had to flex his neck just to keep it straight.




Chapter 37

Griselda was such a different kisser than Astreya. Intense and wanton, with her tongue darting into his mouth while he held her by bare buttocks.
The ring of fire persisted around them, getting neither closer nor farther, but obscuring sight of any of the others as some voices clamored from the outside.
Connor was lost in her kiss, and the feeling of strong muscles beneath a layer of soft feminine flesh. He never thought he’d be doing something like this with a person like her.
Still caught up in the newness of everything happening to him, Griselda felt like a scandalous reward. He had to feel her breasts again, tearing off her top with little more than a rough tug before casting it aside.
She threw her head back with a laughing gasp, whipping her hair as Connor tasted her neck and down to her breasts. He didn’t wait, he opened his mouth and closed it around her nipple, suckling her with endless vigor.
“Ahh…” Griselda moaned, then bent forward again to press her lips against his, nibbling with little laughs before licking near his ear, panting with desire. “I need you inside me. Hurry.”
Connor dropped to his knees and laid Griselda on her back, the hue of her pale skin transformed by the surrounding blaze. He beheld the way she arched her back and turned her bent legs over to the side, showing off her form along with her arm straightened down her side.
This was his. This mighty, virtuous woman with bewitching beauty.
Griselda tore a strip of fabric from her loincloth, then reached for his and tried to do the same. Without her war paint, she found that she couldn’t tear it, laughing in frustration as she failed to sever his well knitted garment.
Connor chuckled at her, leaning down to kiss her again, enjoying the freedom he had to experience her in her entirety.
His loincloth was secured by a strap that ran through a sewn tunnel, allowing him to simply pull it out like a common string, causing the covering to drop to the ground.
Their kissing slowed as they clumsily and hurriedly started to wrap their makeshift ropes together—his left to her right—pulling it like a tug of war at the end, closing the loop in the center into a nuptial knot.
“There…” she said with a panting laugh of relief, laying back with her bare breasts exposed. “Now I am your wife.”
He tore off her loincloth to see a little tuft of matching white pubic hair above an enticing pussy wet enough to drench the flames still caging them.
She posed that way with her legs spread, a sensual smile on her face as he admired all her glory while she admired his cock.
Connor couldn’t contain himself any longer, nearly tackling her against the ground as he grabbed the bottoms of her legs and lifted them apart. Then he got his first taste of Griselda’s pussy.
“Oh!” Griselda grabbed him by the hair as her full body flinched.
Her folds radiated with warmth, and then she went wild and rushed into a tackle of her own. Connor went onto his back, his fingers gripping her hair tightly as she closed her mouth around his cock.
A bolt of pleasure struck him from tip to brain, her hand stroking a big drip of clear arousal. Connor rolled her back over, slamming her down as they laughed and growled at each other, kissing as he put his shaft against her tight embrace.
He pushed in slowly, her pussy compressing him far more than he expected.
“Ahh!” Griselda cried out as she wrapped her arms around him in an anchoring hug, her labia sealed around the base of her new husband’s cock.
Thankfully, experiencing Astreya’s pussy prepared his tolerance for this, otherwise the pleasure would’ve overwhelmed him.
He threw caution to the wind and smacked his groin against hers, her breasts jiggling in delightful circles as he pumped her roughly, his desire driving him to near madness.
Griselda dropped her head back with fingers clawing at his shoulders, with his holding her ass in a tight grip with his cock plunging repeatedly into her at full depth and force.
She could take it. He could let everything go with her, grunting and groaning in pleasure as he fucked her pussy as hard as he wanted, feeling the fire burn away his thoughts and concerns.
“Ah! Ah! Ah! Ah!” Griselda gave an open-mouthed smile and laughed while she moaned loudly. Ahh—ha-ha-ha… Yesss, yes, yes! You are going to make me—make me—ohh!”
Griselda’s mouth fell as open as her eyes before she closed them tightly and cried out as she held on tight and orgasmed around his swelling erection, freeing him to have a climax of his own.
In habit, he prepared to reach for his shaft, but she reminded him where he was allowed to gush when she hooked her legs behind his—then she took his hand off his cock and put it on her breast to squeeze firmly.
“Don’t stop! Oh! Oh! Ohhh! Cum inside me!”
“Griselda, I’m—augh!” Connor roared as the last of his dick disappeared into Griselda.
He thought he knew what to expect. He thought the sensation would reach a certain peak and then stop there.
He was wrong.
Connor found out there were levels to pleasure when he felt his full ejaculation spraying uncontrollably inside Griselda’s wonderfully tight pussy.
The rest of the world ceased to exist as her body became his only tether to reality, bringing him into the bosom of euphoria and completion.
Her canal conformed to his tip and shaft with lovely pressure, the experience forever imprinting itself on his newlywed mind.
Griselda’s pussy forced shockwaves of wet release from his twitching, cumming cock, making him cry out with each pulse while she smiled at the pleasure she was bringing her husband.
A few deep pumps with most of himself inserted, and then he buried his entire length to squirt out the rest. He hovered there until Griselda pulled him down on top of her to rest with bodies drenched in each other’s effort.
“Mother of Mothers… that was fucking fantastic,” Connor muttered under his breath, pulling out his overstimulated cock and smearing his seed up and down her pussy with the tip of his shaft.
He’d filled her up profusely, like he needed to do that.
The amount of tension that left him following the act was nothing less than glorious. Then she took his glistening length and put it back in, where he could enjoy the afterglow in full union.
“My legs will not work,” Griselda said in a sultry, satisfied voice, combing her fingers through his hair before sighing with her head on the ground. “This is how you fuck me from now on, yes?”
“I will carry you when the fire burns out,” Connor said in a groggy voice, ready to fall asleep on her chest with his cock still inside her.
Oh, how he underestimated the talents of a trained Runecaster.
A great gust of humid air battered against his back through the flames, dispersing the heat while the ground beneath them grew soft and muddy.
The fire became extinguished within seconds of the grass becoming too wet to burn, with a giggling Naela standing on the north side of the former flame sticking her rune-covered staff in the ground.
Only the flames from the torches remained, returning the light to its former levels.
Everyone got a good look of his bare bottom atop Griselda as she recovered from the throes of orgasm, who didn’t show a lick of concern.
“Mmm, that was good…” Griselda praised, squeezing her breasts closer together between her upper arms with an arousing glare. “I am thinking we should go again.”
“I missed the best part!” Astreya complained with a stomp of her foot.
Naela winked. Griselda giggled. Revna tilted her head to the side inquisitively, trying to see things from a different angle.
Wouldn’t be the first time she’d seen it, anyway.
Connor reached for their martial knot and placed it into Griselda’s palm, which was resting beside her head. He intertwined his fingers with hers, holding her hand with the cord clutched between them.
That little rope meant so much more now. It was a part of their history; a promise from the future.
And then they gave each other a long kiss before Connor pulled out, stood up, and carried his white-haired wife back to their tent—completely in the nude.
For round two.




Chapter 38

“I am angry that I lost, but happy that you won,” Griselda spoke, her head against Connor’s chest as he played with her hair. “Was I ever going to win?”
“No,” Connor joked.
Griselda looked up with a provoked grin. “I could have killed you several times.”
“I could have killed you with the first stroke.”
“You lie.”
“As are you.”
Griselda giggled and laid her head back down, walking her fingers down his chest like her hand was a little person. “I said I would give you everything, and I did.”
“And you made me work for it…” Connor admitted. “But I still won.”
He looked down with a grin to see her reaction, sharing in a little laugh before he relaxed his gaze upward.
The songs of celebration played in the distance, with Astreya playing her lyre a short distance outside the tent, singing with Naela and a much quieter voice he presumed to be Revna.
Griselda sat up slowly, pushing up from the side to look over him with her perky breasts within view. She looked over to her left, above his head where they’d set their cord, next to the one they’d fastened with Astreya.
She smiled faintly at theirs, her hand sliding over to touch the rope before she took a deep breath with closed eyes to look at him more seriously.
“I do not wish to leave, but I know we cannot stay,” she said with a softer tone, then looked at him a bit more fiercely.
Connor reached up to touch her face with a stroke of his knuckle, then rested his head on both hands with his elbows out. “You took to the runes quickly.”
“They are the letters of my language. We only use them for sounds, I did not know they had other meanings—or I would have been Runecasting before anyone else,” she explained with a glint of self-directed frustration.
“He split it up,” Connor realized with a chuckle. “No one has everything. We have to go everywhere to get it all.”
“What?”
“My father. He brought knowledge to Alvaheim. He must have walked everywhere; seen everywhere.”
“He should have written it down.”
“He did,” Connor replied. “In both the land and its people. Uderfeld has maps. We can use those.”
“Mmm,” Griselda pressed her lips together before climbing on top of him. “We could just get them from your father when we see him.”
Connor rolled his eyes at himself. “That would be easier. Though, he rarely gives me direct answers, so I had not thought to do that.”
“I will ask for you,” Griselda gave a playful side-eye before lying down on top of him, covering his face in her hair.
Connor put his hand on her back and caressed her shoulder blade while she put her weight on him. “Has your strength returned to your legs?”
“Not if you take it away again…” Griselda retorted, looking suggestively at him before rolling off. “But after we eat. You have made me sore—and you will need your strength for your wife later.”
“Which one?” Connor inquired, half-teasing, half-serious.
Griselda gently licked his lips. “A party effort slays the largest beasts.”
Connor sat right up and started clothing himself.
He may have been late to his party, but at least he arrived in style. Connor brought all his things with him, armed to the literal teeth with the fangs of his grimwolf skull prominently displayed atop his head.
Although he did not dance to the clanking of antlers and bone rattles—his hips needed a break from rendering Griselda immobile—his two wives were more than happy to dance around him while he stood like a stone totem.
The dancers clanked antlers together, some bashing rattles made of bones and clay, with others engaged in fervent dances.
Vaniry dragged her hands over the engravings of the third lore stone, having been wandering in close-eyed thought while everyone else honored her presence.
She moved her mouth with quiet utterances only she could hear, then signaled for all sounds to cease when she waved one arm at the bonfire.
Her gesture parted the crowd where she aimed it, bringing them all into the half circle around the stone of storytelling.
“The Third Spiral began in lakes of mortal and divine blood,” Vaniry began, tracing the image of great armies of both men and gods engaged in battle. “God against god. Mortal against mortal. Father against son.
“The strongest of these gods took much of Mannaheim for their own, while the half-gods were bred in abundance as fodder for the desires of the bitter and petty.
“But for those who were loved, their vengeance cried out from beyond the grave. The kin of the slain, god and mortal alike, deemed that too much life had already been lost.”
Vaniry went to a drawing depicting a resplendent display of weapons, with a spear in the center. Grimgyr.
“Mannaheim would cease to be if the war did not end, and so a secret alliance was made. The power to slay the gods needed to be given to mortals, thus the Arsenal was forged and split up between them.”
She came to a drawing of giants going to sleep, with strange magical beings running away from humans wielding the weapons from the previous drawing, with a looming figure behind them.
Connor knew it was his father.
Vaniry made eye contact with him as she continued.
“With the divine Armaments in their hands, men enacted their retribution in ways the world would never forget. The Scorn of Man would see the deaths of many generations of gods, frightening others into exile.
“They hid behind their own children, making the half-gods subjects of both disdain and distrust. But the Scorn of Man did not spare their divine kin, and over time, even the gods of nature became mortal prey.”
The final etching showed a circle of abstract swirls and runic sigils arranged in a great circle, with gods and mortals bowing before it.
“The most cunning gods stopped fighting in the open, becoming the powers behind thrones instead, rebuilding their strength to restore their dominions. But the Mother of Mothers would be heard.
“Heroes of all origins banded together to combine their powers against the war itself, preparing their great appeal to the First Father.
“Together, they performed the most powerful ritual the world has ever seen, bringing the First Father into unity with the Mother of Mothers.
“Seeing her furious agony, the First Father decreed that mortal blood may never again be spilled by any divine being—under pain of oblivion.”
Vaniry thrust her arms up over her head.
“Mannaheim split from the place where the First Father’s voice spoke, its pieces becoming the lands of the world. The war ended, and mortals could slay gods with impunity.
“The old gods, whose names were forgotten, crumbled beneath the Scorn of Man, while those like Grimgyr the Indomitable continued the work of helping humanity. And there, the Third Spiral ended with the beginning of the Second Peace—and the founding of Alvaheim.”




