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Myrsade kept her belly to the grass, her
hands grasped at the edge of the cliff from where she watched the
strange men below. They were hairy men, dressed in tattered
leathers, with splintered shields and notched axes.
Berserks, she thought to herself. The hills were teeming
with them but, until now, they had been able to avoid them well
under Yko Dali’s guidance. Three of them made their way through the
woods below, one taller than the others, wearing an iron helmet on
his head that didn‘t match the rest of his armor. He held a massive
battle-axe over his shoulder while his right hand gripped the ankle
of a mutilated female corpse that looked to have been dragged
through Helheim and back. Myrsade cringed and fingered the hilt of
her Kaspian blade.

„Don’t do it, half-breed.” She felt a hand on
her calf and jumped, spying Niall Caddla‘s freckled face as she
glanced back. Like most of the natives of Andvárin, Niall had dark
brown hair, wild and untamed with the exception of a few braided
locks. His emerald eyes regarded her with caution while his mouth
seemed to carry a persistent smirk.

„Damn you!“ she quietly cursed. „Scared the
shit out of me.“ She‘d had little interaction with him during the
journey as he preferred to stay close to Yko Dali, like a child
clutched around its parent‘s leg. She was there for one purpose and
one purpose only, and that was to make sure Yko Dali returned to
Andvárin unscathed. So, when the men of books were huddled around a
campfire, exchanging pieces of wisdom and notes she preferred to
stalk a solid perimeter around them, keeping watch for anything
that might appear threatening.

„It was not my intent,” he said. „I just
wouldn‘t want you to do anything drastic. Remember what Yko said?
Wherever-”

„Wherever there is one Berserk,” she
interrupted him, „there are sure to be more around. I remember.”
She gave him a hard frown. „Get your hand off my leg.”

„Then keep your hand off the blade.” He had a
firm tone she hadn't heard before, but she could still see doubt
and fear in his eyes.

„You think I’m stupid?” she hissed, almost
losing the grasp on her hushed tone. „As much as I’d like to race
down there and show those savages how the Bruhrim do battle, I have
orders to follow and I won’t jeopardize Yko’s mission.”

„Yko’s mission or mine.”

„What is your mission exactly?” She eyed him
with a curious arch of her brow. „I did wonder why Yko saw fit to
bring a herbalist along.”

„And I wondered why he saw fit to bring
you...“

„I am Yko‘s Ydaari, his life‘s protector,“
she proclaimed.

„You‘re not Yko‘s Ydaari,“ he replied.
„You‘re an Ydaari of the Order.“

„I am with the Order because of him. I owe
him my life.“

„As you say,” he muttered. „But you should
know it wasn’t Yko that brought me along. The Gaelarts assigned me
to him, to accompany him to Llorn and record the plant-life that’s
grown there over the ages.” He gave her a slight smile before
glancing around thoughtfully. „This land fascinates them. It has
not felt the touch of civilized feet for a very long time.”

„Plants?“ She scoffed. „Those must be some
remarkable plants if you were willing to leave the safety of
Andvárin and travel across the entire realm for them?”

„It is my duty,” Niall replied with a smirk.
„Just as it is Yko’s duty to seek out the records of Jarl Frynn so
they may be added to the great archives, it is my duty to seek out
any herbs, plants and minerals that might improve the Order’s
healing capabilities.”

„Healing,” she murmured. I’m sure. She
had seen the lower levels of the Lycaarum, partially at least,
where masked men in dark robes brewed strange elixirs. She
remembered the stories from when she studied for the Ydaari trials.
The students of the Lycaarum whispered dark things about the lower
levels. It had always unsettled her.

„You must be hungry.”

She glanced down and saw the Berserks had
gone by. She spared the poor woman a final thought before turning
her head back at Niall. „You haven’t come here to feed me. Why
aren’t you with Yko?”

„He sent me to come get you,” he said, as he
raised himself up. „We’re moving in a few hours.”

„Already?” She stood up, dusting the grass
from her leather tunic.

„Yes. Yko says we’re only a short walk from
Llorn.” He swung his small brown satchel over his shoulder and
walked off. „We’ve prepared food back at camp. Lamb, berries,
honeyed beer and relatively fresh bread that Yko picked up in
Terisse.”

