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HAMMER OF THE GODS: Arn Saga

Tigers of the seal Men with the hearts of wolves and thews of fire and
steel! Feeders of ravens whose only_joy lies in slaying and dying! Giants to |
whom the death-song of the sword is sweeter than the love-song of a girl!

— Robert E. Howard, Tigers of the Sea

Thunder rumbled across the Face of the sea. Distant lightning lit up the
far clouds, hanging heavy and low on the horizon. A lone dragon ship sped

furiously across the waves, racing against the coming storm.

The sail stretched full taut, filled with the chill, wet wind. The rain beag
down on the huge, bearded men furiously working the oars, heaving for
ward and back, shoving the boat forward faster than wind alone through

strength of muscle.

By the prow, below the arching dragon head which clove the waters, stood

a man wrapped in dark furs. His left leg was propped on the railing, res
his thick-thewed arm. He ran his hand through his long beard, tugging

cilessly at it, deep in grim thought. Rain ran down his face, although

appeared to take as much notice of it as would a statue.

The men of the ship knew well his grim demeanor. Indeed, it was ca _'
for the man’s namesake. Arn the Grim he was called, and known as suclit
and down the icy coasts of the northlands. The men of those lands feai

him for his ill temper and his strong thews.
Arn stared out at the raging seas, unmoved as his boat rocked res

ly under him and his men struggled against time to make the coast bel

the storm arrived in force. Arn thought upon the weighty matters wh
recently confronted him, matters of peace and diplomacy which a m
action like himself so hated. But in such matters he had to think of
hood of his family, and not be concerned with his own needs and d

His lands had known war for a long time and peace was what |
ed. Peace and a time for mending and healing old wounds. A time &
and prosper, to utilize the booty seized from foreign cities, and rep
damage done by enemy raiders. For such a time to come about, Arn
make oaths of peace with his neighbor, Kralki Beareye, a bold but' ¢
orable chief who Arn had long hated.

But peace must come, and so it did, as Arn swore the proper @
traded the proper hostages. For such a treaty to be solid, Arn hil
Kralki his son, Gund, as a hostage. Likewise, Kralki gave his owi
into Arn’s keeping. In such ways, war would be less likely to Staf
them, when a treasured son was so close to doom.
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However, Arn did not trust Kralki to care well for Gund. Gund was Arn's
only son, although he hoped his wife would bear him more one day. No, he
would have much preferred to fight Kralki until all the mothers of Kralki's
lands cried to him for the weight of sons they had lost, and Kralki would be
forced to yield his lands to Arn, the conquering chief. But now was not the
time for such glory. His lands needed trade, and only Kralki could provide
it. -

But while his farmers and lodgemen rested and rebuilt the towns and
cities ravaged by war, Arn could not rest. He had the urge to go outwards;
towards something new, to perform deeds unknown yet to men. So, he too
his dragon ship and departed his lands, heading north and east, toward
unexplored regions. '

He thus set out on the god path, to serve mighty Tyr, god of war. Thr if
deeds of valor he would prove himself worthy to that god, and thus win fa
in the eyes of Odin, the All-Father, chieftain of the gods. Arn had swo: -_.'
oath long ago to surpass the deeds of all men, to continually strive bey
what common heroes accepted as glory. He swore to one day become
Hammer of the Gods.

Arn was wrenched from his brooding by a large hand gripping his
der. He turned to the owner of the hand, the only one on board whnj
dare bother Arn so and get away with his head intact, his long-time
brother, Erik Nornson. :

“What is it now, Erik?"” Arn said. E.

“Damn your brooding hide, Grim One! We have trouble here and
not in the mist of your memory,” Erik cried out over the lashing win

Arn scowled. “And what is this great trouble that wakes me
matters?”