Chapter 39

Connor woke up in the middle of the night to the feeling of a full bladder. Honey wine went straight through him.
Astreya and Griselda were fast asleep on either side of them, still naked from their exuberant shenanigans prior. Oh, how he loved his life right then. To see the two of them there, peacefully asleep, and all his.
He got up carefully, making sure not to wake them as he went out into the night in his fully exposed glory, wandering toward the nearest tree to relieve himself.
After marking his territory with a mighty flow capable of writing his name in the grass twice over, Connor decided to take a slow, lumbering walk to stretch out his legs.
Too excited about how things had turned out to fall asleep easily, he snagged his loincloth and a tunic without waking either of his wives.
He left the fur for them, covering them full with it before going off to wander the woods and bask in the joy of a full belly and empty balls.
Well, maybe not empty… He’d probably wake one of them up when he got back.
He didn’t want to go creeping around the houses in the village and alarm anyone, so he remained on the outskirts near the tree bank leading down to the dark forest, patrolling the perimeter of still-burning torches.
It didn’t take long for him to circle back around, and then he saw Revna sitting against the base of a tree within sight of his tent. She sat with her knees pulled up to her chest, murmuring whispers like she was arguing with herself.
Connor didn’t know how long she’d been there. Maybe the whole time. Either way, if she was going to be up too, he would at least say hello.
She was in his domain, after all. Except she beat him to it. Revna stood up slowly as he came by, fussing her hands into fists and hissing at something behind her to shut up.
“Connor,” she said, completely disregarding that she’d just argued with the air.
“Revna,” he replied with a nod of greeting.
She tilted her head and looked off to the side. “I wasn’t watching you when you came out to pee. I saw it, but it’s not why I was here.”
Connor crossed his arms. “Why then?”
Revna paused, blinking slowly while she stared at him. “I accidentally fell asleep waiting to talk to you—but you were busy.”
“You dozed off hearing me have my way with my wives?”
“Everyone sounded so… motivated. It was soothing after a while,” Revna held her fingers to her lips and hid a hint of a smile. “It felt good playing a part in that—the wedding, not the sex.”
“The wedding was the sex.”
“I didn’t see that part,” Revna shrugged innocently. “Astreya was very upset.”
“I made it up to her,” Connor quipped with a slight smirk. “What did you want to talk about?”
“For when we leave,” Revna’s face became grim. “I know where we can get more blood. Much more.”
Connor became supremely interested, resisting the urge to step closer to her out of zealousness. “From what—or whom?”
Revna’s eyes became pits of unbridled hatred. “Dorgorr the Baneful.”
“I was a young girl then. I didn’t know what I was seeing, only that it was real to me,” Revna spoke, staring off into the eastern distance beside Connor.
They sat on the grassy knoll overlooking the village entrance, with Connor keeping silent as Revna told her story.
“He wouldn’t tell me his name at first, but he knew things. He showed me signs of magic; told me stories of gods and men. He was like my secret friend, one that only I could see.”
“Then Dorgorr is a spirit,” Connor surmised.
“A starved god… He said he needed magic to return to form. He said I could help him. And then…” Revna clutched her legs tightly. “He asked for human sacrifice—and then I realized what he was.
“I refused. He became angry. He said he would eat my village if I didn’t help him, so I ran. I ruined everything.”
“You were just a child, Revna,” Connor spoke, his heart churning as his eyes narrowed with grim attentiveness.
She turned her toes inward. “I told everyone, but they wouldn’t believe me. Our village it—it had a Seer. A fraud. He claimed to have the magics of a Witch, and said I was just pretending.”
“No one believed you?”
“How could they?” Revna turned to look at him, her eyes seemingly incapable of making tears. “He spoke of things only seen in spirit; the voice of a little girl meant nothing. But I caught him… He’d been using portalspore.
“Even then I didn’t realize.
I was so foolish, so stupid… I believed he just needed help to understand, so I collected the flowers he found and used them on the village, then they all could see what I saw.”
“Hmm,” Connor grumbled, crossing his arms as his chest rumbled, feeling the bulwarks of his heart break down one by one.
“After that, the liar went to confront the god—because he only wanted to
help,” Revna mocked.
“He wanted to be in league with him,” Connor stated, seeing the truth of the matter.
She nodded.
“When he returned, he was different. Changed somehow. Then he said—“ Revna shuddered. “He said that sacrifice was needed or our village was doomed. I tried to expose him for what he was, and then he tried to attack me.”
“They didn’t kill him?” Connor inquired.
Revna shook her head with a bitter countenance. “He was not a useful man. They thought the forest would claim his life, so they banished him… And then he returned with Bloodraiders.”
She started to break down.
“They killed everyone,” Revna’s voice trembled. “They—they sacrificed my mother and father to Dorgorr and I—”
Connor could no longer restrain himself.
He felt his aloofness toward Revna transform into an overwhelming protectiveness. None of her eccentricities mattered anymore. He just wanted his new friend to stop hurting.
Revna leaned slightly in his direction, then over-corrected the other way—like she wanted comfort but was too scared or ashamed to ask for it.
So he gave it of his own accord.
Connor put his hand on Revna’s shoulder with all the empathy in his heart, and then she fell against him with quiet sobs, pulling his arm around herself like a blanket.
There was nothing he could say that wouldn’t be filled with outrage, so he kept quiet, only to find that she was not finished with her story.
“The Bloodraiders didn’t leave. They turned my home into theirs, but the Seer kept me.”
Connor turned his widened eyes toward Revna, meeting her wistful gaze with his own morbid astonishment. “What did he do?”
“He raised me,” Revna said through clenched teeth.
Connor narrowed his eyes and dropped his chin. “Did he hurt you?”
“He couldn’t touch me, nor could anyone else. Violating my purity would have spoiled my potential.”
“Potential…”
“He wanted me to awaken as a Witch, so he could take my life and give my Tears of the Mother to Dorgorr… But I fooled him.
“I made him believe I was his disciple, so he would let me out and train as a warrior. One day, he let me get too close, and I wounded him so savagely that he could never pursue me.”
“You escaped,” Connor finished.
Revna nodded. “I ran until I bled. When I couldn’t run anymore, I laid by the creek to die—and that’s when Vaniry found me. She said I wasn’t cursed, but they’re all dead. And it’s my fault.”
“No,” Connor stood up and brought Revna with him, taking both of her hands into his. “They will be avenged because of you.”
A hopeful glint appeared in her eye, though the weak smile she offered did not reach them. “You’ll do it? You’ll kill Dorgorr?”
Connor clenched his jaw and pounded a fist on his chest.
“And the Seer. This wrong will not go unpunished, Revna. I will chant the song of their deaths. I will wield the power of the runes. And I will burn that graveyard
to the ground!”




Chapter 40

“You’re sure we’re in the right place?” Uldric questioned from horseback.
Connor rode with his shield in one hand, and a wooden javelin in the other as the light of the day bore down on his grimwolf skull.
“Revna said her village resided where the daily dark comes two hours before noon,” Connor replied as they moved through the trees. “And I do not question her honesty.”
“It’s not her honesty I’m questioning; it’s her recollection. That was years ago—and this is a lot of forest. What makes you think it’s even out here?”
“Because this is where we met that pack of Bloodraiders on our way in,” Connor replied as he looked down to glimpse a pair of human tracks. “Thuundyr, kneel.”
The horse did as he was told, allowing Connor to hop into a crouch and touch the imprinted soil, pinching it between his fingers to deem it recently tread. “We’re getting close.”
“Lovely,” Uldric calmly took his bow off his back. “But we have another dilemma: your wife’s black blooded monster. It’s going to be here soon. We won’t have the time to sack a whole village before it arrives.”
“It is deliberate,” Connor retorted, getting back in Thuundyr’s saddle so that the great mount could rise to full height. “We attack on the same night Griselda’s Drokaga arrives.”
“Oh?” Uldric peered sideways with a devious grin. “Then you intend to set the beast upon the Bloodraiders should you find yourself overwhelmed?”
“Better them than us.”
Uldric’s horse stopped at the same time as Thuundyr.
“What’s the matter, boy?” said Uldric, clicking his tongue to get his horse to cooperate.
Thuundyr stomped his right front hoof twice, shook his mane, then turned his head off to the side, looking over Uldric’s shoulder.
Connor looked ahead to where Thuundyr indicated and saw  a decomposing hand dangling from a tree on a string. The king met his eyes, then looked suspicious.
Uldric turned his head, then whipped his bow around and fired an arrow at the thing, landing a trick shot through what remained of its palm.
“Shit,” he said. “Looks like the girl was right, Huntsson.”
They rode a little further in, negotiating the increasingly uneven terrain until they reached a patch of land where the leaves of the trees had all died off.
And there were many more body parts to find dangling from dead branches.
The ground was dry—like it hadn’t even rained there—and covered in well-tread soil, with sticks and bones lying all around. Connor felt the joy and color had gone out of that place, but that was not its most disturbing feature.
Connor’s stomach turned as he looked ahead to what was on the trees. A plethora of dismembered body parts and mangled corpses had been carefully woven into spires of rotting flesh,  their blood seeping into the roots of the nearby trunks.
There was no life here, only totems of death and brutal carnage. A great many trees had been cut down to stumps, with a dirt path that would have been made by two horses or an ox dragging a long tree.
Connor followed it to an increasingly macabre display of human barbarity in columns of spikes with human skulls mounted on them.
And there they found Revna’s village, converted to a fort; a monument to human sacrifice.
“No drink has ever made me want to vomit like this,” Uldric breathed, his face contorted in horror.
“I’ve never witnessed such evil…” Connor replied in disgust.
“No one watching the grounds while they’re out?” Uldric grumbled. “They don’t even care who sees.”
“No need for guards. Who would come beyond this?”
“Us, apparently,” Uldric raised his bow and aimed it yonder. “I think I see a barricade. Well, at least we know what they did with all the trees. Can we go now?”
“After we send a message,” Connor said while flipping open his satchel.
“You want to go in, don’t you?”
“Not inside. Around. I brought paint,” Connor pointed at a deep thicket off to his far right. “I need those trees by the gate marked with these runes. I will take the other side.”
He produced the rune stone for fire, and the other for protection—inverted. Uldric put down his bow and pulled his horse closer to take them.
“They’re going to notice that someone’s marked their territory,” Uldric replied, accepting a pouch of plain paint from Connor’s satchel.
“I would turn their mockery into trembling before they taste my spear,” Connor replied as he dropped his chin. “When they see these runes, they will know they have died before it’s even begun.”
“We leave today, but you do not need to fight,” Connor informed Naela, who was standing in the ashes of the Witch’s hut.
They’d burned it down after the Bloodraider Witch left, to be replaced by the next one to awaken.
Connor stood outside of its former perimeter, his body concealed within his fur pelt as his shaggy hair collected little beads of water from the sprinkled clouds above—the Seeress was performing some kind of rite.
Caedeth watched in silence, observing only from a small distance.
“My path is chosen,” Naela said graciously. “I will lend my powers of mending to your cause, and then I will consecrate the ashes of the slain so that the land can heal.”
Naela traced a circle with the bottom of her branch staff in the ash, creating a wavy symbol before crossing it with a line. Connor didn’t know what she was doing, but the way she moved her body was almost like a slow dance.
The rune shaped grooves in her staff had been cleansed of prior paint, so he couldn’t read which ones she had pre-set upon it.
“Did you know about Dorgorr?” asked Connor.
“Revna never shared the name of the god who wronged her, only the darkness haunting her.”
Naela extended her arm out to tap the north-most edge of the char, bending at the knees to sweep her staff into a wide arc.
“And what do your omens say of our success?”
“You don’t need an omen,” Naela said with a giggle. “What you have is so much stronger. Hello, Vaniry.”
He felt fingers tussling the hair on the back of his head.
Connor stiffened and turned around, surprised to see the teal-skinned goddess standing there with steady amusement in her mischievous eyes.
“You’re quiet,” he remarked.
“The soil is much too polite to protest when I need to move about in silence,” Vaniry replied. “The trees whisper of Bloodraiders descending from the mountains of Frostengrund. They’ve reached Grynfeld.”
“Then we must hurry,”said Connor. “I have to warn the villages before they venture south.”