She stood for a moment, staring at Niall as
he walked away, rubbing a hand over her stomach. „That does sound
good.” She spared a quick glance down the cliff before following
after him, wrapping the fur on her shoulders around her neck. The
Ordossi sun was a distant memory, but she still remembered how it
used to kiss at her flesh. She had failed to get used to the cold
winds of this realm, even after twelve years.

As they returned to the camp, they found Yko
sprinkling salt on a leg of lamb that roasted slowly over a roaring
fire. He carved off a small piece and put in his mouth, humming a
tune as he chewed. „Come,” he said without looking at them, „have a
seat and breathe in the delicacy that awaits.” Yko Dali was tall
and well built for an old man. His dark southern skin had become
lighter over the years spent in the cold, but still carried the
copper hue of Ordos. The white robe he wore was covered in metal
platings, made from the finest ores available in Andvárin, engraved
with a plethora of strange runic phrases and glyphs. He turned
around and looked at them, smiling through his thick black
beard.

„Come,” said Yko as he took a seat by the
fire. „Sit with me, child.” He broke off a piece of black-bread and
offered it to her.

She gave the roasting lamb a glance filled
with wanting before taking a seat at his side. She accepted the
bread from his hand and took a bite from it, unable to prevent
herself from moaning slightly as she chewed. „Mmm… it’s good.”

„I got it from an old friend.” He smiled,
taking a bite from his own piece. „She may not be the most graceful
of women, but she is the finest baker in all of Yewland.”

„No argument there,” said Myrsade, giving him
a smile stuffed with the last of her bread.

His smile vanished as soon as her own
appeared. „I see trouble in your eyes. A newfound sadness…
empathy.”

She turned her eyes from his, avoiding his
gaze by staring at the fire. „I don’t like it when you read my
eyes.” Once, he had stared too long and caught a glimpse of certain
horrors that screamed from her past.

„You have nothing to hide, child. Tell me
what troubles you.”

She sighed quietly and looked him in the
eyes. „I saw berserks, by the west edge.”

„Ah yes, the scourge of Yewland. I knew our
paths would cross eventually. Hopefully we may be able to avoid
their attention.”

„They had a woman.”

„A woman?”

„Her corpse, actually.”

Yko pursed his lips and sighed. „Yes, they…
they do take the females. Dead or alive, matters not. I could tell
you what they do with them, but I fear it will only make you feel
worse.”

„Don’t… I don’t want to know any more than I
already do.” She watched the fire tongues dance around the leg of
lamb, caressing it with burning passion. She caught a glimpse of
Niall behind the flames, sitting on the grass, watching Yko with a
blank stare.

„I must say,” Yko began, the hint of a smile
forming on his lips, ”it warms my heart to see you feel empathy for
a human. When I first found you, you could hardly stand the
presence of one. As you woke from your coma I thought you might
kill me then and there, the way your eyes regarded me with such
searing hatred.”

„I was afraid.”

„And rightly so. The way your kind is treated
in Midgard is appalling, but understandable. Sayrenok’s invasion
left all the realm with a misunderstood view of the Bruhrim race.
They see you as they saw him; evil, terrifying, monstrous.”
Monstrous... That word bothered her. Her crimson eyes were
disturbing to some, and her rock-hard grey hide bore resemblance to
something from the Nethers, but she didn‘t feel monstrous.

„They forget that it was another of our kind
that ended the war.”

„The truth of history is molded into what is
best suited to those in power.” He stood up, his eyes locked on the
char-roasted leg. „I believe our meal is ready. Eat well, both of
you. We will be moving soon. Llorn is not far.”



Mist enveloped the entire city, casting a
white shroud over the worn streets and ruined houses. The night sky
could barely be seen but Myrsade could see a glimpse of the moon
watching them from above, illuminating their path.

„What happened here?“ she asked.

„War,“ answered Niall.

„Not war,“ said Yko. „Retribution.“ He
studied the moss-covered houses intently, his eyes narrowed in
thought. „This place and its people suffered during the War of
Giants. Something terrible happened, and it left a scar.“ His eyes
went up to the imposing fort they could see in the middle of the
city. „The city now stands as a broken reflection of what it once
was, a haven for something vile.“

„What do you mean vile?“ asked Myrsade, a
curious look on her face.