Erik pointed out over the ocean, towards the horizon. “Thatt™ =

Arn growled and cursed at what he saw. There, out across th
slipping in and out of the tumultuous waters, almost camouflaged,
rise and fall of the crests, was a great, green serpent, winding its way'|
the dragon ship. "

*Damn!” Arn cried. He turned to his men, who stilled rowed !
“Drop your oars and take arms! The serpent is upon us! And I'll
man who fails to fight like a true warrior against it!”

Arn gripped his axe and slipped it from his belt. The rain mad ¥
slick, but Arn wrapped the leather thong tight about his hand s .
damned if he'd let his weapon slip from him when he needed it
looked about at his men as they stood and reached for thelr |
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men, all strongly muscled, trained swordsmen all.

None were armored, for rowing in armor is too arduous a task. But this
was good, for if any was flung into the sea, armor would only drag them
down faster.

“It's here!" Erik yelled, raising his sword high.

A deafening roar cracked through the sky like thunder, and Arn realized
it was the cry of the serpent. A huge, scaly head reared up from below the
waves, mere feet from the side of the ship. Swordsmen yelled and ran for-
ward, some flinging spears at the gaping maw of the lizard. But Arn spun
around and scanned the waves on the other side of the ship. There, slipping
almost stealthily from the waters, was the thing’s tail, moving forward to
wrap around the ship while the men were distracted by the beast's armored
head.

Arn leaped forward and heaved back his axe, bringing it down hard on
the slithering tail as it reached the edge of the ship. The axe cleaved through
iron-hard scales and bit deep into the tail. Green ichor spewed onto Arn and
ross the deck.

Arn heard the roar of pain behind him, and spun to see the serpent’s
head rushing for him, ignoring the wall of swords between them. The head
ocked the men aside as if they were mere waves of the sea. But Arn was
bt so easily moved. He had met such beasts before; this was nothing com-
red to the Drakes and Dragons he had bested.
He stood stock still while the serpent’s head rushed at him, its maw gap-
g wide, ready to swallow the mortal with one chomp. Then, as the jaws

pmed over him, ready to snap shut, he swung upward with his axe, into
¢ thing's mouth, where its armored scales could not protect it. The thing’s
Cid, fish breath nearly gagged him, but the axe swung true and hard,
unking into the roof of the serpent’s mouth, then deeper as the serpent fell
iward, cleaving its way into the thing’s brain.

Arn leaped away before the serpent could land on him, but his hand, tied
the axe, was caught inside the mouth. The axe, buried so deep, refused
be dislodged. Arn grunted in pain as the dead beast’s weight bore him
; il to the deck, his arm buried to the shoulder in its dead mouth. He cursed
the hot ichor poured down over his hand, burning him, and he struggled
Wit (o pull the axe out.

Ihe weight of the dead beast had its toll on the dragon ship, as the boat
began to reel over, beginning to capsize as the thing's body dragged
Wi Into the depths.

“Cuise you, Erik! Where's your knife?” Arn yelled, his arm still in the
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serpent’s mouth. “Come cut my hand from my axe before the whole ship goes

with it!"

Erik ran over, pulled his knife from its sheath and stuck his head and

arm into the mouth. He saw the axe and thong, pulling taught against Arn’s

hand and dripping with the bleeding ichor of the sea serpent, and cut it clean-

Iy with the sharp iron. Arn leaped away and pulled Erik back as the serpen-

t's body slipped away into the sea.

The boat rocked violently back and forth, waves cresting and threaten-

ing to swallow the boat on either side, but soon the ship settled aright.

“Phew!" Erik grimaced, still sitting on the deck. “What a stench! I'd wager

its smell is almost as bad as yours, Arn.”

“Your humor is sharp, my friend. Almost as sharp as your knife,” Arn

said as he stood up, nearly slipping on the slick ichor that covered the deck,

smeared in a trail leading down into the sea.

“Ah, but humor wouldn't have cut that damn leather away,” Erik replied.

“True indeed. And I'll remember it, Erik. My thanks. From now on, I shall

have to rely on my own grip to keep my axe in hand.”