“We still have time,” Vaniry replied, staring directly at Naela who was meeting her eyes. “They will follow the scent of blood right to you.”
The news gave Connor some measure of relief, as he wasn’t the kind of man who liked to be rushed about anything. Vaniry broke his concentration by stepping into him, coming close enough that he could smell her fragrant scent.
“You seem distressed,” Vaniry observed with a tilt of her head.
“He looks very distressed,” Naela chimed in. “Want to talk about it?”
“I am not distressed,” Connor dismissed.
“But you’re making a face.”
“I’m not making a face—what face?”
“The one you’re making right now.”
“It’s his nose,” Vaniry said, leaning right up close and personal to touch the subtle snarl he was wearing.
“I am not making a face,” Connor said with finality.
And then Astreya came walking by with two pails of water hanging from a staff across her back, dropping it off by the little plot before heading to get more again. “That’s definitely a face he makes.”
Connor took a grumbling breath.
Vaniry beamed. “Well, that settles it. No one knows you better than her. Come on, tell me! Please?”
The atrocity clawing into his heart finally pierced through, spilling his outrage.
“Revna’s plight angers me beyond reason,” Connor groused. “She didn’t do anything wrong.”
Vaniry’s eyes softened into endearing sympathy. “Would you like a hug?”
“That is… unnecessary,” Connor replied, reticent.
“It won’t hurt. I won’t put seeds in you or anything—that’s what you’ve been doing to Griselda!” Vaniry teased before putting her arms around Connor to giggle and squeeze.
Charmed by her manner, he begrudgingly accepted the cheering up from the goddess, finding that her touch truly did work to soothe him. She was like a brisk drink of mountain water after a day’s labor.
The Seeress stepped out of the burn circle; herself looking around the village before her eyes wandered up.
“She’s watching us. I see her in the trees,” Naela said, looking only with her eyes but not making any gestures.
Connor looked where she did, exhaling deeply as Vaniry playfully pinched his cheek. Revna was on a high branch, her face clean of war paint, but her eyes locked upon them.
“I’m glad she’s finally opening up. She’s starting to trust you now,” Vaniry said, drawing his focus to her face.
Connor gazed into Vaniry’s big doe eyes, grateful for her understanding. “Though her spirit is grieved, I will protect it as though it were my own.”
The teal goddess sighed in contented relief. “Thank you, Connor. She deserves some respite—and I can only do so much!”
“You need not thank me for things I do of my own accord.”
“Yes, I do!” Vaniry kissed his cheek, taking him off guard with her abrupt mischief. “Goodness should always be rewarded with goodness, Connor. That’s my belief.”
“Personal boundaries do not exist with you, do they?” Connor wondered, truly perplexed by her whimsical behavior.
“You want me to stop?”
“No.”
“Then enjoy the attention! I can tell you’re not used to it, anyway—which makes it more fun for me,” Vaniry giggled, walking around him to enter the zone Naela had blessed.
Astreya came walking by with another pail of water, along with another comment. “You weren’t worried about personal boundaries when Griselda first grabbed your cock.”
That was a good time.
Naela and Vaniry shared a laugh while Connor glared at his sassy wife. That blonde, lovable brat. Oh, how he couldn’t get enough of her.
And she was right.
There were different rules for pretty women, and he did have the local customs to consider. Far be it from him to refuse the affectionate generosity of a divine beauty.
Connor looked at the Seeress as villagers walked past with more pails of water. “There is still time. We can marry now, if that is your wish.”
Naela shook her head with a light smile. “I feel we should follow a battle with a wedding, and not the other way around, don’t you agree?”
“I do,” Connor returned her smile with a chuffed smirk of his own. “We will wait, then.”
“Husband!” Griselda shouted from three houses away, her body dressed in her full gear—except she was carrying his bone gear, which he hadn’t put on yet.
She stormed over with it and pulled a bone spike from his secondary belt, revealing its bone dry surface.
“What is this?” Griselda questioned.
“A weapon,” Connor replied curtly.
“It is unblooded. You have not killed anything with it yet.”
Connor knew how much of a staunch advocate Griselda was for honor and tradition, which he loved about her, but the bone set was something she took personally.
Which was why he’d already anticipated that he’d be in big trouble once she saw it, and prepared his scheme thus.
“That is something you made for me with your own hands,” Connor replied.
Griselda’s groan morphed into a growl. “Then why do you neglect it?”
“Because a gift from my wife deserves proper tribute, and I would see it drenched in the blood of the god we’re going to kill.”
Griselda stood in dead-eyed silence, and it took all of Connor’s self control not to smile. He had her, and he knew it.
Her pale cheeks became tinged by a warm pink, and then she squared up close and personal, shoved the gear into his hands before grabbing his shoulder armor and pulling herself into him.
Griselda kissed him as fiercely as she ever had, then punched his shoulder.
“Na vala nágu, hansa,” she said with lips flushed with red passion, looking from his mouth to his eyes. “If you did not need your strength, you would be inside me now.”
“I might anyway,” Connor warned. “And what did you just say?”
Griselda blushed, smirked, then turned around and walked away with a feminine swagger. Damn, that woman was delectable.
Vaniry giggled audibly, while Naela took one final walk around the perimeter of her circle, dragging her staff to mark it visually.
Connor looked at Vaniry and pointed his thumb back at the departing Griselda. “What did that mean?”
“She’s beginning to fall in love with you,” Revna spoke, coming out from behind a wagon of straw next to the many pails of water, her long red ponytail blowing to her side.
He hadn’t seen Revna when she’d come down from the tree, which reminded him just how dangerous she could be when she chose.
Being told that he’d gotten under Griselda’s skin—as she’d also gotten under his—warmed his heart in a way that could’ve sustained him through the most frigid of frosts.
And he was particularly pleased about Revna’s translation, albeit surprised.
“You speak Drokán,” Connor realized, not having made the connection in his mind when he found out she’d lived among Bloodraiders for years.
“I do,” she said. “And I have refused to utter it… until I can see the fear in the eyes of those animals as I call to the runes in their own tongue.”
A woman after his own heart.
That was exactly the kind of bespoke terror he wanted them to feel. It was less than they deserved.
Revna looked at Vaniry, whose eyes had filled with somber and sympathy before the goddess came over with a friendly hug.
“Want to see?” asked Naela.
“Yes,” Revna said with a polite nod.
Connor put on his bone gear before Griselda came back, then Astreya came over to stand next to him and hold his hand.
The villagers began to come together, placing the water pails around as Vaniry stepped into the center of the Witch’s former house.
One by one, Naela walked around the circle to tap each vessel, tipping their watery contents onto the scorched soil.
The water channeled into the drawings that Naela had made, filling them in as lines connected to runes and runes connected to the outer circle.
Vaniry stood there with a serene face, then slowly crouched down and splayed out her hands, touching her fingertips to the forming mud.
The goddess closed her eyes; she bowed her head low with black hair hanging down, and then pointy little vines emerged from the ground—like watching a sprout grow at rapid motion.
“Mother of Mothers…” Connor marveled.
“Wow,” Astreya breathed.
Everyone stepped back as the vines thickened and curved around like roots or guided branches, swirling up into a dome shaped abode. The sound of twisting twigs and groaning wood announced its solidification, and then it was done.
No door, just an archway fit for building one later. Connor had seen magic already, but never anything so flamboyant as to witness Vaniry grow a house right before his eyes.
She stepped out afterward, looking like she’d done little more than go for a light jog.
“What do you think?” she asked.
“I never knew…” Revna’s chest quivered.
Caedeth shed a tear, Naela laughed and cried at the same time, and the villagers all around began to bow before the feat of magic they’d just witnessed.
And now that Connor knew that the forest goddess could do that, he was starting to get some ideas…
“Connor?” said Astreya, looking at him with excitement. “Do you think? Maybe? She could? You know?”
“Oh, yes,” Connor said with a tooth-baring smile. “Vaniry?”
“Hmm?” the goddess tilted her head with curious attention.
“What other sorts of things can you make like that?”
It was time.
Connor stood at the main pathway out of the highland village, accompanied by Thuundyr as he waited for Astreya to finish packing up their tent.
She’d insisted on arranging everything a certain way so she’d know where it all was, leaving the actual building the tent to Connor when the time came.
With final preparations being made, Connor looked toward the east with a solemn anticipation.
He stood alone with Revna, who watched beside him with a brand new sword. No shield. Her war paint and her reflexes were her defense of choice.
They were quiet for a good long while, just keeping each other company as their bloody business loomed nearer. Finally, Revna spoke.
“You can have Dorgorr, but I want the Seer for myself,” she said.
“Then you shall have him,” Connor replied.
“It will be quick, but I want him to suffer first.”
“That is your right.”
Revna turned to him with unwavering eye contact.
“Vaniry has given all the blood she could part with. I’ve got enough paint for you. You’ll be able to fight harder, longer, and your skin will resist the bite of a blade.”
“Then I will wear it gladly. Thank you, Revna,” Connor replied.
She took a deep, close-eyed breath. “I don’t want anyone to die because of me.”
“Our lives are ours to do with as we please, and we have chosen to help yours. We will strike quickly, savagely, and without mercy.”
“They will fight to the last.”
“As they should. If they are smart, they will have men on guard, some who may not have slept, with archers and spears defending on their walls.”
Her breathing visibly sped up.
“Connor… I’m afraid to see them,” Revna confessed, her nose snarling in self-directed frustration.
“I’ve seen you fight Griselda. I have no doubt in your skills, and I will be there to protect you.”
Revna smiled weakly, then closed her eyes to shake her head. “Not the Bloodraiders… It’s everyone I knew. They were still there, lingering in the place where I failed them.”
Connor took a step closer to her, halting when he saw her shrink her shoulders in a bit.
“They will have peace, Revna. I vow it.”
“I’ve prepared a great many things for you,” said Vaniry, who once again snuck up behind him with nary a sound.
Had it been anyone else, his startle reflex may have resulted in the receiving of a sound elbow.
“If you are trying to teach me to notice when others sneak up on me, it is working,” Connor responded. “What have you made?”
“All the arrows and spears you could ask for. Strong vines long enough to wrap ten men each, a few presents here and there—and war paint,” the forest goddess looked around idly. “I don’t mind if you burn them, just don’t leave them lying around.”
“Thank you, goddess. You have given us a great boon.”
Vaniry smiled playfully and waved it off. “It’s no trouble. I would have had it all done faster, but Caedeth was a bit slow to get going.”
Connor frowned. “Why would Caedeth come?”
“Because a father does not sit idly by while his daughter goes to battle,” the voice of the aforementioned chieftain answered, walking from around the incline.
The old man had discarded his ceremonial clothes in favor of hardened leather, with an axe, shield, and three spears with him. All the exposed skin on his face was covered in blue war paint, along with stripes going down his arms.
He was dressed for war.
“Can you move well?” Connor questioned.
“We highlanders are a hardy breed, and we will all fight to defend that which matters dearly.”
“All?” asked Revna.
A precession of horses followed Caedeth as he approached the meeting point, each one loaded with cargo and others with the male riders of their village.
There was a contingent of female Runecasters as well, all wearing their war paint in various swirling designs, armed with sharp implements and shields.
Some of the warriors had stripes going up and down their face, others went across the forehead and down the chin.
Runic prayers had been written in normal black paint in small fonts on their arms, with intersecting lines between the designs, forming what Connor interpreted as paths for power to travel along.
Even more were behind them, bringing a small herd of horses for both mounted calvary and cargo carrying. Fifteen archers, thirty male villagers, and ten maiden Runecasters.
A combined force of sixty strong.
Connor’s wives, along with Naela, rode to the front of the crowd to come to Connor. Uldric came through the crowd next, grumbling at his horse with three full quivers on his back.
“Well, look at that,” the king said with pleased cheeks. “A little army.”
Vaniry stepped forward to touch Revna on the shoulder, who was looking overwhelmed by the whole thing.
“I didn’t ask them, you know,” Vaniry said brightly. “They came on their own.”
The red head’s lips parted as she gazed with mouth agape. “This many?”
“You are family, Revna. Did you truly think that we would not come to your aid?” Caedeth answered with an amused brush of his beard. “Silly girl.”