„A fair question,“ said Yko, smiling
suddenly. „I am certain we will find the answer up there.“

„We‘re going up there?“

„That is where Jarl Frynn lived, and it is
where we will most likely find his records.“

„What‘s so important about these records?“
asked Myrsade.

„I‘m also curious on that aspect,“ said
Niall.

„Frynn was a scholarly type, much like
myself. He was known for keeping extensive journals on everything
that occurred around him. The Order believes that within these
journals we may find every interaction between Llorn and the High
Kingdom, as well as information as to the fall of Llorn.“

She shrugged and followed him through the
city, passing through abandoned houses wherever the streets were
blocked with rubble, until they came to the fortification in the
midst of the city.

Fort Llorn was the highest point in the city,
surrounded by a wide moat filled with murky water that glowed
emerald-green under the moon. The bridge over it was made from
stone, but that was hardly comforting to Myrsade since a large
piece was missing from it, as if a rock from a far away catapult
might have come crashing through it.

She edged along the stone railing, glaring at
Yko ahead of her. She should have been at the front, making sure
the area was safe before the Seeker would move in, but Yko Dali
cared not for tradition. He wasn't just a scholar. He was a warrior
in his own right. He refused to depend on others for safety, much
to her frustration. It made her sometimes wonder why she was even
there.

A dark shape floating in the moat caught her
eye - a deer carcass, missing one of its limbs. „Vile,“ she
muttered quietly, before noticing Niall at her side.

„Does the sight of death trouble you?“ he
asked with a smirk.

„Of course it does,“ she sneered. „Those not
troubled by something as serious as death, must truly be troubled
on the inside.“

„Such a wise thing to say. I find myself
wondering at times if you truly belong to those savage half-giants
across the Shallow Sea.“

„I‘ve been here long, but I still carry the
hot-blooded veins of the Bruhrim,“ she said with a glare. „Watch
your words.“

„I meant no offence. I only meant that you‘ve
come a long way towards civility. You seem almost human at times.”
He grinned, as if waiting for her rebuttal.

She resisted the urge to plant a fist in his
face, turned and hopped over a hole in the bridge, entertaining the
thought of Niall stumbling through it as he came up behind her.

Beyond the walls was a courtyard that may
have once been a glorious sight, but the decaying wood in the walls
and scattered remnants of a time long gone had brushed away what
glory there once might have been. Arrows still littered the ground
after all this time and, as she looked to the keep, Myrsade saw it
had been breached on the upper levels by what she could only assume
had been catapults. The condition of the entire fort stood as
testament to a crushing defeat suffered long ago.

„Interesting,“ said Yko Dali. „After all this
time I would have thought this place picked clean by now.“ He bent
down and picked up a piece of a broken blade, examining it for a
moment before tossing it back.

„It's a ruin,“ said Niall, strolling past Yko
with a hand on his hip. „There's hardly anything of real worth
here.“

„And what is your definition of real worth?“
asked Yko.

„Gold, jewels, fine silk,“ Niall listed.
„Anything that fetches a fine price.“

„Many lifetimes have passed since Fort Llorn
was attacked. It was most likely thoroughly looted shortly after by
the invading soldiers. But, look at the ground.“ He pulled an arrow
from the mud, showing them the fletchings. „This is an Isafordic
arrow, an heirloom of the High Kingdom, perfectly preserved after
resting in this yard for hundreds of years. This single arrow would
fetch a higher price than any silk garment or lump of gold you
might find, and look!“ He motioned at his surroundings. „The yard
is littered with them.“

Niall stared at Yko for a moment, his brow
raised in doubt, until it hit him. „By the gods,“ he mouthed
quietly, his eyes scanning over the yard with venomous greed.

 

„What‘s your point, Yko?“ Myrsade asked.

„My point is that in all this time, we are
likely the first to enter this fort,“ he answered, „or rather the
first with the ability to identify Isafordic relics.”

„Maybe others came in before us, but they
never left?“ muttered Niall, his attention still fixed on the
litter of arrows.