A man came up to them, this one different from all the others on board

Al demeanor and bearing, although no smaller than the smallest of them. His

yes bore a wisdom deeper than his apparent years, for he looked to be a

re twenty years old but seemed more like forty. He was called UIf the Fey,

Wi he knew the ways of the elves and dwarves, and understood his Wyrd,
great thing.

“Speak, Ulf,” Arn said. “How fares the crew?”

“One dead. He fell over the side and none have seen him since. In this

i, he is surely gone.”

“Damn! Who was it? What was his name?"

“Geri, chief. He was a warrior recruited in Ostersund.”

“Aye, | remember him. A good man. A strong sword arm. Had he wile

b, U

SAve, chief, he did. Both,"

“Then his weapons will go to that son upon our return, "

W nodded and returned to the crew, yelling out orders for them to returm

i ueats. After the ship was checked from prow fo stern, It wis revealed

W small leak had been rent by the force of the serpent's body welghing

the ship. Men were put (o tareing the hole up, while the test resumed
saring. 1 the wind kept with them, they would reach the coast within

Bt Then they could effect more thorough repalis on land once they

AR i river or beach,
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Arn and Erik stood at the prow, staring forward, searching for sign of |
this unknown land to which they traveled. They relied on a map given to f
them in trade by dwarves, who claimed distant cousins of their race lived in
the mountains here. Arn thought grimly that if the dwarves lied about the
distance to the coast, the ship could well sink before finding land. But he
was soon relieved to see a rocky coast in the distance before them. He yelled
to the crew to heave to and make time fast.

“Wwell, Erik. A new land waits before us. Only dwarves have trod heré
before. What think you we shall find here?”

“Trouble. Trouble and adventure. Perhaps our glory. Perhaps our doom’
Erik replied, staring out at the coast. -

“Ha! You are more grim than I! Come, Nornson, your mothers would sufl
ly have warned you of the danger before departing.”

“My mothers, the Norn keepers of fate, are distant and do not speak
their children unless spoken to, as you well know. And 1 do not ask my
to be revealed, but only wish to live it.”

“A wise philosophy, my friend,” Arn said, and then grew silent, &
pondered what lay before them.

A day and night had passed, all busy with the job of dragging thi
onto the rocky beach they had come upon. Fires were lit and tar heateg '
others went into the woods to fell trees for the wood to repair the '
led these men himself, for if there was trouble to be found in th
woods, then he would be the first to greet it. But nothing was ene

~ il the lorays, except sightings of the usual woodland creatures.
Throughout the day, Arn wished that his son was near, 50 £
Wil Wil the ways of things, from patching a leaky ship to stal
e woods, And if enemies were near, he could teach him &

| I mercy lor a foe.
i Ati feturned with all the wood necessary, the men §
e retired to his bed. UIf was there, waiting for

A's bedroll.
Jowhk i If you have something to say," Arn sald
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W it the woods, staring strangely at them, as it
Ween i rocks of the mortal world, “There 18
bother un on the beach, but deeper, farther
AWHle i There are also dwarves here, | 5ee 8
iy et 1o collect rocks from this const be
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“Then we will search them out tomorrow and get them to reveal what
they know of this place.”

*I did not think of it before, but 1 have heard tell of a land that looked
much like this, although always spoken of in mystery and caution. If this
indeed be that land, we will be lucky to leave with our skins, but mayhap
we will leave with much more besides, for it is said that the Sword of Hrutr
was lost here long ago.” :

“Odin’s Blood! Say on, man! That legendary sword carved kingdoms in
the past, when my grandfather’s father was but a milk-fed lad. If it is he:r:'
1 would win it and prove its master! With such a blade, I could rule all th
northlands, and my son and his sons after me!"

“We will know more when we speak with the dwarves tomorrow, if th
is your will, my chief. And I will do all I can to help you achieve that blad
This last was said with a deep sorrow that Arn could not understand, 1
before he could speak, Ulf arose and walked from the fire, into the darke
surrounding the camp.