Chapter 41

There would be no time wasted in their trip eastward, and their hearts had been steeled against the coming tide of blood.
Their march took them through the hardening terrain of northernmost Grynfeld, where the air began to cool and the trees more vile.
An orange tinged the sky, with almost all the light having faded away. They would arrive by dark, timing it so that they would not require torches from too far away, exposing their location.
His entire face was painted in blue, darkened by the shadow of his skull helm’s snout.
Astreya painted one stripe across her forehead, and two more going down in each cheek. Little runes had been written all over her arms using normal black paint, with blooming blue spirals on her shoulders.
Grisela went with three jagged stripes down her face—with dots on her arms and legs. Vaniry’s white paint had been renewed, fortifying her body in normal materiality, and Uldric had a series of half circles on each side of his face and chin.
Revna had made some changes to her normal appearance. The top half of her face had the blue warpaint, but her story had been added to it.
She had stripes coming down her cheeks like falling tears, for all the ones that she’d shed. She’d put lines on her lips but curved them askew, a sign of diversion from Witchhood.
Her chin had been painted red with her own blood; the hunger she had for Dorgorr’s. The rest of her skin was white with chalky paint, like that of the long since dead.
Revna’s revenge would not be denied.
They moved through the dark, using Revna’s eyes to guide them without a single torch lit.
“It is here,” Revna spoke, her glare widening into glistening horror as the fortified village came into view.
Connor raised a fist to signal the horde behind him.
Caedeth let out a pulsing chirp, causing the immediate fanning out of their forces. Orders were coordinated via a series of avian calls, with each group having its own sound.
Tall torches had been erected all around its perimeter, with more being planted a full thirty paces out to spread the light further out.
They all remained outside the reach of the flickering flames, like the many eyes of the hidden dark forest. Connor got down from Thuundyr first, waiting for Revna to dismount before walking alongside her toward the cursed path.
She gasped, then held still while Connor began searching for threats.
“What is it?” he asked, eyes ever vigilant.
“They’re here… They’re all around!” she whispered.
Revna clutched her head, shaking it in hysteria as a cold breeze began to move around them in what felt like a perfect circle.
Astreya watched with worry, while Griselda seemed undecided on whether to get off her horse. He had to make a choice, so Connor got in front of Revna and blocked her view, his hands giving her shoulder a squeeze.
“Revna, stop. Look at me,” he said.
“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” she whimpered, shaking her head with her eyes tightly shut.
“Give me a cloth,” Connor murmured, holding out his hand expectantly as an idea came to him.
He was quickly given one by Naela, which he folded into a narrow piece.  Using his physique to keep her blocked, Connor used the fabric as a blindfold, covering her eyes with it.
Astreya rode up closer so that Whitestrider could nudge her back with her nose, bringing down her breathing to a normal pace.
“There. Is that better?” asked Connor.
Revna took a deep, long breath and then held her head up with eyes concealed. “Yes…”
“Then hold my hand, and don’t let go,” he said, echoing the same thing Revna said to him when they went through the dark forest.
He led her slowly to the edge of the orange and red glow, keeping her calm while their forces began to set up. Connor was pleased to see that the runes he and Uldric had left behind had been defaced.
It meant they’d been taken seriously.
Connor stopped her just outside of the light, then brandished Grimgyr as Vaniry and Naela each came with a finger dab of blue paint.
With Vaniry on his left, and Naela on his right, he held out the spear and put the flat facing horizontal.
“Laguz. Kenaz. Give me water burned by fire,” Connor commanded.
Naela and Vaniry both drew a rune on Grimgyr at the same time. One for water, and one for fire.
Connor raised his spear and held it aloft, watching as a plume of thick steam billowed from it. The sound it made was like the sizzle of water pouring on a hot stone, making a wall of fog as he waved it like a banner.
All of them became hidden by the mist, its humid fingers reaching around the village in a stranglehold of obscurity.
The effect expired with a wipe of the runes from Connor’s hand, and then he led Revna forward as alerted voices within the walls of the village began shouting in Drokán.
“I am here, Revna. We all are,” said Connor, seeing through the boundary of the haze as Bloodraiders manned the wooden towers. “Are you ready?”
Revna nodded.
Connor whistled once, and then their archers let their arrows fly from the high branches, eliminating their ranged sentries in one fell swoop.
Their frantic shouts signaled the blowing of a great horn, with the gates opening to pour out a dozen Bloodraiders in heavy chain mail and their signature metal helmets.
A shield wall was quickly formed, with each standing side by side with no openings of any kind, not even to get past the barricade.
“Thrauul en üt thünyr!” one of them called out.
Connor ignored them and spoke to Revna in a gentle but resolute tone. “Now look upon your enemy, and condemn him with your own breath.”
She took a step forward, each one braver than the last, their hands still holding until their arms fully extended. Her fingers slid over his until they touched at the fingertips, lightly grazing each other’s until Revna finally let go to step out of the mist.
She strode into the light with the Bloodraiders murmuring in confusion at the emergence of a lone intruder. Their lead warrior bashed his sword once against his shield. “Stük! Thrauul en nágu?”
“I am Revna…” she said quietly, far too softly for them to hear her from such a distance.
“Thrauul en nágu!”
“Na en Revnaaa!” she wailed with anguished fury, ripping off her blindfold to glare at them with eyes cracked by red. Her scream lasted until she had nothing left, and then she drew her sword and chanted in a percussive cadence with a feral growl. “Na ku! Rathadu! Kala keth nathra fa elya!”
The highlanders waiting to ambush all began howling and shrieking like the fury of the forest itself.
And then Naela started drumming.
It started with just one, but then the other groups started pounding even more war drums. They were everywhere.
And then the walls of the entire village burst into a conflagration, caging the entire stronghold in a barricade of towering flame.
The highlanders all repeated Revna’s chant, surrounding the Bloodraiders in a cacophony of ominous sound.
“Na ku!
Rathadu!
Kala keth nathra fa elya!”
They stomped thunderously along with the beat, drawing everyone into a righteous frenzy until Connor roared at the night.
He snarled and hunched over, his stance bereft of humanity as everyone’s collective fury flowed through him like the blood in his bulging veins.
The Bloodraiders broke formation as the highlanders charged in from all sides with flaming arrows arcing into the fort from the flanks.
Those who were inside ran out to escape the flames, and those were outside ran in to escape Revna’s vengeance.
“Dorgorr the Baneful!” Connor bellowed as he emerged out of the mist like a ghost. “I have come to cast you down!”
Then he wrote the rune for ‘fire’ on Grimgyr’s blade, igniting it as a beacon of vengeance, and the riders galloping beside him as he charged ahead.
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It was a hell tailored for the terror of the Bloodraiders.
Everything burned, with the massive wall of fire bringing sweat to the brows of the heavily armored defenders.
Runecasters wielding flaming swords converged on the Bloodraider flanks like hot claws clutching a beating heart. First blood belonged to the highlanders, who let out vicious vocalizations in the name of vengeance.
The riders circled around them, launching arrows into the fray before dashing back off into the mist. Revna had lost herself in her bloodlust, her face wearing all the years of agony and scorn she’d carried with her.
Connor led the charge as a shock trooper, drawing the attention of the enemy formation with a forceful assault of his spear.
He had never known such vigor, bringing the full measure of his strength to every blow, like a beast in the throes of a trance.
One lunge from a flaming Grimgyr was all it took to smite the first Bloodraider he attacked. The divine weapon plunged through his enemy’s shield, setting it alight and pushing him back out of position.
Connor raised his own defense to withstand the coordinated counter-attack from the Bloodraider line, responding in kind with repeated lunges to disrupt their line.
Knowing that the bright fire would burn the rune to dust within seconds, he afforded an additional strike by swinging the spear by the bottom in an arc in front of himself, igniting their shields and forcing them to discard.
In the back of his mind, he was aware of the grimwolf skull on his head, its ferocity reflecting his own as its fangs tasted the splattering blood of his quarry.
It was a reminder to his allies that a man of great prowess fought on their behalf, and a warning to his enemies that what faced them was far worse than the trophy he wore.
He moved with purpose as the fire expired, only for Revna to sprint in from directly behind him and infiltrate their line, engaging them with vicious slashes of her sword.
Griselda was cackling as she spun into a backhanded shield bash to knock one Bloodraider in his helm, then stabbed down into the space between his neck and head, only to rip it out in a spray of blood before she charged toward Connor and rammed the man to his left.
Their heavy armor made them vulnerable in few places, but with the war paint added to Connor’s already considerable might, he was able to drive Grimgyr through their chainmail chests and barge deeper toward the gate.
Astreya came out to Connor’s other side in a dance of fire as she covered Connor’s blind spot with agile dodges and quick stabs combined with staggering bashes.
Naela walked slowly behind the melee fighters, her staff in hand as she swiped war paint onto her pre-engraved runes, tapping spots on the ground—where thorny vines grew from where she touched.
Vaniry remained further in the rear, her eyes locked in concentration as she held a crouch to claw her fingers into the soil.
The highlanders rushed through the crowd to fight their way toward the gate, then the vines would snatch the ankles of surviving pursuers, where the mounted archers would circle around and finish them off.
“Throw!” Connor shouted.
The highlanders nearest to him took his remaining javelins like light-fingered thieves and scattered off to throw them in overlapping arcs into the fray.
Astreya thrust her sword into the leg of the Bloodraider on Connor’s right side, then spun to the left and took a javelin from his back in order to swap it with Grimgyr.
He hurled his javelin straight into the shield of a charging Bloodraider, it bouncing away with a parry as he came in with a four-bladed mace.
Revna dived forward into a roll and transitioned smoothly into a sideways slash at his knees, wounding him from the side as Connor came up with his recovered spear and skewered him through the gut before tossing him aside like he was flicking meat off a stick.
“They’ve got more coming out the side!” Uldric warned, aiming his sword forward from horseback before dismounting.
The king engaged in melee combat, defending against a raging Bloodraider with hacking swings of his axe. Indeed, there were more of them coming from a collapsed section of the barricade.
Connor wanted it all razed to the ground, and the defenders were beginning to find their stride and hold a position at the bottleneck by the gate itself.
“Here!” Caedeth shouted, the old man’s blue painted face covered in red blood.
Whitestrider had been circling the old man, trampling his would-be attackers and drawing his attention whenever one escaped his notice.
The Bloodraiders held at the fort opening, and the highlanders all held a short distance away as the inferno raged all around them.
A burly attacker’s mace broke Griselda’s shield on contact, to which she grabbed his wrist, stabbed him in the eye socket, and then relieved him of his mace as he fell in order to wield it in her off-hand.
Revna ducked her head out of the way of an overhead swing, then stabbed up into the man’s armpit, twisted, and ripped it out before dashing off to wildly hack at anyone who wasn’t paying attention to her.
Connor growled and turned his back to them, walking toward the villagers until he heard Astreya shout off to his left.
“Rahhh!” she shrieked as her sword shattered on contact with a Bloodraider’s sword, his body snapping back like a twig as his wife fell to her knees.
“Astreya!” Connor shouted, running to her side to check on her. “What happened?”
“Back off!” Uldric shouted as he cut the throat of a Bloodraider who tried to attack Connor from the side. “Is the lady hurt?”
“If you die on me now, I will kill you!” Griselda raged as she uppercut an opponent with her off-hand mace, turned into the movement and stabbed her right-handed sword over and down into his throat once he was on his back.
“I’m alright! It just shocked me,” said Astreya, who held wiggled her wrist like it was stiff. “I tried to use the Thurisaz rune to make the thorns come to my sword, but instead, my blow struck so much harder.”
Thuundyr charged in the way of an incoming assailant, neighing furiously as he turned around and kicked with both legs to launch the Bloodraider at the men at the gate.
They broke their grouping and retreated inside as Vaniry’s vines slithered in after them.
“Good boy, Thuundyr,” Connor praised.
Naela was quickly upon Connor and Astreya, coming to their side while Griselda roared at the stragglers, clanging her weapons together to dare their attack.
“Let me see,” Naela said, putting down her staff to look at Astreya’s arm, touching her wrist and forearm to check for injuries. “Your prayer protected you, but you’ve sprained it. That rune’s force is not easily controlled.”
Uldric used his bow to cover the villagers as they stomped and shouted as an intimidation tactic; beasts of hell howling at the burning gates of what remained of their lives.
“They’re going to rally in there!” Uldric shouted.
Caedeth rode in atop Whitestrider, whose white fur had been stained in red blood, none of it belonging to her. “We will chase the runners into the forest! You must finish them quickly!”
The chieftain rode off after that, supporting a group of highlanders who’d taken the long way around.
“I can still fight,” said Astreya, looking frustrated in her fighting fervor. “Just strap a sword in my hand.”
“Can you mend her?” asked Connor.
“With time,” Naela replied as she reached into her robe and retrieved a thoroughly etched rune stone with a full sigil on it. “This will do for now.”
The Seeress removed a swipe of war paint and rubbed it onto Astreya’s wrist, then used her nail to trace lines connecting her wrist to her middle forearm.
She drew a circle just below the center of Astreya’s palm, then traced a line down from that before splitting it off into a crescent with an ‘X’ at the ends.
After that she took out a dry leave, then put it in Astreya’s mouth to chew on.
“Blegh! Bitter,” Astreya remarked as she chewed quickly, then registered a look of astonishment.
“Does it feel better?” asked Naela.
“Yes!” Astreya nodded with a look of surprise at her hand.
“That’s just for the pain. The swelling will lessen, but it’s still sprained, so be careful. Connor?”
“She will stay near me,” Connor replied pre-emptively, helping Astreya to her feet.
He looked at the flaming gates as the vines continued to creep into the fort while the ground became noticeably cooler—wetter.
He looked at Vaniry, who was surrounded by four vigilant Runecaster. Her eyes were steady with focus, betraying a slight exertion.
The ground vibrated, with thicker vines popping up and curving back down, forming twisted clusters all around Revna’s old village like a maw opening around a meal.
Vaniry smiled and let out an airy giggle, like she was surprised at her own power, then winced in effort as she closed her eyes to bow her head and hold her pose.
Revna raged to the sky and threw down her sword as its blade had bent and turned into a stone-like gray, like the ash of a burned log.
It burst into dust as she went to pick up another weapon from a fallen Bloodraider, stepping over their corpses to walk right into the gate.
“Revna!” Connor called out.
She stopped abruptly, her stance hunched like a prowler as she turned around and looked at him with a grim pleading.
“Dorgorr is here!” Revna shouted. “I can feel him!”
“Don’t. Go. Alone!”
Revna turned her head to look into the flaming fort, then back to them as she visibly wrestled with her choice. Then her face froze, and her eyes opened as much as they could.
“Dad? Mum?” she said with a trembling voice.
She clutched her hair and closed her eyes while shaking her head, trying to block everything out.
“Let’s get her,” Connor growled as he helped Astreya to her feet, then bellowed at the gate. “Revna! We are not done! You are still alive!”
Revna’s breathing shook as she looked at everyone with lament, but she turned toward him and away from the fort. She was going to come back.
But then the front barricade collapsed with a breath of embers from the burning wood, blocking Revna behind a veil of flames and char.
“Revna!” Vaniry shouted with a voice so loud that the wind itself carried the sound in a wall of chill over their bodies. Her teal skin darkened to a blue so deep it was almost black, and her dark eyes brightened with an ominous yellow.
The Runecasters guarding her recoiled away in fear, while Vaniry herself glared at the gate. The vines began to dry and crack as they grew from the thinness of a twig to the thickness of a rope—with thorns sprouting out of their sides and shredding the soil they weaved through.
“Vaniry!” Naela shouted at the forest goddess, standing with her staff raised and her left palm up. “Stay your wrath!”
A deep, gravely voice boomed from the fort itself, causing the flames to flutter as it echoed much like Vaniry’s.
“Welcome home, my Weeping Witch…”