Myrsade turned to Yko, unable to conceal a
hint of worry on her face. „You think that might be?“

„We can make assumptions, but we‘ll never
know the facts until we see what lies within.“ He looked at her,
before darting his eyes at the main hall. She raised an eyebrow at
him before following his gaze. The main hall was the largest part
of the keep, a long building made from wood and stone, adorned with
ancient-looking markings she couldn‘t understand.

„You want me to take the head? As my duty
calls of me?“

„No,“ he said. „This is my task.“

„As you wish,“ she said, inclining her head
slightly in respect. She noticed Niall, a few feet away, picking up
arrows from the yard and stowing them away in his bag. He looked up
and gave her an awkward smile before moving towards them. Myrsade
shook her head with a frown and muttered.

The winds seemed to turn colder and sharper
as they approached the doors to the main hall. As Yko touched the
doors and began to push them apart, Myrsade got a sickening feeling
in her gut, as if she was being drowned from the inside. „Yko,“ she
murmured. „Be wary.“

Yko said nothing.

The doors slid apart with a sharp creak as
the ancient hinges managed the effort. Inside was darkness. It was
night, but this darkness was different, as if not only void of
light, but filled with black. Myrsade could see nothing beyond her
own toes and nudged along quietly, hoping her eyes would adjust to
the darkness, but they failed to do so. The feeling in her stomach
grew as she went further in, a stench of rot in the air making it
considerably worse. She realized suddenly that she could no longer
see Yko's outlines in front of her, and it shot fear up her
throat.

„Wh-why aren't you carrying a torch?“ Niall's
voice startled her a bit, but as much as she disliked him, she
couldn't escape the relief of hearing a friendly voice.

„The moon is strong tonight,“ she said.
„There shouldn't be a need for torches. This doesn't make any
sense.“

Suddenly she heard a crack, and a sharp
whine, and to her surprise she could see Yko standing above a small
flame on the ground that cast a dull glow around them. „Wispfire,“
she murmured and sighed, relieved to finally see something.

„I never go anywhere without it,“ he said
with a smile. Wispfire was something very old and mythical, a
combination of alchemy and magic, concocted behind the closed doors
of Andvárin's lower levels. As far as Myrsade knew, it was only
ever used by Seekers.

„Words cannot express my gratitude, Seeker!“
Niall started yelling and it made Myrsade feel uneasy. „But unless
you have a lot more of that powder in your coat, we'll need to find
some source of fire!“

„Lower your voice, fool,“ she snapped.

„Fire...“ A voice hissed across the hall, a
deep rumble folded into a lingering whisper. The Wispfire flickered
and faded, casting the room into darkness again for only a moment,
until blue flames began to rise from the braziers lined throughout
the hall.

Myrsade put a hand on her hilt and moved
forward but Yko quickly grabbed her arm, attempting to pull her
back.“Wait!“ he snapped. Niall was on one knee behind Yko, palms on
his temples, his face painted with panic.

„What's happening!“ asked Myrsade, hoping Yko
would provide some answers, but he only stared ahead with wide
eyes, his expression blank. „Yko!“ She followed his gaze to the
throne that sat on the other end of the hall.

Someone rested in it.

„Blood of the gods,“ muttered Yko. „It can't
be.“

„What is it?“ asked Myrsade, but she dreaded
the answer.

Yko carefully moved closer and Myrsade
followed while Niall stayed behind, cowering like a frightened dog.
As she came closer he began to take on a clearer form. A being sat
on the throne, wearing rusty armor, grasping an ancient sword in
its hand. The sword looked dull and notched but gleamed,
nonetheless, in the light of the blue flames. Tattered leather hung
from the pieces of armor, like what remained of its skin hung from
its bones. A circlet rested on the skull, a few strains of hair
running down from it, dangling over its empty eye sockets.

Yko stopped only a few feet away from the
being, his face pale and horrified. „This is why Llorn has remained
untouched for all this time.“

„I don‘t think we‘re the first ones here,“
said Myrsade. The absence of light had perfectly concealed their
surroundings up until now. All around them lay scattered corpses,
mangled and brutalized. Some had the appearance of berserks while
others were beyond recognition. A few looked to have been dead for
ages, reduced to armored bones.