Arn pondered on this statement of his friend. It was said that UIf at tif
knew his own Wyrd, his fate, and if this was so, perhaps he had seen il
himself in the coming days here. At this thought, Arn’s heart filled with D)
to know UIf, for if his Wyrd did speak ill, then a brave man indeed was
not to beg Arn to return to known lands on the morrow.

Arn rolled over and fell into deep sleep.

The next day, Arn led a band of warriors out to explore. With
Erik and Ulf. One third of his force he had left behind to finish |
the ship, and to guard it from enemies.

The band thrashed through the forest, which was thick with
Few paths could be found, sure sign that men rarely if ever can
was quick to point out the dwarf paths, faint through age. Thejf
trod in some time. About mid day, they came to the edge of th
looked out at a plain stretching a few leagues to a mountain pa
the horizon were mountains, huge, blocking out half the sky,

“There! There will the dwarves surely be,” Arn said.

Ulf simply nodded, a dark look on his face. Arn led the me
another few hours, they reached the foot of the pass and
camp. L

Arn stood apart, watching all around them for signs ol t
light began to grow dimmer as the sun set to the west, the di
come from. Soon, the only light was the flickering fire, danciy
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of the mountain crevices.

They assigned sleep shifts, with half of them sleeping while the other
half stayed awake. Arn did not sleep, but instead paced impatiently about
the fire.

As he finally tired of pacing and settled down to ponder their situation,
he saw a shadow moving on the nearby mountain wall, the shadow of a man
smaller than any in his band.

“Hsst,"” Ulf said. “The dwarves come.”

Arn rose to his feet, gripping his new axe but not pulling it from his belt.
He watched as the shadows began to move all around them. Arn wondered
how many dwarves there were, and feared that the trick of the shadows was
true, and that there were forty of them. Finally, a single dwarf stepped from
the rocks and approached the camp.

He was a stout figure, with a thick, dark beard which covered his abdomen
like a shirt. He stood only four feet tall, and bore a hammer that was near-
ly as large as he, which he carried over his shoulders. His face was dirty,

smeared with grime, as were his limbs. Barely visible beneath his beard was
the gleam of mail, perhaps a hauberk.

The dwarf spoke: “Who are you? Why do you come to our lands?” He
ddressed Arn, who was clearly the leader.
“We have come seeking the Sword of Hrut, rumored to have been lost
long ago,” Arn replied.
Al the mention of the sword, the dwarves eyes widened, and a strange
pression came over his face which could only be described as greed. “So
Jou seek the sword of heroes, do you? You know that all who have sought
have died?”
UII' spoke up. “We know well its legends. Do you know were it rests?”
“Hal Ha! I know where it is, but it is not at rest! Its work of slaying never
. Oh, yes, 1 know well where it hides.”
Atn stepped forward. “Then will you tell us where it is?”
¢ dwarf looked warily at the large Viking, as if measuring up his
against him in a fight, Then, as if he had decided he would fair poor-
i, “What shall be my reward for such a boon?”
ime your price!” Arn said.
the dwarves eyes lit up. “I want the gold hoard!”
It hoard is this? 1 know of no hoard,” Arn said.
¢ hwarf smiled. “The Sword of Hrut guards a treasure, the hoard of
dlnit who took the sword to these lands. But the Giant is dead, so the
I8 yours for the taking.”
f I spoke up again. “Why then do you not take it?”

&
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—— e — B AT | The dwarf scowled at him, and then turned back to Arn. “The trolls guard
ﬁ\;}‘i‘ﬁf WWN>KW%}@ Gﬁ@% I - the Sword. We have warred with our enemies, the trolls, for years, and have
not the strength to best them for a few pieces of gold."

“A few?!” Arn said. “l am thinking there are more than a few coins there,
judging by the look on your face. But take no insult, for it shall be yours. 1
only ask a mere 10 gold coins per swordsman in my band. And the sword,
of course.”