Chapter 43

The fury of the forest continued to writhe and build in the form of thorn vines, with two wraths on either side of Connor. Vaniry was one, Dorgorr was the other.
And in the middle of it all was the choice to try and calm the forest goddess, or to pursue Revna.
“I’ll kill them all!” Vaniry shrieked like a howling wind.
The forest goddess seemed beyond the reach of words, raging and clawing at the ground while her vines proceeded to wrap around the fallen fort segment, tugging at the lodged debris.
“This is bad, yes?” Griselda questioned.
Thuundyr neighed and jumped, running along the wall to look for a good spot to kick, but forced to flee from the spitting flames.
Vaniry’s vines were catching fire, a web of flames bursting forth to add to the debris while damaging the forming trap.
And as the vines failed, the forest goddess became even more frustrated, re-routing those that hadn’t been burned at the expense of a clear way in.
“Help me clear a path!” Connor shouted.
Connor charged at the gate with Uldric going after him, the great heat almost searing their skin just from approach. Griselda and Astreya came along to form a line, their war paint running from all their sweat.
And the vines weren’t doing them in favors, they were only getting in the way.
“Vaniry!” Naela shouted with a distinct anger to it as she crept slowly toward the darkened being, writing runes onto her staff. “Stop it!”
Connor looked all around for something he could use, as there was no way for any of them to move the wood blocking their way.
“Damn these vines!” Astreya complained as she pulled some thin ones away from her ankles, cutting down at the ground to sever them.
Uldric hacked with his axe, and Griselda with her sword, keeping the encroaching thorns away from them while Connor kicked and bashed away at the wood to move it.
He needed something bigger. Heavier. Stronger. Something that wouldn’t burn. Like a stone of some kind. Maybe he could write the rune for ‘force’ like Astreya had, but on a rock.
Then perhaps if he hurled it, the thing would break through with the power given to it—but Naela already warned them that Thurisaz was a chaotic rune to use for such things.
It was just as liable to impart a different effect and kill him than anything else.
And there were no such stones or boulders around.
Everyone kept cutting away at the thorns, and Connor used his spear as a wedge to pry things out of the way, but the wood couldn’t handle all the leverage, causing something to snap and fall in the way.
For everything he cleared, something else fell down, resulting in an eruption of fire and heat.
He looked back at the Runecasters protecting Vaniry, who were making circles with runes of protection going around them, getting no closer but not leaving her side.
The Seeress walked toward the forest goddess with a certain menace, brandishing a dagger from inside her robe with her staff held in the other.
Its blade had sigil marks engraved, though Connor could not read the words from that distance. And it had an exotic curve to its point, of a higher quality than any other weapon he’d seen from the highlanders.
“Vaniry!” Naela shouted again as she lifted the dagger high, gripped in reverse, then dropped down to her knees and plunged the dagger into the ground. “I. Said. Stop!”
Naela bellowed with an ethereal echo, alarming Connor as her command impacted his spirit like he was a child being scolded.
Only this felt far more powerful. Absolute.
Like everyone was going to be in big trouble.
The Voice of the Mother.
Vaniry gasped for air as her color returned to normal along with her eyes; she yelped in alarm as she backed away from Naela, who slowly approached the forest goddess with the dagger in hand.
“Forgive me, Mother!” Vaniry put her hands on the ground and bowed prostrate before the Seeress.
Connor couldn’t see Naela’s eyes, but he could feel the intent flowing from her like heat from a hearth. And then that flash of presence disappeared, and she was just the Seeress again.
Naela tucked the dagger away and crouched down to caress Vaniry’s cheek, looking back at Connor with eyes conveying approval.
He would continue onward while she tended to the forest goddess, who was panting laboriously as she drank a skin canteen given to her by one of the Runecasters.
“If that’s what she’s like before awakening, don’t let her yell at me when she does,” Uldric remarked, before going to help Connor move planks aside.
Uldric jammed his axe in a space between two overlapping pillars, groaning as he gave Connor enough space to wedge Grimgyr in, then overturned it only to have the whole thing come crumbling down.
“This isn’t going to work!” Griselda complained as she wiped some paint off her arm and held it over her sword. “I am going to try for Thurisaz. If the rune breaks my arm, I do not care, as long as this shit moves out of the way!”
“Don’t! If all I did was hurt my wrist, imagine what you’ll do!” Astreya warned.
“Strength…” Connor realized, looking at his spear as he leaned to it before support. “My strength!”
Connor took Griselda by the hand and used her pre-painted finger to write the rune on Grimgyr, then tensed himself as an effervescent pressure flowed through his body like water seeping between sand.
“Everyone back!” Connor cried out, the spear vibrating in his hand so strongly that it made his hands itch to an almost unbearable degree. “Uruz! Give me the strength of my father, and split this wall asunder!”
A great thunderclap sounded as Connor drove his spear forward with both hands, plunging it into the high pile of heavy wood.
It broke it away like a dam collapsing before the force of a river rush, all of it crashing away in rolling cinders and smoke.
The way was open.
Connor immediately became dizzy as the rune fizzled from Grimgyr’s surface, with all of it having dried out in a single instant.
Astreya and Griselda both came to Connor’s side and held his arms in support. He caught his breath as the effects of the rune subsided, his hand still gripping Grimgyr while he smiled at the feat of strength he just performed.
Uldric gawked at him stoically at first, glancing from Connor’s face to his spear and then back again. And then he threw his head back and started cackling as he held his sword in the sky.
“That’s the kind of magic I want to see!” the king cheered.
The half-god smiled back at him, then galvanized everyone’s spirit by holding his spear over his head and screaming. “Prepare your carcasses! Grimgyr comes to collect!”
All of them shouted with emboldened fervor, marching over the smolders as their boots crunched them into wispy embers.
Connor bashed his chest with a roar, Griselda howled to the sky, Astreya unleashed a trilling call, and Uldric laughed like a madman before they all charged into the crucible of vendetta that awaited them.
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“Astreya!” Connor shouted, taking out one of his bone knives and handing it to her, replacing the sword she’d broken.
They came to a large space so much carnage covered the ground that it was unrecognizable as soil.
A great membrane of flesh, blood, and viscera carpeted a round area marked by skulls mounted on pikes, with their brain cavities converted to a torch.
The smell of that place was so putrid, so humidly vile that Connor wanted to cut his own nose off.
It all ended with a tall shrine made of bramble and bone, shaped like the Algiz rune: a three-pronged rod. The sight of it was an offensive heresy; the nerve to invoke protection so that they could visit their barbarity on others.
“There she is!” Uldric called out, pointing ahead to a group of Bloodraiders.
They all stood around a great pool of blood, whose depth reached Revna’s ankles as she desperately dueled. The Bloodraiders had congregated to form a circle around her, each one going one at a time to engage her.
And she’d killed so many already.
Corpses lay submerged in the blood pool, with Revna herself trying to fight her way to a figure sitting on a throne of stone, right in front of the rune altar.
He sat with his body slumped to one side, fitted in a loose red robe made of the finest tablet weave.
A single sword rested against his throne, with four rune engravings running along the blade, just above the guard. And he kept his entire head wrapped in a crown of bramble, his face obscured to all.
Connor quickly saw what was happening as the Bloodraiders chanted and barked while they waited their turn to face her.
This was a ritual.
They were tiring her out, each one a sacrifice to Dorgorr, whose Seer would capture her once she could no longer swing her sword.
A notion that Connor would disabuse them of with a vicious lunge into the fray. The Seer laughed as the Bloodraiders turned around to defend themselves against the onslaught.
With Connor acting as both shield and lance, he pierced through the center of the group to part their gathering. Uldric threw his axe into the chest of one, then drew his sword to start going for their knees.
Griselda and Astreya traded off positions, juking in alternating directions as they feigned and baited Bloodraiders into attacking.
Astreya would block, then Griselda would attack her opponent, then Griselda would defend as Astreya returned the favor. Nobody dueled alone. Two against one, and three against two.
A group of highlanders ran in from the gate with painted faces and raised weapons, crashing against the outer flanks while Connor’s group moved up the middle.
Griselda used a fire rune on her sword to control the crowd near the point, but it shattered into brittle fragments, leaving her only with a mace.
She didn’t even have to ask when she stepped behind Connor to relieve him of the other bone knife, leaving his bone pikes where they were.
The men waiting their turn to duel Revna broke away to surround the Seer, protecting him in a circle of four shields.
She swung one last time to lodge her sword into the neck of a heavy Bloodraider, a cry of pained frustration as she yanked it out to watch his body fall into the blood with a loud splash.
“Fight me!” Revna challenged in a hoarse, beleaguered voice.
Connor impaled his last opponent and carried him backward with a great shout, lifting him off his feet before pinning him into the blood pool, severing him from sternum to chin.
Astreya and Griselda formed up beside Revna, while Uldric started creeping up around the side opposite of Connor’s.
Conner himself pointed Grimgyr at the Seer’s protectors and started walking them down, then stopped ahead of the pack with a bitter chuckle.
“What are you doing?” asked Astreya. “Just four left and we’ve got him!”
“No need,” Connor replied. “They’re already dead.”
Vaniry’s vines reached up from the ground and spiraled their way up the Bloodraiders’ legs, causing them to scream in horror as the thorns shredded any skin they found.
The men were pulled off their feet as their bodies were wrapped, and then slowly dragged off into separately burning buildings where their screams got louder before they became silent.
No more Bloodraiders.
The Seer was all alone; his posture betrayed no distress.
Another cluster of vines encroached into the area, collecting Bloodraider corpses and pulling their blood drenched bodies into open flames; her great crimson cremation.
Revna’s heavy breaths came out as growls as she stared the Seer down, her enemy of many years finally vulnerable. Connor walked alongside her and glared at him, considering the coward beneath his contempt.
“My little Weeping Witch, you’ve returned,” the Seer spoke in a casual tone with a hint of frailty in his breath.
“Where is Dorgorr?” Revna questioned.
“You cannot see it? No… you wouldn’t, would you? You didn’t see it then, and you do not see it now. Come, girl. Let us raise Dorgorr together.”
“Finish him,” Connor groused.
“Pick up your sword, pretender,” Revna hissed.
The Seer chuckled, turning his head like he could see through the gaps in his head wrapping. Rising to his feet, he rolled his shoulders back to expose his bare body with only a black loincloth to cover him.
A great scar went from his right shoulder, all the way down and across to the top of his left thigh. It was a ghastly wound to be sure, one that he must have narrowly survived.
His right arm was shriveled and wrinkled, and the nails of his right hand had grown longer than his fingers themselves. The Seer hobbled down into the pool of blood, dragging his sword with his weak arm to go and face Revna.
“I have nurtured your rage from your youth. Oh, you must have so many Tears! You stand before me tonight because of the scorn I instilled in you,” the Seer taunted, limping one last time to stand before Revna.
“Take your stance!” she demanded.
“I cannot defeat you, but Dorgorr preserves me. We cannot be stopped. The Bloodraiders sacrificed in his name have anchored his power—and my immortality with it!”
“Raah!” Revna shrieked, opening the Seer’s chest with a single upward swing of her sword, inflicting the same wound she did in the past, but from his right thigh to his left shoulder.
He fell back lifeless, his body splashing into the blood pool and submerging into it, painting his body in the color of everything spilled in his name.
It was clean; something Revna must have practiced ten thousand times—but the shape his scar and wound made formed an ‘X’. A rune. Gifu. The one representing a gift or partnership.
This was intended; a part of the Seer’s plan.
Revna dropped her sword and fell to her knees, burying her face in her bloody hands as she finally gave herself permission to cry, her sobs shaking her shoulders as her sword sunk beneath the blood.
“Not
Astreya went to console her as Uldric sighed and watched in solemn quiet. Griselda didn’t say anything; she stared at Connor while he stepped around the corpse with his suspicions raised.
“The heart of a great terror,” Connor spoke, pointing his spear at the Seer’s torso. “This should do.”
He shoved Grimgyr down at the chest cavity—but the Seer lifted his weak arm and gripped the weapon just below the blade.
Connor was instantly stopped, his arms shaking as he tried to plunge the spear down into the man’s body, roaring with effort as he did so.
Although the Seer’s arm buckled, and the tip of the blade drew closer to his skin, Connor could not overpower him, not even from where he was.
“Mine,” the Seer replied, his voice morphed back into the booming bass from before.
He grabbed the spear again, this time with his strong arm while Connor tried to wrest it free, but the man’s grip was far beyond any he’d encountered.
“Kill him!” Griselda shouted as she and Astreya dropped down to stab the Seer in the shoulders with their bone knives.
A bestial roar answered them—along with the gushing of black blood. Connor pulled his spear away, and the Seer thrashed his legs around before he sat up to push the women away from himself, throwing them off their feet.
Connor staggered back, standing protectively in front of everyone as the one they all thought was dead, rose to his feet, completely covered in red blood with black seeping from his shoulders.
An arrow stuck into his chest, courtesy of Uldric, though he did not fall. Instead, he used his strong left arm to rip the bramble off his head, revealing blackened eyes and a baneful glare.
“You!” Revna uttered.
Connor didn’t need an introduction; he already knew who it was. The ritual had served its purpose. The Seer was dead, and this was what remained.
Dorgorr.
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“All of you, back!” Connor shouted as he held his shield in defensively, keeping Grimgyr at the ready while he circled slowly to the side. “Do not attack recklessly. He is strong.”
The god stood still and upright with his rune sword lazily in his hand.
While everyone started to circle him, Connor orbited the closest. He wanted Dorgorr to follow him, but the god would only do so with his eyes.
Dorgorr lifted his sword and read the runes on his dripping blade. Connor immediately went to check them. There were multiple possible meanings laced within it, though he didn’t know how they’d be used.
All he knew was that when he saw Dorgorr take some black blood from his own shoulder, he had to stop him.
“Uldric!” Connor shouted.
The king was already firing arrows by the time his name was called. Dorgorr took one right through the neck, letting out a gargled growl of annoyance as he filled a rune with a swipe of his blood.
One that looked like two triangles pointing at each other, touching at the tip.
“Dagaz,” said Dorgorr, and then he plunged his sword down into the pool of blood.
He didn’t even speak an incantation, but Connor knew it worked when all the blood started to seep toward Dorgorr, running up his body like it was spilling in reverse.
It all sunk toward him, coating his legs and covering his body as the highland warriors circling him kept their distance; preparing fingertips of paint to begin Runecasting at a moment’s notice.
Connor trudged through the blood to get to Dorgorr, only for it to harden into a solid shell like a red glass, encasing Dorgorr’s writhing body within.
“To hell with this,” Connor growled as he painted the rune for ‘fire’ on his spear and held it over his head, preparing to throw. “Kenaz, anoint my blade with flame!”
“Connor!” Revna shouted at the top of her lungs.
He held his fiery throw at the last second, his eyes raging with the search for answers as he looked at her. “You want me to let him finish?”
“I see a rune with him!” Revna answered, her breath shuddering afterward. “It’ll leave if he dies!”
His divine spear’s flame extinguished, burning the war paint he sacrificed along with it—but now that meant he couldn’t just slay Dorgorr, he had to bind the rune first.
“Damn,” Connor cursed as he saw the blood shell getting thicker. “Which one is it?”
“Mannaz.”
A symbol representing humanity itself.
How was he supposed to bind that?
Connor resolved to find the answer from the tongue of Dorgorr himself.
“Griselda, Astreya—the knives!” Connor ordered as his wives came to his side.
Each of them gave him their black-blooded bone knives, with Astreya taking Grimgyr to trade off.
“What do we do?” asked Astreya.
“If we can’t kill him, we’ll just hurt him until we can,” Connor replied, held the flats of the knives against his face, then used them to wipe long streaks of their black blood under his eyes.
He felt an immediate quickening, restoring some of the stamina he’d lost during the raid thus far. If Dorgorr was going to take the time to restore himself, then Connor would exploit the respite in kind.
Griselda and Astreya replaced their swords with those of the fallen, while Connor returned his bone knives to their sheaths.
“Take my sword, Griselda,” Connor spoke as he tucked his knives away and took Grimgyr back from Astreya. “I’ve got some bones to blood.”
She pulled it out quickly with the singing of scraping metal.
“Wait for your opening!” Uldric shouted, aiming his sword at the two groups of highland reinforcements, before looking at Connor with confusion. “How do we get close?”
Connor smiled. “Remember the lore? Gods like him cannot shed the blood of mortals. He can’t fight back. Not truly. He’ll have to mind how he defends himself.”
“Dying accidentally, however…” Astreya remarked.
“Connor!” Vaniry called from far behind.
He turned his head and saw the forest goddess standing next to Naela. Her normal teal color returned to her skin, along with the deep brown of her eyes.
The Seeress stared at Dorgorr with utter disgust, like she couldn’t muster up enough regard to even hate him.
“Vaniry, how do I bind the rune?” Connor questioned, watching as the hardened blood started to move.
“Fulfill its expression, and then you can take it from him!” the goddess answered.
“You cannot have the rune,” Dorgorr spoke as the shell peeled from him like flaying skin. “Nor will your spear reach me.”
His body had been restored to that of a young man, free of all injuries and defects. He was also much larger, and taller than Connor by a full head.
Then he turned around and—quite disrespectfully—walked back toward the stone throne like he wasn’t surrounded by a mob of angry runecasters.
“Leave Revna here and begone,” Dorgorr demanded.
Connor sprinted across the mushy ground, kicking up soil saturated in blood as he charged with his spear ready to lunge. Dorgorr threw a lazy backhand that Connor ducked beneath, tossing Grimgyr up and over behind him.
Astreya caught the spear while Connor pulled his two bone knives, jamming both of them beneath his ribs as black blood spewed forth.
“I wasn’t asking,” Connor growled.
He was extremely heavy and difficult to pierce, as Connor’s attempt to hoist him off his feet proved challenging. Dorgorr shrugged him off and forced Connor back, then batted away a lunge from Astreya, who tried to pierce his stomach with Grimgyr.
Griselda came in with a swing of her sword, but Dorgorr cut straight through it with his own, slicing it into two pieces. She immediately went for his wrist with her mace, but he parried it with his blade and then shoved her back off her feet.
Uldric stuck him with arrows, annoying Dorgorr who cut them into stumps with one upward swipe of his sword.
Then they all attacked at once.
Dorgorr’s great strength allowed him to parry them two at a time, redirecting their blows toward each other, and locking metal with metal as he skillfully avoided dealing any direct damage.
“Braagh!” the god shouted as he ducked low and charged out of the circle.
Connor stood his ground to withstand the god, going for a full tackle, but was knocked aside like he wasn’t even there.
And he was heading straight for the Seeress.
“Give me the Tears, Witch!” Dorgorr snarled.
Naela pulled her dagger out from her robes and Dorgorr immediately stomped to a halt, confirming Connor’s suspicion as its gleaming metal reflected in his eyes.
She had an Armament.
“I’m not a Witch yet,” Naela said. “And you aren’t at your best.”
Dorgorr lowered himself into a slide crouch just as Naela threw her dagger into a rapid spin, her throw lodging itself in his chest as vines ensnared his ankles and wrists.
He fell onto his back as Connor ran over to finish him off, leaping into the air to strike with both knives, but the god was not slow. Dorgorr rolled aside, ripping the vines out of the ground as Connor landed next to him, stabbing the cluster of vines instead.
Dorgorr grabbed Connor by the throat and lifted him up, growling in his face with more frustration than he could fathom, then shoved him off.
But Connor had taken the dagger while Dorgorr had him, landing on his back hard enough to knock the wind out, but with a firm hold on his consciousness.
Then Dorgorr began sniffing the air.
“What was that?” he snarled. “Tears of the Mother?”
“Uruz. Kenaz. Pertho,” Astreya chanted from behind Dorgorr as she charged in with the divine spear. “Hide me from the light with the strength of my husband!”
Astreya flickered out of sight like an image upon rippling water, causing Connor to lose sight of her as only splashing footsteps remained.
Dorgorr registered confusion and then pain as Grimgyr burst from his left thigh as Astreya came back into sight, directly behind him with the spear impaling him from behind and its runes wiped off.
She immediately fainted.
Griselda ran up from the other side while Revna matched her run, only for Astreya to be knocked aside as Dorgorr kicked his leg out.
“Suffer!” Revna screamed, diving at the spear to grab the handle and hold onto it.
Griselda stabbed her sword behind Dorgorr’s left knee, but he did not fall, nor did her blade sever his leg.
And then the god smacked her for the offense, knocking both of her weapons out of her hand and throwing her to the ground.
Then he grabbed Revna by her head, roared at her in disgust, and then dropped her to the ground before reaching for the spear to pull it out of his leg.
Laying hands on Connor’s closest would not go without punishment. Divine blood was drawn again.
“Get your own!” Uldric shouted as his axe flew through the air and struck Dorgorr in the left arm he was holding the divine spear with.
Dorgorr released Grimgyr as his tissues were severed, then struck Uldric with little effort across the face using the pommel of his sword, knocking the king down next to Astreya.
Vaniry’s vines went for his legs, but Dorgorr walked out of them like they were little more than annoying weeds, going for the spear at the same time as Connor.
“Griselda!” a booming voice shouted from the sky.
A dense downforce knocked everyone off their feet as the burning fort’s flames bowed toward them. Connor went down as the spear was sent sliding away, leaving him with Naela’s dagger as Vaniry tried to shield herself with her hands.
“Drokaga!” Griselda screamed as she pointed up into the air.
Dorgorr took one look up, growled, then ran for the spear just as Connor started catching up to it.
A heavy thud brought a hefty darkness down in front of him, pinning both Connor and Dorgorr beneath massive black hands tipped by immense claws.
Its weight was undeniable, like being held beneath a mountain, and when Connor beheld its snout, large enough to swallow him whole, he cursed the language barrier between him and Griselda.
For the words she used to describe it didn’t paint a full picture, and its name didn’t exist in his language—but Connor had another name for it.
Dragon.