„We should never have come here,“ said Yko,
his face as serious as death. „Get out! Quickly!“

They ran for the doors as swiftly as they
could but a strong wind swept through the hall and pulled them shut
with a deafening clamor. They pushed against the doors, Myrsade‘s
face going red as she crashed her shoulder against them. But, the
strength of the Bruhrim failed her and the doors refused to
budge.

„This is his hall... his decisions stand, and
he has decided that we shall not be leaving,“ said Yko as he made
his way towards the throne.

„Who‘s?“ she asked.

He turned his head briefly and gave her a
solemn look. „Jarl Frynn’s.“

„How- how can that be?“ She darted her eyes
between Yko and the being on the throne. The being remained
lifeless, but seemed to stare forth with an eyeless gaze.

„When a true warrior is denied a warrior's
death,“ Yko began, „he is denied the afterlife he has spent his
existence fighting for. If he is strong enough, he may linger on,
refusing to pass into Helheim, waiting for a worthy foe to grant
him the true death he deserves. He becomes this creature... a
Draug.“

„Then I'll grant him his wish!“ She drew
forth her Kaspian steel blade, gripping the hilt firmly while
trying to maintain a fixed gaze on the being.

„No, child,“ said Yko, brushing her shoulder
dismissively. „It is not that simple. You cannot kill a Draug with
any metal or fire. You must defeat him with a show of
unquestionable courage.“

„How do I do that?“ she asked.

„No weapons... no armor.“

„What! That's insane!“ She glanced at the
steel hanging from her hand. „My steel can cut through bone,
easy.“

„Not these bones.“ Yko had already removed
what armor he wore and had started to remove his robe, letting it
drop to the ground by his side.

„No, Yko,“ said Myrsade. „You're not a
warrior. Let me do this.“

„You are here because of me, and I will not
watch you die for me.“ He gave her a quick, smiling glance. „I may
surprise you.“

„You can‘t.“ Myrsade gritted her teeth.
Stupid old man would get himself killed if she didn‘t do something.
He stepped forward, wearing only his trousers and a faint smile, a
proud, fearless look on his face. „Damn it, Yko!“ In a moment of
sheer panic, she swung a closed fist at his face, knocking him off
his feet and into a rude dream. She stood over his unconscious body
for a moment, lamenting what she had done.

Her sword dropped to the ground with a clank,
and she began to remove the leather pieces on her body until she
wore only linen. She hesitated a moment before stepping forward,
her fists clenched by her sides, teeth bared at the monstrosity in
front of her. „May the afterlife find you and grant you peace.“

„Blood of the Jotnar in my hall...“ The voice
came from the being, but its mouth did not move. “Half-breed...
show your worth...“

„My pleasure,“ she growled.

Blue flames erupted from the creature's eye
sockets, and in one fiercely quick moment, it rose and came at her,
sword gripped in its hand. The sword seemed larger now than it did
on the throne, and as it came, hungry for her flesh, she barely
managed a roll to her side, a loud clank as the ancient metal hit
the ground. The creature turned and came at her again with a
sideways blow that had surely cut her in half had she not jumped
back. She looked to her Kaspian steel, resting on the ground,
fighting an urge to pick it up.

She spun round, dodging blow after blow. The
Draug was heavy but viciously quick, which made it difficult for
her to move out of the sword's way. She jumped up on the enormous
wooden throne, and as the Draug's blade came down at her, she swept
away, allowing the blade to lodge itself in the throne. The being
let out a ghastly roar as it failed to pull the sword free, the
blue flames pulsing with rage.

„Now we've got a fair fight!“ she snapped at
the creature, who responded by throwing a huge skeletal fist at
her. She ducked below it, spun behind it and jumped on its back.
The smell of decay was overwhelming as her face pressed up against
its neck. She ripped one of the metal platings off the creature's
back and threw it to the floor. She then stabbed her hand into what
little flesh remained, digging through rotten skin, muscle and bone
until she held the Draug's heart firmly in her hand. She gritted
her teeth, jerked the arm back and jumped down to the floor as the
creature began to shriek and wail. She looked in her hand at the
putrid black heart that oozed ancient blood, and threw it with
force at the wall, leaving nothing but a dark stain.