The dwarflooked about the camp, counting the men there. “Done! It shall
be as you ask! Come now, then. I will lead you to the Sword of Hrut!” And
he spun around and quickly walked towards the mountain pass, where shad-
ows convened and more dwarves appeared, a small army of them.

Arn looked at Erik and Ulf. Both nodded. They could trust the dwarves.
For now.

“Up men!" Arn yelled, kicking a still sleeping swordsman out of his roll.
“We have legends to forge!”

The men all got up quickly, trained through years of raiding to be up and
ready to follow the path to battle at a moment's notice. Arn walked resolutely
forward, following the dwarf, and his men fell in behind him.

The pass narrowed the deeper they went, until it finally ended at a steep
mountain wall, bereft of handholds. The dwarves all walked behind a large
tock and disappeared. The one who had spoken with them waited there,
lotioning the Vikings forward.

Arn looked around the rock and saw a small cave leading into the moun-
I, although the entrance was only four and a half feet high. A dangerous
p, il this was a trap.

The dwarf walked into the cave, and Arn followed, crouching low, but
dy for anything that waited in the darkness ahead. The cool air from the
lidder mountain passages hit his face, and he could see far off a pale lumi-
e from around a corner ahead.

. "lollow,” he yelled to his men, and he marched on. He quickly discov-

I that the cave's height increased as he walked, and soon he was able to

I up to his entire six feet.
A8 he turned the corner, he discovered the source of the illumination.
Wi on the floor and walls of a huge cavern was acre upon acre of pale,
Ny moss, Bent down over the moss in various places were dwarves, not
b i armor and bearing no weapons but instead holding odd farming
ents which allowed them to trim the moss off and drop it into bags.
Wilthed the huge Vikings as they passed by, staring at the strangers
W Inoimprehensible glances.
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«“Come,” the dwarf leader said, and turned off down another tunnel. Arn
followed, with his men behind him.

It seemed they walked for hours, turning often down passageways to the
right and left, and soon Arn was unsure how to return the way they had
come.

“If this is a trap, dwarf..." he growled at the leader who still traveled
before them. The rest of the dwarves had disappeared down side passages.

“] would not give up gold so easily, mortal,” the dwarf replied, and kept
walking onwards.

Soon, Arn could feel a breeze coming from the tunnels ahead. The dwar
slowed down, often putting his large ear to the wall and listening. Then 16
would creep forward a few more feet and listen again. He then turned to A
“Tell your men to draw their swords now and be quiet. The trolls sleep no
for it is day in the upper world. However, a few guards pace the cavern. '

“Does this cavern not lead outside?” Arn said. “I feel a breeze.”

“There are many holes through which the air comes, for we are at
top of the mountain, and near the troll’s territory. You must move Care
ahead until you see the cavern. 1 will wait here for your return.”

Arn scowled. He did not like this. It put him at the mercy of the dwi
escape the caves. But he saw no other option. If the Sword of Hrut W
the cavern ahead, he would risk all to have it. He began to move g :
ward, and his men followed behind him.

He heard the troll before he saw it. A deep, almost barking, &
a few feet ahead, around the corner. Arn stopped moving and listes
fully. He heard heavy breathing, a sound full of rattling mucus, moy |
from him. He crept forward and peeked around the corner. s

The tunnel let out into a large cavern, and Arn could now I
breeze. In the far wall, he saw sunlight poking from various cre
did not travel far into the cavern. It was enough, however, o Set
the center of the room gleaming. There, a mound of coins, cups;
athier ornaments, was piled high. Then Arn noticed something
mound and looked closer. Two trolls were stretched out sleey '
pold was their bed. !

e looked about and saw the source of the grunt he hlld
ol seiiiry clrcling the cavern. He waited until it had passed &
ol the toom, behind the mound, and then stuck his head inte| I
Ing for the sword, It was nowhere to be seen. He cursed unds
and withdrew back into the tunnel.

“Damn! 1 see no sword,” he uttered in a low whlm
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