Chapter 46

He finally understood how Griselda made it all the way down from Frostengrund without a horse or a tent.
She’d been flown to Grynfeld.
Flat on his back and caged between black scaly fingers, Connor held completely still as the great beast lowered its neck to bring its head closer to him and Dorgorr, with smoldering yellow eyes with dilating serpentine slits.
Save for its eyes, the entire beast was the darkest obsidian. Had he been looking up while it was soaring in the night sky, he wouldn’t have seen it at all.
“Connor!” Griselda screamed, with highland warriors coming to surround the creature in panicked murmurs.
It swung its tail and swooped its wide wings out, resulting in everyone being knocked back by the wind alone.
“Get back, you imbeciles!” the dragon uttered, its blaring voice coming without the need to form words with lips or tongue. “Now, what have we here?”
The dragon lowered its head toward them again, with horns arcing back from its head and splaying out individually, creating a kind of crown.
Connor didn’t like being pinned by a creature he’d only heard of in tales from his father, nor did he particularly care for the fact that it could easily kill him.
If he was going to die, the least he could do was use anything and everything he had on hand to draw blood. His bone pikes were inaccessible, however…
He still had Naela’s dagger.
So he used it.
The dragon narrowed its eyes with a low grumble, then slowly—and calmly—lifted its claws off of Connor and then turned up its palm to look at the rune dagger sticking out of it.
“I should have known Griselda would find a
little prick,” the dragon said to Connor, who remained on his back. “Bring me a vessel; you have earned your blood. Now, who is this one?”
Dorgorr tried to push the dragon off, but it drove its point home with a quick bash downward, caging him in its claws with a growl of warning.
“Don’t waste your time, little god. Not in that condition,” the dragon warned. “Now, get up. Both of you.”
Griselda ran to Connor’s side and sat him up, holding a leather canteen while the dragon unhanded Dorgorr, who rose to his feet with black eyes of disdain.
“What the fuck?” Uldric shouted from somewhere behind the dragon, having regained consciousness where Connor couldn’t see.
Connor held his hand up, beckoning him to stay put. “Peace, Your Majesty! Help Astreya!”
His wife was still unconscious on sopping soil, her blonde hair stained with blood not her own. Uldric lifted her out of it and shook her arm, trying to rouse her from her spear-induced slumber.
“Had to be a fucking dragon…” the king complained. “Because of course it would be!”
Dorgorr stood like a statue, moving only his head as he looked from person to person, like he was counting all the ways he could kill them.
Naela was tending to Astreya, her hand shaking as sweat marred her war paint, revealing half of her face with the rest smearing like tears. Revna stood by Vaniry, who glared at the dragon while her fingers pointed at the ground.
And then Connor noticed that short vines had crept out of the ground, their slowly dragging tips drawing runes upon the cursed dirt.
Meanwhile, the dragon plucked the dagger from its palm like a common splinter, pinched between two claws before it returned the Armament to Connor.
A little puncture remained where he’d stabbed, which the dragon turned over to drip black blood into Griselda’s canteen with such abundance that it spilled down the side.
The monster licked its wound clean once the vessel had been filled, then curved its neck to look around at everyone in the fray as the world burned down around them.
“Begone, abomination. I am Dorgorr,” the baneful god spoke with threat in his tone.
“I do not know you,” the dragon dismissed, then rotated its head on its neck to look at Connor and Griselda sideways, its mouth parted wider as an orange glow emerged from the back of its throat. “Do you have my heart?”
“Yes!” Griselda blurted out as she pointed a sword at Dorgorr. “His.”
“It’s still moving…” the dragon stated, looking him up and down.
“A problem I will rectify,” Connor growled, going toward Grimgyr to pick up it up.
God and half-god started their face off, but the dragon thrashed its tail in the way, blocking them both.
“Wait,” the dragon said in a bored, chastising tone. “That spear. Where did you get it?”
“It is mine,” Connor declared, carefully watching the dragon lest he need to defend himself. “From my father.”
The dragon began to move slowly, its tail constantly sliding around while it swayed its head. From the way it hypnotically writhed about, Connor couldn’t tell where a potential strike—or defense—would come from.
And from the amusement in its eyes, Connor knew the magnificent terror was doing it deliberately.
“Then he is here in Alvaheim,” Dorgorr growled as he flipped his sword to a proper grip as black blood dripped from his wounds. “You are the son of the betrayer.”
The dragon shifted backwards slowly, retreating its body out of the immediate arena with its tail swooping high over its head, a black barb on the end of the taper aiming at any who might attack.
“Very well… Proceed,” the dragon said in a tone tinged with malice.
A long quiet followed. Having a living dragon witnessing ritual combat was not the sort of thing anyone was prepared to see.
“If you want the rune, you must face me alone,” Dorgorr chuckled, angling his blade to look upon the runes engraved on the flat. “It is futile.”
Griselda flinched like she wanted to run forward, but stayed at Connor’s side while he looked back at her with firm purpose.
This was what they came to do. All their paths intersected and intertwined into one moment of possibility—where man, magic, and myth all stood in the same place.
Connor saw everything: the new future he dared to dream of. One in which his wives would teach their children how to walk. He imagined Astreya smiling back at him, with Griselda walking their little white-haired warrior on the grass of Grynfeld.
A life where his friends weren’t under threat from those within and without.
Such a simple thing, but to have it meant treading a path fraught with hostile gods and unknown lands—and this was just the first of many challenges.
But it was worth it.
“Griselda,” Connor spoke, feeling the affection he had in his heart for her. “Take off my armor and replace it with war paint, then I will tear our future from his chest…”
Connor held his arms out to his sides, and Griselda obeyed his wishes. She removed everything from his torso until it was exposed, leaving only his weapons and grimwolf skull.
He stood as Griselda, Naela, and Revna all painted him using both the black and blue blood. Naela painted his back, Revna painted his arms, and Griselda did his chest.
His arms and shoulders were covered in black, and the blue over his back and chest. Connor’s body felt vigorous and strong, his mind brimming with focus and energy.
Dorgorr sat on the stone throne of the false Seer, a broken god in a flesh disguise, with his hand resting on his rune engraved sword, whose tip pierced the ground.
Neither dragon nor Dorgorr intervened in Connor’s preparation, while Vaniry kept a watchful eye on both. The flames had reached their hottest and highest point, with the thickest pieces of the fortress now immersed in immolation.
Revna used her fingers to fix the black stripes he’d put on his face, using a delicate touch to add a third one up to his forehead—similar to the design Griselda used.
“Connor?” Revna requested. He did so, looking down into the eyes of the friend who he wasn’t finished avenging. She continued, “I didn’t know it would be this hard. I would fight instead, if I could…”
“I will see this creature culled by my own hand,” Connor replied, glaring in Dorgorr’s direction before returning his gaze to Revna’s face. “You’ve bled enough tonight.”
Her eyes glistened with feeling. “I should have helped you all sooner. We could have—”
Connor couldn’t hug her without transferring paint, so he decided on the only form of comfort that he could think of.
He leaned forward, tilting his skull helm just enough, to give Revna’s cheek a little kiss, a token of his genuine regard and protection. She stopped talking after that, her eyebrows cocked in confusion, but with her gaze glistening.
“Help me by being my eyes and seeing yourself to safety, Revna. You can fight the next one.”
She didn’t smile at him. Not in that macabre scene. But she did touch her cheek where he kissed it, softening her expression. “Please be careful, Connor…”
Revna nodded once to Griselda and the Seeress, then left the area to join up with the others, as far from the dragon as they could be.
“He does not take you seriously enough,” Griselda grumbled with a disdainful side-eye at the blood-stained god as she spread a dab of blue on his sternum. “You will make him regret that, yes?”
The dragon chuckled.
She glared at the serpent, then looked at her husband with adoration and pride. “Connor Huntsson, you will not make me a widow tonight. Now bring me that god’s heart so I can bear your son.”
Connor touched her cheek with the pad of his thumb. “Beautiful Griselda… How you’ve made me love you.” —He looked at Dorgorr with utter contempt— “I will bring him to the level of a man, and then he will die like a dog.”
Griselda stroked the top of Connor’s grimwolf skull with a crying laugh, then she backed toward the other women without ever taking her eyes off him, wiping her sniffling nose with her vambrace.
Dorgorr reacted by dipping his hand in his own black blood, then licked them from his fingertips.
Naela stopped rubbing paint on Connor’s back, then walked around to his front to get his attention. “The ground is filled with Vaniry’s power. The forest and the elements are yours to call with your own Runecasting.”
“Keep the Tears safe,” Connor gave Naela the vial to tuck into her robe, but kept her dagger as a backup weapon.
“I shouldn’t try until I awaken, but if it comes down to it, I will use them,” the Seeress admitted, her wonderful face finally revealed for him to see.
She was every bit the beauty he suspected—perhaps a bit more.
Dorgorr lazily rose to stand, his stance betraying no disability from his thigh being run through. He touched his Dagaz rune to his wound, sealing it with the sizzling of a hot branding iron.
“He can runecast instantly,” Connor noted, tucking the dagger into his belt so he could hold Grimgyr with both hands.
Dorgorr walked down into the makeshift arena, dragging his sword around with his wound mostly mended, with the blood having filled in much of the gash.
Although his distinct limp was promising…
He would have to thank Astreya for that later.
Connor walked to a spot near the middle of where they were going to fight, then he looked up at the rune altar as its shadow cast a peculiar shape in combination with Dorgorr’s physique.
It reminded him of the very rune he was there to bind. An idea came to him, so he used his spear to mark the ground with a straight notch.
“Here,” he uttered, walking over a few more paces to make a second mark. “And here.”
“He’s done a good job of hiding you. The son has inherited the father’s blood-thirst,” the god taunted, ignoring the marks on the ground.
“The words of a dead man will not distract me,” Connor retorted as he took his stance.
Dorgorr’s voice rumbled as he let out an amused chortle. “You used the reprieve to prepare. So have I… since before you were born!”
He cut his own palm with the edge of his sword, smearing black blood into three of them. “Ansuz. Gifu. Dagaz. Pay me my tribute.”
There was no fancy light. No grand gesture. Not even a change in the wind. The blood simply dried onto Dorgorr’s sword until it flaked away like ash.
And then everything went to hell.




Chapter 47

The charred remains of the slain Bloodraiders kicked off the burning pyres used to dispose of them, rising to stand as blackened bodies with their encrusted wounds.
Though their eyes were bereft of life, they possessed enough faculties to lumber toward them. A clenching concern gripped Connor’s heart as he saw the dead return to their feet, with crispy black segments of skin cracked to show red flesh between.
To think that the dead could be raised to fight, and he was the sole wearer of all their remaining war paint.
“He’s turned them into Deathless!” Vaniry warned as she looked all around, her hands still working the ground to control her vines.
“Bring the girl. Kill the rest,” Dorgorr commanded.
Griselda didn’t even have time to use the black blood in her canteen before the Deathless charged in with horrid howls and roars.
The highland warriors ran in to engage them, taking the brunt of the assault while Griselda, Revna, and Uldric personally protected the others.
Astreya was unconscious, Vaniry was preoccupied, and Naela was too critical to throw into the fray.
Then Dorgorr moved in Connor’s way, preventing him from assisting.
“Your friends will tire; mine will not,” the god taunted. “Strike, nephew—or is it cousin? I can never keep track.”
Dorgorr’s casual revelation grated on Connor’s spirit, enraging him to the point of attack.
He wanted the god out of the way, so he wrote the rune for strength once more, but his strength did not increase as before.  Instead, he suddenly felt very heavy—like an ox.
The other meaning of the Uruz rune.
Dorgorr raised his weapon in anticipation, a shower of sparks flying from the edge of his blade as he parried Connor’s lunge. His stride was so heavy from the rune that his foot sunk into the ground, planting him there as the god moved aside.
Well, he was out of the way—but that wasn’t how he wanted the rune’s power to be expressed. The blood expired along with the effect, then Dorgorr grabbed the spear and pulled it toward himself.
Connor refused to let go, even when Dorgorr crossed his sword beneath the staff to wrench it sideways. Instead of Connor’s hands giving out, his entire body was thrown down as Dorgorr dragged him with it, lethargically throwing him further away from the others—where he couldn’t help.
He’d had enough of this bastard, so he pulled one of his bone knives and threw it at Dorgorr, who flicked his wrist to deflect it with his sword.
Connor feinted into a one-handed lunge, slightly out of range, while pulling his other bone dagger to throw that one, too. Dorgorr leaned sideways to avoid it, like he’d seen that move a hundred times over.
But Connor’s destination was past Dorgorr, who remained in his way no matter where he went. With everyone else fighting off the horde of Deathless, and the dragon refusing to intervene, Connor realized that his only choice was to bind that rune.
His wits were failing him, and it was hard to think in that mess of a massacre. With his attention so divided, so too was his patience.
Then the protective rune altar caught his eye, and he realized that he could piggy back from its influence over the battlefield. He wrote it on Grimgyr, then pointed it at Vaniry and the others.
“Algiz! Protect the living from the dead!” Connor shouted.
He didn’t know if it was coincidence, nor did he care, but the Deathless collectively stumbled when the ground they stood on slipped into bloody mud.
It granted his forces, and those closest to him, a proper opening to cut and maim the best they could—as each Deathless did not fall when otherwise lethal wounds struck.
“Give me that!” Dorgorr raged as he came in from the side, grabbing the spear by the pole and yanking it out of Connor’s hands.
As the pole slipped through his fingers, Connor held on at the pommel and then pulled a bone spike from its sheath, driving it into Dorgorr’s chest. The wound staggered him, causing his grip to slip long enough for Connor to get the other spike out.
He held that in a reverse grip and jammed it into Dorgorr’s forearm repeatedly, shedding his blood as well as muscles and tendons—until the god finally let go.
That was when Connor let go of Grimgyr as well. He ran in to recover the first spike, now having both blooded, one in each hand.
The full bone set had tasted divine blood.
Perhaps it truly was the spirit of the grimwolf reaching into his mind, the stimulus of the black war paint, or the joy of keeping his promise to Griselda—but Connor felt his frenzy return.
A rush of aggression rose within him like the heat of a hearth within his belly, moving up into his lungs until it squeezed the air from them in the form of a bestial roar.
He entered trance, eyes of contempt looking upon Dorgorr’s towering form as he stabbed the ground again, once more mending his wounds with the dried blood of their surroundings, looking like horrid scabs and scars.
With each regeneration, Dorgorr looked less human, and less patient. His movements grew quicker as Connor assaulted at full ferocity with vicious stabs and attacks meant for gouging, while Dorgorr’s sword never became dried nor brittle from the runecasting he’d channeled through it.
Which told Connor a lot about the make of the blade.
It was an Armament.
Dorgorr surrendered to a bout of frustration when he dropped his sword and grabbed Connor by the neck, constricting his breath as the barbarian stabbed him repeatedly.
“I will put you to sleep!” the god vociferated.
Connor was losing consciousness fast, so he used the last of the air in his lungs to stab both bone spikes into the center of his chest, trying to pry it open to reach the heart inside.
Dorgorr let go of his stranglehold after that, then tried to step around Connor to reach the spear, but Connor bent down and grabbed Dorgorr’s shin with both hands to hoist his leg up and throw him on his back.
He thrashed and pounded on his face, breaking his nose as he viciously assaulted the god. Every blow contained a lifetime of rebellion and rage, putting all he loved on the line as his heart pounded along with his knuckles.
“Give me your heart!” Connor shouted, rolling to the side to pick up Grimgyr.
He sprung back up to his feet and resisted the urge to try another rune until he knew what he wanted it to do.
That split second delay gave Dorgorr enough time to plant his foot in Connor’s stomach, then kick him overhead into a heavy thud on the ground.
It knocked the wind out of him, his body rolling and tussling with the spear until it nicked him on the arm. Connor grunted as he felt the bite of the divine blade draw blood from its owner, recovering into a defensive posture.
Dorgorr picked up his sword and snarled, walking toward Connor with it raised over his head, pointing down at him. “Kill this one!”
The Deathless all halted their assault like someone had dropped a boulder on their head, crumbling around the human warriors like the husk of a burnt log.
And then he saw it.
Dorgorr’s black blood stopped flowing, replaced by red liquid. His already wounded arm dropped, along with his hold on his sword.
And as red poured into black, Dorgorr looked at himself in confusion.
“Naughty god,” the dragon commented. “Well… former god.”
“What?” Dorgorr barked as he staggered back. “Why?”
“You drew the blood of a mortal,” Connor said with a wincing chuckle, touching his hand to the wound inflicted by Grimgyr as a direct result of his actions, then stood up to face down the powerless god. “Got you.”
“That cannot be,” Dorgorr went to pick up his sword again, holding it in his left hand while his arm buckled. “That shouldn’t count!”
“There are no exceptions,” said Vaniry, who walked through the pool of blood, soaking her bare feet as she came toward an increasingly distressed Dorgorr. “You’re just a man now.”
“Not for long,” Connor growled, pulling out the dagger and dropped the spear in order to grab Dorgorr by the neck and stab him just beneath the armpit, causing him to drop his sword.
Dorgorr didn’t even get a chance for his scream of pain to make a sound as Connor dragged him to the spot he’d marked, where it made a Mannaz rune with the perfect shadow of the altar cast over it.
There he released him, casting the newly made mortal to his knees as he withdrew the dagger with a quick pull.
“I should already be dead,” Dorgorr chuckled as he spit blood onto the already saturated ground. “The rune sustains me a while longer, and I will not give it up.”
“Connor!” Naela voiced, cradling a limp Astreya in her arms. “Her heart is slowing!”
“Stupid girl,” Dorgorr taunted. “Mortals lack the strength to wield Armaments with so many runes. She will die.”
“And you won’t live to see it!” Connor snapped.
He used Naela’s dagger to cut Dorgorr from stomach to sternum, then plunged his fist into the grievous wound to wrap his fingers around Dorgorr’s heart and pulled it out with the arteries still attached to it.
Dorgorr unleashed a bellowing scream to the sky as Connor took his heart from him, who then used the spear held in his right hand to write the rune for ‘thorn’ on either side of Dorgorr.
And they’d already been filled in by the previously shed black blood.
“Thurisaz! Pierce his hands and raise him up in agony!” Connor runecasted with all the force of his heart.
Vaniry tackled Connor and landed on top of him—away from Dorgorr as all her barbed vines were instantly summoned from the ground, straight up through Dorgorr’s hands and lifting him up with his arms at full extension.
The vines swirled and crossed diagonally over each other until he was lifted a full ten feet off the ground, his suspended body hanging between two wooden struts, creating the Mannaz rune
using Dorgorr’s own body.
Unable to die, but incapable of getting down, the former god voiced his anguish and defeat as he was subject to the same brutality he’d visited upon others.
At that moment, he was no greater than the men, women, and children he sacrificed in the name of his own longevity.
How fitting that he would experience the full measure of human suffering after inhabiting one; to know the struggle of survival, along with the scorn of man.
“The rune is fulfilled…” Vaniry spoke, still laying on top of Connor in a protective huddle and looking up to see, then back down at him. “You’ve done it!”
She got off him quickly, pulling Connor to his feet as he looked at the still-beating heart in his hand.
A great silence fell over the battlefield, leaving only the flames and Dorgorr’s cries—until the victorious shouts of the highlanders overtook them.
While the others raised their fists and voices in triumph, Connor held Astreya’s hand with the beating heart of Dorgorr on the ground next to him.
The god, sapped of his strength and relieved of his heart, had fallen silent with his head hanging low between the poles of punishment.
Revna quickly wrote runic prayers on her arms with standard black paint, petitioning for mercy as she did everything she could think to do for Connor’s wife.
“Wake up already!” Griselda demanded with unblinking eyes, shaking Astreya by the shoulder.
“There must be a way to restore her strength,” said Connor, clenching his jaw as the dragon continued to watch them from the sidelines, turning to the forest goddess. “Vaniry—“
A full body vibration stunned his body as his posture stiffened and he released Astreya’s hand. At first he thought something had attacked him, standing up to brandish Naela’s dagger as his vision began to warp like looking through uneven glass.
“Connor!” Griselda raised her voice as she stood. “What is it?”
“Something’s different,” Connor replied as he saw the wispy shapes of shadows consolidating into fully formed physiques. “I can see.”
Everything began to dance in the ever-changing light—the same way his vision changed when he was under the effects of portalspore.
They were surrounded by specters of the fallen, all gathered around with pleading hands and harsh stares, crying for justice and the blood of those responsible.
Apart from the deathly mob were with a man and woman, who had come out to stand behind Revna, their throats slit but the blood long since dried on their tunics.
And they looked just like her, or rather, she looked just like them.
Revna’s parents.
The crowd huddled together around a group of Bloodraider Deathless, pulling them apart like hellish wraiths bent on revenge.
So many dead. All because of one despicable thing.
There would be no redemption for Dorgorr, nor would there be any mercy. Not from Connor, or anyone in his party.
A shape began to form within Connor’s vision: the rune. Translucent blue, subtle like the sun’s rays through the water, and centered in his vision no matter where he looked—like it existed inside his eyes, or perhaps the mind itself.
Then Dorgorr lifted his head with what remained of his strength.
“I… Will be. Avenged.”
He exhaled once, his body slumped, and then the god was no more. Dorgorr the Baneful was dead.
Connor felt a pull at his mind as a power poured from the rune itself, filling his mind with flashes of clarity and understanding.
It needed to be bound, and it was searching for something to anchor itself to.
Once he claimed it, he would be an Invoker. It was what he wanted all along, but power for its own sake was worthless without those he loved.
So he gave it to Astreya.
Connor got back down and picked up her left hand, not really knowing what he was doing but following the wisdom of the Mother.
He put his forehead to her palm and closed his eyes, with nothing but the rune visible against the darkness of his eyelids. “As the rune of man sustained a god, let it sustain Astreya.”
Connor opened his eyes to the immediate sight of her opened hand, but when he moved his head back, the rune didn’t move with him anymore.
It was bound to her.
It glowed faintly in the center of her palm with majestic blue, coming from just beneath her skin rather than over it. Connor blinked once, and when he reopened his eyes, his vision had returned to normal. And the rune had vanished.
Then Astreya opened her eyes and sat up with a gasp, reaching for the first sword she saw.
“Come at me, you pricks!” Astreya shouted in disorientation.
Connor caught her wrist to stop her from randomly slicing around, then pulled her into a tight hug without a word.
“Why do I feel so good?” Astreya asked, looking around in confusion until she saw Dorgorr. “Mother of Mothers! We—we won?”
“Yes, we won,” Connor let go of her, allowing Astreya to open her hand and scratch her palm—until she looked at it.
To Connor’s eye, there nothing different about her, but he knew she saw.
“The rune…” she looked at Connor with shock. “How did I?”
“You can draw upon its power now,” said Vaniry, with eyes full of relief and pride. “It’s yours.”
Connor confirmed the declaration with a smile at Astreya’s disbelieving face.
And then the cheers returned.