The Draug fell silent to the floor. The blue
flames had died out, leaving only the Wispfire still breathing.
Something was different, though. The hall was not as dark as it had
been. The moon's light had washed into the room, casting away what
darkness that had reigned before.

„Be at rest, at last.“ She stood over the
Draug's body, panting silently, her hand dripping with pitch-black
blood.

„That was... something.“ Niall stood behind
her, with wild eyes and a gaping jaw. He glanced at the Draug
before moving his attention to Yko, who lay on the ground, serene
as a lake at dawn. „I can't believe you knocked him out.“

„He'd be dead if I hadn't.“

„Perhaps,“ said Niall. He knelt in front of
Yko, holding a wet rag to his mouth.

„What are you doing!“ she snapped.

„Calm down, half-breed. It's only
Greythistle. It'll relieve the pain you dealt to the side of his
face.“

She nodded slightly, but kept a wary gaze on
him as he treated Yko. She wondered what Yko might say when he'd
wake up. Would he be glad? Angry? Proud? Ashamed? It didn't matter.
All that mattered was that he lived and the Draug was dead.

„You should have some too,“ said Niall,
handing her a small bowl with silvery liquid.

„No,“ said Myrsade, wafting a hand at
him.

„Please, Myrsade,“ he begged. He had never
called her by name before. It felt strange. „Put aside your
mistrust, only for a second. The Greythistle will make you feel
better.“

„I said no,“ she snapped.

„As you wish, Ydaari.“ He gave a sigh as he
reached for his backpack, rummaging around in it for something.

Myrsade turned around and started picking up
her armor pieces. She clasped on her grieves, secured them tightly
and then groaned as something nicked the skin on her back. She
quickly turned and saw Niall standing behind her, holding one of
the Isafordic arrows in his hand, her blood garnishing the
point.

„You little shit!“ She smacked him with an
open palm, sending him off his feet and to the ground like a
mistreated whore. She moved toward him, teeth gritted and fists
clenched, but as the world began to twist into a blur she was
forced to stop. „Wha- what did you do?“ Her face felt numb and the
shapes around her began to melt together. Her right leg collapsed
under her weight, sending a sharp pain up her body as her knee
crashed into the cold stone floor.

„You have your duty,“ he said. „I have mine.“
She couldn't make out his face.

„Your... duty?“ she asked. „What...
duty?“

„Well, I was hoping the Draug might handle it
for me, but you wouldn't let the old man fight, so you forced me
down a different path. You naughty half-breed. You complicated
things, and made them messy.“ He was moving around in front of her,
but she couldn't tell what he was doing. „My master wants Yko Dali
out of the way, so here I am.“ She barely felt it as he grabbed her
chin with force and took something cold and sharp to her face. She
felt him cutting, and it hurt, but she didn't so much as cringe.
She felt an urge to scream, but her face was dead and no longer
responded to her commands. „You never liked me, I could tell. But,
you know what? I never liked you either. Grumpy half-breed bitch.
Never once have I seen you smile, so I'll give you a grin you can
take with you beyond the fog, and you can smile as Hel drags you
into her realm.“ She felt the blade in her mouth, and it cut
against her cheek. She tried to scream but she couldn‘t.

He pulled the blade away when he finished.
Tears flowed from her eyes and she began to sob, shuddering at the
feeling as blood ran down her neck. Suddenly, something stirred
under her pale skin. It filled her with a warm sensation that made
her feel alive again. As her vision began to clear, she realized
feeling had returned to her face and she could move again. She
gritted her teeth as she looked upon the traitor, rummaging through
Yko's belongings, bloodied blade still in his hand. She rose to her
feet, as quietly as she could and charged him as he had his back
turned. She grabbed the arm wielding the blade and twisted it as
hard as she could, a loud crack as the bone shattered.

„Aaagh!“ Niall screamed and cried out all
kinds of words. Some she caught, others lost in drooling
groans.

Myrsade snatched the blade as it dropped to
the ground and held the edge to his throat. „I look forward to our
reunion in Helheim,“ she whispered in his ear.

„How- how are you still alive?“

„I am Bruhrim,“ she said, baring her teeth.
„You may try to end me with any poison of man, and you may fail.“
She slid the edge against his neck, blood gushing out of it as it
opened wide. She pushed the body and let it flop to the ground.

Yko looked peaceful. Niall's blade hadn't
touched him yet, but the poison had. She stared down at him, tear
running down her blood-spattered cheek. „Foolish old man... how
could you not see what he was?“ She rubbed the tear away with two
fingers and painted a red stroke on Yko's forehead.



The hill above Fort Llorn seemed as good a
place as any to lay Yko Dali to his final rest. Myrsade had torn
Niall's clothes apart and used them to wrap Yko as best she could.
She had left the poisoner's body resting naked on the cold floor
next to, the now firmly dead, Jarl Frynn.

Carefully, she dropped Yko's body down on a
patch of dirt under the tree she had stood vigilant by the past
three days. She stared down for a while, wondering how she might
proceed. Upon death, the Clanborn of Andvárin were sealed away in
deep tombs in the mountain while the common unnamed men and women
were put in the ground, with rocks placed on top to make sure they
wouldn't rise again. But she remembered what Yko had said about
those who were denied a warrior's death, that they would rise again
as malformed beasts, intent on only death and cruelty. Burying him
there was out of the question. She had just removed one ghastly
tyrant from the region. She wasn't about to replace him with
another.

Her own homeland's traditions seemed even
less likely, as they involved removing the head and burying it
separately. Then she remembered how the Gotts of Gotland took care
of their dead. They would wash the bodies with oil and burn them on
great funeral pyres, believing the dead would rise again in
Morennon, a land where Lythar, their god of fire, was said to
reside.

„It's better than to let him rise again,“ she
said to herself. And it might spare him an afterlife in
Helheim.

She took what little was left of the Wispfire
and sprinkled a bit in her palm, the sand-like powder feeling heavy
in her hand. She had never used Wispfire before. It always seemed
as if the Seekers merely tossed it at the ground to ignite it. It
looked simple enough. She clenched her fist and threw the Wispfire
on Yko's body with force, the powder sprinkling lazily over his
chest and stomach, refusing to start a flame.

„Damn it all,“ she murmured. She glanced into
the bag of Wispfire. There wasn't much left, so it had to work. She
sprinkled the rest into her palm, eyeing it thoughtfully. What did
Yko do to make it burst into flame? She felt the powder with her
fingers, caressing it as she tried to figure it out. Some of the
corns were larger than others. She took one of the larger ones
between a finger and thumb and pressed it together, feeling it
crunch and crackle. Suddenly, her palm filled with a heat that grew
more intense by the second. Startled, she jerked her hand back and
shook it, sending a shower of glowing embers floating to the
ground. Some went to the dirt, others to the grass around it,
starting little flames here and there, but luckily, the rest went
down to Yko's body, igniting the Wispfire that was already there,
forming the pyre that Yko deserved.

She sighed with relief and glanced at the
sky, thanking the gods in her head. The linen around Yko caught
fire fast and it didn‘t take long for the tongues to engulf him
completely. She stared at him behind those flames, her white eyes
glistening and casting a reflection of the pyre.

„Dohaeri yst ra donavael...“ The Bruhrim
tongue felt strange to her, as if no longer native. The words meant
'Strength of a thousand', a common funeral saying in Bruhran. She
lowered her head and closed her eyes, filling her nostrils with the
scent of burning wispfire.

Her ears flared up and she shot her eyes
open, glancing left and right. Her keen sense of hearing made out
movement not far away, footsteps and shouting, clearer by the
second.

„Faster! Move faster, you dogs!“ came a
hoarse voice from the woods around her.

„Shit,“ she murmured, keeping a nervous gaze
on Yko‘s burning corpse. Burn, damn it. She knew those were
Berserks closing in on her, but she couldn‘t risk running off and
leaving Yko‘s fate in those savages‘ hands.

„This way!“ They were getting close, and she
had to make a decision. Run and risk them putting out the flames,
or fight and risk ending up next to Yko on the pyre, or worse –
like the woman she had seen them dragging off.

She inclined her head quickly at Yko‘s body,
snatched her bag and started off away from the incoming Berserks.
Regret rushed through her mind, but she had to make a choice, and
this was a leap of faith.

 


The End
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