Chapter 48

After mending Connor’s wounded arm, Naela went with Vaniry to dispose of the dead. Revna stood off to watch them burn the bodies in one large bonfire, her head bowed as she stood in silence.
Connor couldn’t see them anymore, but he had the feeling that her parents were there, speaking to their daughter one last time.
While rites were performed to cleanse the place of the dead, Connor stood with the heart of Dorgorr in his hand, and Griselda’s hand on top of that.
And as Astreya and Uldric all stood beside him, he held up the heart with Griselda, their hands clutching it above their heads..
“Take the heart of a great terror, dragon,” Connor spoke.
“And return what is mine!” Griselda added with an impassioned insistence.
The great serpent, finally roused from its reclining posture in the aftermath of the battle, rose on all fours to the alarm of the villagers still collecting armor and swords.
“A worthy offering,” the dragon spoke, moving with slow, prowling steps in which its weight was well cushioned. “However…”
The dragon held out a single finger, poking the heart with his claw and slicing it open right down the middle. With a precision he never would’ve imagined from such a large creature, the dragon carefully reached into the heart pulled out a shimmering nugget of metallic stone between two claws.
“Do you know what this is?” the dragon questioned, holding it in front of Connor’s face.
“No. What is it for?” Connor asked in surprised wonder.
“Pearl of the Father. This is what a god leaves behind when it dies. Take it.”
The dragon dropped the Pearl into Connor’s hand, revealing a rather dense object. Though it was only the size of a grape, it felt as heavy as a stone the size of his hand.
“Will it restore her?” asked Astreya, looking sideways at Griselda and squeezing her hand tightly.
“Melt it down,” the dragon commanded. “Use it to make Armaments.”
Connor flinched with piqued curiosity, looking at Grimgyr with the question of how many gods had to die in order to forge it.
“What of our pact?” Griselda snarled. “I have given you the heart, now do what you said!”
The dragon skewered the heart with the claw of his index finger and dropped it into its mouth, chomping down once before audibly gulping.
Connor took a stance. He winced from the pain of his wounded arm, but managed to point his spear at the dragon’s head.
“Shit,” Uldric drew his bow.
Astreya balled the fist of her left hand as Connor’s sense of her presence became magnified.
“The heart is adequate, but I must rest to incorporate its strength,” the dragon rose to full height as its wings spanned out over the flames, flapping once—forcing Connor to brace his knees. “Your restoration will settle when I awaken. One month from tonight. But now I would make a pact with you, half-breed.”
Connor dropped his chin as caution filled him. “And what does a serpent want with me?”
“If you are going to be killing gods, then perhaps you could do me a little favor?”
They looked amongst themselves with equal parts skepticism and curiosity, but Connor was not as reticent.
He was looking his first real dragon in the eye, and their limited supply of black blood needed to be offset by the possibility of further benefit.
And to the little boy in him, accepting a quest from a dragon sounded like a lot of fun. “The son of Grimgyr will listen. Speak your request, dragon.”
Its throat rumbled in amusement while its eyes narrowed with latent danger. “There lies a greater serpent in the north, far to the east, where no man bothers to tread.
“He has claimed the skies of Frostengrund as dominion, forcing those like myself to walk on the ground like common lizards. We are left vulnerable to the spears of men until we reach the green.”
“And you want me to slay this dragon, so that you may be free to fly,” Connor reckoned.
The dragon nodded once, then opened its mouth so that its voice could emanate from its throat. “I cannot approach, but you can slip into his seat of power—where the furnace beneath Alvaheim burns hottest—and take the rune of fire from him.
“Do this, and I will let you sit on my scales and ride me into battle.”
Connor raised his spear into the air, clenching it tightly. “I accept!”
“A pact is made!” the dragon’s wings beat down again as it rose to its hind legs. “Meet me in the valley where the trees cease and the ice begins!”
The dragon launched itself aloft with another mighty flap, then swooped off over the fort before it banked into a plume of smoke and vanished into the night.
Having gone through his life without seeing anything stranger than an old crone with a lazy eye, Connor’s exposure to real magic had left him without words.
They stood outside of Revna’s former home as it collapsed between a slow tide of Vaniry’s roots and vines, pulling it all into the ground as a massive bonfire erupted from the entangling maw that gobbled the village whole.
Dorgorr’s corpse, in the body of the Seer, was left where it was. There was no care given, for it was to burn rather than be given to the ground.
And as the flaming fragments rolled into the ground from the churning of the thorns, Revna’s past was laid to rest.
Connor watched with his wives for a long time, with question after question coming to him, until he finally blurted out what he wanted to know.
“You rode a dragon,” Connor stated, looking at Griselda with a sidelong glare. “You rode a dragon to Grynfeld.”
“He would have thrown me off if I didn’t stop screaming,” Griselda replied with a tiny grin.
“But you rode it,” Connor’s stare widened, then he shook his head with a proud smile. “I’ve never met a Bloodraider like you, Griselda. You’re everything they should be.”
“Everything they used to be,” she countered, preening her white hair with a glance at his wound.
“I thought Bloodraiders hunted the gods for their blood. Why did you save it?”
Griselda continued to look off into the ruins of the raided fort. “So I could kill the man who killed my father.”
“He still lives?” asked Astreya.
“I never saw the coward again,” Griselda said bitterly. “But I needed the drokaga—drog—drok—what did you call it?”
“A dragon.”
“Yes. That. I needed its strength to survive. Life is hard for a woman alone. Even for a Bloodraider.”
“Not anymore,” Connor said as he reached for her hand and held it.
He restrained the urge to wince from his wound. Not when his wife was watching—even though she already knew.
“Does it still hurt?” Astreya asked, being careful not to touch the cut on his upper arm.
“It was painless compared to the thought of losing you,” Connor replied, looking at her face with his eyebrows upturned in meaning, intertwining his fingers with hers.
Astreya squeezed his hand. “I promise not to worry you again. Mostly… What will you do with Dorgorr’s sword?”
“Reforge it. I don’t know how he kept it hidden, but I will not use that cursed blade as is—Armament or not.”
“What will you make with it?”
Connor recalled the heavy Pearl of the Father tucked into the leather strap securing his satchel. “Another sword—after we find a blacksmith who can work this metal.”
“Perhaps your father knows… My father is going to be furious when he finds out what we’ve done. I wonder what they’ll think of Griselda?” Astreya mused with a shrug.
“They will love me if they have any taste,” Griselda retorted, then moved herself in front of Connor, her silver gaze full of warmth. “Especially once they see all the babies I am going to make for you.”
“All the babies we’re going to make for him,” Astreya asserted, pressing herself against Connor as she admired his war paint.
Connor agreed with a grinning nod, then looked at the Seeress, who was waiting many paces away for Caedeth to return with the riders.
She’d been so fierce that night; a side of her he didn’t know she possessed. In her own way, she was every bit as strong as the other women he knew. Good with a blade and honest without reservation.
His mother was going to be thrilled.
“Please forgive my temper, Connor,” said Vaniry, who had returned from a dark patch on the south side of the former fort, where the rune altar had been torn down. “I didn’t mean to ruin everything, but it gets the better of me sometimes.”
Connor took a deep breath, surveyed their success, then  replied sympathetically. “I don’t pretend to understand the mind of a forest goddess, but I do understand fearing for a friend.”
“You are very kind, Connor Huntsson,” Vaniry tilted her head and smiled. “You’ve made me stronger, you know. This land has passed into my dominion, and I will care for it as I will care for you.”
“Thank you, goddess Vaniry.”
“I am glad to do so,” she replied with a simper. “You may ask anything of me.”
“I want you to grow a big house wherever we go,” Connor immediately stated. “No more tiny tents.”
“You can be more creative than that. And I was going to do that anyway. Much more,” Vaniry replied, then looked toward Revna, who was sitting on the ground watching her history burn. “I’m going to sit with her. She’ll be needing her friends even more now.”
“And we will always be there,” Connor replied.
The galloping of horses drew their attention. Caedeth’s riders returned from their forest pursuit with Thuundyr and Whitestrider, tired but triumphant.
Revna immediately stood up and rushed over, putting her bloody hand on Whitestrider, who leaned into her touch.
“How many?” she asked.
Caedeth bared his teeth as he grinned. “None. We were swift and precise. The Bloodraiders never rallied their strength—nor did any escape. Sorry to disappoint you, but you won’t be blaming yourself for any of our deaths tonight.”
Revna broke into a laughing sob. Vaniry went over to hug her, as did Naela. Astreya looked up at Connor and tilted her head toward them.
Then Griselda pulled them along by hand to join them. They all surrounded Revna as the riders formed a circle around the group, raising their swords to the sky and shouting in celebration.
“Shh,” Vaniry soothed as Revna let out everything she’d been holding in. “Now do you see? You were never alone.”
Astreya glared at Connor with a hint of a smile; she was telling him the same thing with her eyes.
And she was right. He’d finally found his tribe. All he needed was the eyes to see what was right in front of him. Just like the runes themselves.
“Where’s that fiery lass?” Uldric called out, while holding a bundle of axes and swords he tied with a belt strap.
Connor looked up. “Which one?”
Uldric held up a finger and wiggled it as he tried to pin-point his target. “The one with the red hair—Revna. I want to give you this.”
He removed his own royal blade from his hip, setting down his bundle to balance his sword on top of his hands. “This is a king’s sword, given as a token of trust and honor. Should anyone doubt your eyes, let this sword be the proof of your testimony—because I found a better one!”
The king pulled out a sword half a hand longer than the one he came with, and of Uderfeld design. The thing must have been an antique, pillaged by the Bloodraiders during their travels.
“Why not give her the old one?” Griselda complained.
“She can’t have this one,” Uldric pulled it back possessively. “It’s bigger.”
Vaniry giggled and accepted the sword on Revna’s behalf, and then Connor went to Uldric and clapped him on the shoulder. “Uderfeld is fortunate to have such a king. Our parting will be bittersweet.”
“You really think a pack of Bloodraiders is enough to stop the Vaustians?” the king bellowed. “No, we’re bidding them safe passage on the way to your father, then they’re coming with me on my way up to Frostengrund—where I’ll get an even bigger army!”
Connor recoiled, as did Astreya who walked up to tap him on the head.
“What about your kingdom? Your wives?” she inquired.
“The Witch has spoken,” Uldric deflected the question along with Astreya’s hand. “I’ve been gone longer than this before anyway, and it’ll take more than what we have to defend Alvaheim’s shores—and there might be a dragon in it for us!”
Connor and Astreya exchanged a look, filled with the hope of possibility and the joy of living. Of course their friend had to come with them; they all did.
“You kidnap a king for one night…” Connor began.
“And you just can’t get rid of him!” Astreya finished.
“Nope,” Uldric flashed a teasing sneer, then went to take his things to a horse. “You’re stuck with the lot of us!”
Griselda rolled her eyes and then walked over to Thuundyr, who greeted her with a contented chortle as she took his reins. Astreya started fussing Whitestrider’s dirty fur.
Vaniry closed her eyes and tilted her head to the sky, and Revna emerged from the huddle to thank Connor with a full hug.
He put his arm on her back and kept her there as a comfort.
“I know you hate Bloodraiders, but you are welcome to come with us when we venture north,” Connor offered.
“They’re not all corrupt, I suppose…” Revna took her face off Connor’s chest and glanced at Griselda, then took a step back to look at him with courage. “You still need my sight, and portalspore doesn’t grow everywhere. So… I’m going to keep my sight—even if your father can cure it.”
Vaniry and the Seeress whipped their heads around in shock. Connor was genuinely touched.
“Do not do it for our sake, Revna,” he replied. “Not after all you’ve endured to be rid of it.”
She shrugged with a smile of acceptance. “It’s a part of me… and I’m not afraid of it anymore.”
Then Revna did the same thing Connor did before and kissed him on the cheek.
Connor touched the spot, feeling its warmth linger on his face as he smiled in return. “I suppose I had that coming.”
What a sweet face she gave in return. “You lick me, I lick back. We’re doomed.”
Neither Vaniry nor the Seeress were able to restrain the hug they gave their red-headed friend.
And as Caedeth got down from Whitestrider in order to get onto his own horse, Connor registered the look of relief on the old chieftain’s face.
As for Connor, he couldn’t wait to leave that terrible place. It had been a long night, and they were all due for a long slumber.
“Let us ride!” he shouted as he grabbed his wives like the prizes they were. “Our journey awaits!”




Epilogue

Connor exploded inside Griselda’s pussy, holding firm handfuls of her pale breasts. She squinted her eyes shut while he ejaculated inside her and cried out with him as he throbbed.
After filling her with all his affection—and semen—Connor withdrew his glistening cock from her clinging labia with a wet slurping sound, groaning with deep satisfaction as he moved over to Astreya and plunged it deeply into her folds.
“Ah-ah-ah-ah-ah!” Astreya moaned in quick, short bursts with bouncing breasts as Connor used his second wind to go with reckless abandon, until he felt the familiar buzzing of rising orgasm being massaged into his cock by her canal.
“He’s close,” Griselda voiced, her nude body nearly limp and covered in sweat, and watching Connor fuck Astreya as hard as he could. “Make him feel it.”
“Astreya—” Connor grunted as he thrust from tip to base as hard as he could go. “I’m cumming!”
“Do it! Yes! Cum! Oh! In my pussy! Oh! Cum inside—ohh!” Astreya cried out, holding under her knees and spreading her legs wide as she claimed his climax.
He came in full missionary position, his cock slamming and swelling inside her warm slit with each pulsing squirt until he’d given her every last drop of his pleasure.
This experience was one of Vaniry’s more creative contributions.
It took three days for them to find all the necessary leaves, and only Naela knew the preparation, but Astreya just needed a few sips of a special tea to suspend her fertility long enough for Connor to give her vagina the lifetime of the seed he’d been saving for it.
Astreya coaxed it all out with her gyrating hips, her beautiful pussy swallowing his cock repeatedly until it became too soft to ooze anything else.
She dropped down with a fatigued breath, just before Connor slipped his spent cock out and plopped onto his back.
He landed right between their nude, dripping bodies to recover from a marathon of lovemaking.
They panted and with messy hair and feverish faces, their breasts rising and falling with their arching backs while he smiled like a little devil who’d gotten away with something.
“Oh, that was so—if I had known! Ohhh, I’m tingly…” Astreya breathed laboriously, staring up at the ceiling of their natural wood woven hut; also courtesy of Vaniry.
“We’re going to need more of that tea,” Connor mused with a gratified smirk, resting his head on his hands and his elbows out for both of his wives to lie on.
He hadn’t been able to keep his hands off either of them, unleashing his unbridled desire for them every night before sleep. Griselda may have pulled a muscle or two.
“I was never going to handle you on my own. You’re insatiable!” Astreya blurted out. “Mother of Mothers… Are you done? Please tell me you’re done; you’ve officially broken it.”
“I am well satisfied,” Connor replied, leaning over to lock lips with Astreya before smiling deviously. “For now.”
“Ha… Ha… Ha ha ha…” Griselda breathed heavily while giggling, scooting herself closer to Connor. “Some giants take more than one blow to topple—but now I am sore. I love you, but I need time before we spar.”
“You just said that you loved me,” Connor stated, locking eyes with Griselda.
She looked caught at first, then she rolled her eyes with a proud sneer. “I already told you I did.”
Connor pulled her into a tender kiss as her white hair splayed out over his chest. “You did… but this time I understood it. And your breasts jiggled when you laughed. I want you again.”
“Ah!” Griselda screamed as he climbed onto her for another round, smiling the whole time.
Neither of his wives would be able to walk without leaking streams of liquid love for another hour.
Camp was quick to take down as Vaniry untwisted the vines forming their pop-up forest dwellings.
With the last of the villages on their route having been warned of the Bloodraiders’ impending arrival, Connor followed a series of rune stones to follow his father’s trail.
Along with the entire highland village.
As they would be too vulnerable with their population divided, Connor allowed them to join his troop, growing their group to just over one hundred and twenty strong.
With Vaniry providing for many of their needs, many things that would normally be carried no longer needed to be, as they would be called from, and returned to Alvaheim itself through the forest goddess’ magic.
It made things far easier to pack up when the time came to move on.
And word of the dragon had spread for better or for worse. It stoked concerns as well as imagination, but hope ultimately prevailed.
Vaniry elected to ride on a large antlered elk, one that she’d called from the forest with a simple singing sound. The sky was beautifully clear, with summer birds migrating overhead.
The traveling villagers split into two groups: a vanguard, and the village proper. Uldric rode between both, acting as the divider between Connor’s group and their northern neighbors.
Many of them rode horses of their own, the Seeress rode behind Connor atop Thuundyr—who had been trotting suspiciously close to Whitestrider ever since they’d gotten the time to wander alone.
Revna stood up on her horse’s saddle, balancing precariously to reach up and pluck two apples, tossing one to Connor while she looked around at Grynfeld’s splendor, with the Great Tree growing slightly larger as they moved south.
He’d seen it all his life, but he’d never truly seen it. The wonders of life and magic had always been there, waiting for him to notice.
And he wanted to see it all—but first, his wife wanted answers.
“Whitestrider, you’ve been acting very suspicious lately,” Astreya accused, leaning forward to peer down into the mare’s eyes.
Thuundyr shook his mane and performed a gruff shudder. Connor was onto him.
“You’ve gone out of sight every day since we left the highlands. What have you been up to?” Connor questioned.
Thuundyr turned his enormous head and made eye contact.
Connor grinned.
“Your secret’s safe with me,” he said, patting his magnificent horse on the neck. “Good boy.”
“What secret?” Astreya questioned, then dropped her mouth open to gasp. “You got together didn’t you? Answer me!”
Thuundyr looked at Connor again, this time with a rough shudder.
“What?” Connor shrugged. “I didn’t tell her. She figured it out.”
Thuundyr swished his tail in protest. Whitestrider brushed her head up against Thuundyr’s before bouncing around happily enough for Astreya to hold on to the reins and tug.
“It seems your horses were waiting on you two,” Naela giggled behind Connor, holding his waist gently. “I suppose we all were.”
“Along with our parents,” Connor replied. “After Astreya’s father recovers from the rage of my defiling his daughter, I think he will come to like your presence. Witches and Seeresses are a rare sight for us Glenfolk.”
“I did not wait at all,” Griselda argued from the black horse she’d gotten from one of the Bloodraiders—and by ‘gotten’, she’d defeated him in a duel.
Once to win the horse, a second time to prove she hadn’t just gotten lucky. A canteen-full of black dragon blood certainly came in handy, and the supply would need to last.
Especially once they joined up with the Bloodraiders, who were half a day’s ride behind them—more than close enough for Vaniry’s tree friends to keep an eye on.
“What about you, Revna?” Astreya wondered, looking over to her left. “What are you going to do now? Maybe take a husband? Children perhaps?”
Naela stirred against Connor’s back.
“I don’t know,” Revna said sheepishly. “Men do not find my affliction attractive beyond its usefulness.”
“It’s not an affliction,” Astreya argued sternly.
“I know that now… but others may not.”
“Then they are dumb,” Griselda declared.
That got everyone to look at her in surprise.
Griselda continued. “Why is everyone looking at me?”
“I’m waiting for the insult,” Revna replied.
“Why do I need to insult you?” Griselda turned her nose up. “Maybe your ginger babies would be cute—but cover your hair when we reach the snow, or everyone will see us, yes?”
Connor smiled, then looked over at Revna who had also cracked a little grin. That was a compliment as much as any when coming from a Bloodraider.
“You’re a man. What do you think, Connor?” Revna asked with a gaze of sincere curiosity.
“Think about what, that you’re a ginger? I like your hair.”
Revna shook her head with a light laugh. “That I might make more friends—that I might marry one day.”
Cue everyone’s nosy leans toward the conversation.
He took a deep breath and looked ahead. “I believe anyone you allow near your heart would be glad to be there.”
Revna’s cheeks took on a flush of ginger, and then she stayed quiet, smiling.
Vaniry clenched her fists and whispered loudly. “Yesss!”
“What are you so happy about?” Griselda questioned.
“My friends are happy, the forest is happy and so am I—and so is the forest,” Vaniry declared proudly, then pointed at another stone, one marked with the rune for ‘spear’. “Look, another one.”
“I think we’re getting close,” Connor responded, as they rode up an incline where the trees thinned. “Let’s follow where it’s pointing.”
They turned their horses up the hill and proceeded through the brush where the sunlight bore more brightly on them.
“I’m still not clear on how to use this rune,” Astreya said, looking down at her open hand as she traced the Mannaz invisibly bound to it. “I suppose I could spell a word with it, but I don’t know how useful it’d be in a fight.”
“Mannaz is tricky—even I don’t have it mastered—but you’ll work it out. You’re an Invoker now,” Naela said cheerfully. “You can use its power without war paint, and you can use more runes at once!”
“Limit yourself to two,” Connor advised.
“You get away with more if it’s in a sigil.”
Connor gave the lovely Seeress the side-eye over his shoulder. “Do not encourage her recklessness.”
“It’s only reckless if I die,” Astreya quipped.
“Speaking of reckless, how was the tea?” asked Naela.
Connor’s nethers did a little jump.
“It was good tea, with a great finish,” Connor replied with a suggestive look at Astreya before he turned to the Seeress. “Is there more?”
“Some,” Naela admitted. “We can’t have it around during the wedding since it might curse the union—and I can’t use any on our wedding night—but I can use it right after.”
“It’s going to be a big bonfire,” Astreya said with a twinkle in her eye. “The biggest party the Glen has ever seen.”
“I have so much to ask my father; so much to say,” Connor murmured, taking a deep breath as he meditated on everything he’d ever been told or taught.
And then they came to the top of a high meadow. Connor held up his fist to halt everyone, with the shouts of Uldric relaying commands to the rest of the villagers.
Connor got down from his horse, as did Astreya, walking up the bright green grass while Griselda dismounted.
The last rune stone had been set on a flat boulder, pointing directly at a figure overlooking a precipice where a lush valley lay beyond.
It was Grimgyr.
He stood many paces away, just by the edge, with his back turned, cradling a woman in his arms. Although her face was blocked by his father’s back, Connor could see from her sandals and the way he carried her that it was his mother.
There was no one else around, nor was there a horse. He hadn’t brought his staff either. Grimgyr would have had to carry Connor’s mother—on foot—the whole way there.
They just watched the land together, with his mother’s hand gently stroking her husband’s back.
Connor looked on to appreciate the sight of his parents together, noting the peculiar shape their silhouette was making from the angle they were at.
An upward staff with her legs bent and showing from the side of Grimgyr’s half. The same one he said he saw when Connor asked him about a future with Astreya. The rune known as Wunjo.
Joy. Glory. A wish fulfilled.
Perfection.
A great bliss came upon Connor’s spirit, and then he looked into the eyes of his wives in silence so as to not spoil their intimate moment.
But they noticed.
“It’s him…” Revna whispered.
Grimgyr lifted his head slightly, then slowly turned around to face everyone watching him from far behind.
And even though his father was blind, Connor could feel him looking at them. He locked eyes with his mother, who whispered something in Grimgyr’s ear as everyone remained in quiet reverence.
Connor’s chest swelled with pride as he presented his wives and the Seeress without a word, standing firmly alongside them as a declaration.
“Astreya,” said Connor, nodding mischievously. “Show him.”
She smiled back at him, her blonde braids gleaming with sun before she walked ahead, the air filling with Connor’s sense of her.
She braced her legs, clenched a fist, and then raised her other arm into the air and invoked the Mannaz in her palm.
Her invocation felt like a rallying cry within his spirit, an announcement that man had arisen to bring about a new peace—and they were the tip of its spear.
Connor saw the faintest hint of a blue hue coming from her hand, with most of it coming from the side he couldn’t see.
It was the rune.
“Mother! Father!” Connor announced with the spear held to the sky. “Your son has returned!”
It began with the Seeress, who got down to one knee and bowed her head low, followed by Vaniry, Revna, and then Uldric. The entire village began to kneel behind Connor in waves, like the tide of the sea, with Astreya standing as their beacon of freedom.
They were home.
And then his father smiled at him.
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A note from the Author

Thank you for reading. This body of work represents my tribute to Pictish, Celtic, and Scandinavian culture—and, of course, steamy fantasy romance.
I hope some part of this tale spoke to your heart as well as your mind. If you enjoyed your adventure, kindly share your experience with others and let them know about this story.
Until next time,
A.V. Ray
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