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      To those who taught me how to live fully and those who taught me how to say goodbye, to the beauty in beginnings and the grace in letting go.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        Answer, sombre beast and dreary,

        Where is Brown, the young, the cheery,

        Smith, the pride of all his friends and half the Force?

        You were at that last dread dak

        We must cover at a walk,

        Bring them back to me, O Undertaker's Horse!

      

        

      
        With your mane unhogged and flowing,

        And your curious way of going,

        And that businesslike black crimping of your tail,

        E'en with Beauty on your back, Sir,

        Pacing as a lady's hack, Sir,

        What wonder when I meet you I turn pale?

      

      

      

      
        
        Rudyard Kipling

        “The Undertaker’s Horse”
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      The gods slumbered.

      Five hundred and thirty years ago had been the last time their gods had awakened, walked among their land, and reduced the nearby villages to cinders. So, the people of Svetl never prayed for mercy, because they already knew their gods were vengeful.

      Golden light flickered against the walls of the Great Lodge as hundreds of tallow candles lined the altar. Long, wooden benches remained empty, but they wouldn’t for long, not when the villagers of Svetl would spill in, gathering to talk of their recent victories, be it boasting of their fishing, or conquering a neighboring foe.

      Svetl was in a time of peace with their neighbors, but as with most things in life, it came in waves.

      Eirunn had been born in a time when even her parents hadn’t seen battle, yet warriors still trained. But at the age of twelve, she knew she didn’t want to hold a shield or sword, battling her brothers and sisters. What Eirunn wanted was to help and to heal. Like Bodin.

      She swallowed and walked up the stairs to the platform. Six carvings of their gods and goddesses stood in a v formation: Hakan the Father and Supreme one; Gyda the Mother; Sassa the Beauty; Roska the Fierce; Bodin the Caretaker; and Njal the Warrior.

      And carved on the platform was a lantern and a shroud of darkness, symbolizing Life and Death. Two entities not of the godly world, but of the living realm. Set apart from the heavens yet still watched.

      Eirunn reached out and brushed her fingers along the engraved wood. Bodin’s kind and handsome face smiled at his people. She tried to imagine the god, who sought to nurture flora and fauna, so angered that he’d side with destroying them all.

      Her skin prickled at the back of her neck, and she spun on her heel, feeling as though someone or something was watching her. “Tyr, if that’s you, it isn’t funny.” He was always trying to scare her, but when he didn’t answer and she didn’t see his shadow, her heart inched up her throat.

      You have nothing to fear, maiden. A deep voice snaked throughout the lodge. Eirunn caught sight of a shadow crawling up the exposed beams, seeming to purposefully remain away from the skylight.

      “What are you?” Her voice shook as she backed into the carvings. No. She hadn’t woken one of the gods, had she? Fearful, she peered around, but nothing else was out of sorts. The candles scarcely flickered, even with the shadow darting around.

      The being formed before her, and Eirunn’s eyes couldn’t focus on the apparition for too long. It was like trying to make a figure out in the early morning light. Her eyes played tricks on her, and it appeared to jerk, or maybe the shadows wavered like a banner in the wind, but when she refocused, the creature was as still as could be.

      What am I? The voice rumbled and swiveled around her. You could ask who I am, but you ask what? It hummed. I am the quiet that follows the last beat of a heart. The shadow that waits at the edge of every light. I am the inevitable pause to your fleeting song.

      Eirunn gasped and quickly retreated down the steps toward the long benches. She nearly fell as she bumped into one, but her eyes remained on the undulating figure. “You are…Death.” She swallowed roughly and glanced toward the altar.

      I am. And I’m here to claim you as my own.

      “Am I dead?” Her voice quaked, and she lifted a hand to her throat.

      Death laughed coldly. No, child. I need a maiden, one who can walk between the worlds with me and reap the ripe souls.

      Tears pricked Eirunn’s eyes. She was a child of spring, one who cherished life above all else. How could she be a servant of Death? “Why me? Why not someone else?”

      The season has passed for my prior reaper, and with no daughter to claim, I have no choice but to search for another. The line of maidens must carry on. The shadows surrounding Death swirled, collecting themselves until a nearly solid figure stood before her. Be at peace, young one. Death eases the struggle and weight that life brings. It is a noble thing, to die.

      To the villagers, it was an honor to die in battle, while a youth’s passing was a bad omen. Eirunn had witnessed Death. Her mother died in childbirth with her little brother, who scarcely lived to see his second month.

      “You took my mother away, and my little brother,” she said in a rasp.

      It was their time, and because I have touched one close to you, it is why I am here. Your soul has been caressed by my presence, marked for me to claim as my own.

      “Do I have a choice?” She gritted her teeth, blinking away tears.

      No.

      Eirunn flopped onto a nearby bench and glanced up at the skylights. In one of the windows, she saw the full moon. She prayed that Bodin would take care of her, and if children were in her future, them too. And she sent up a prayer to Gyda the Mother, for that matter.

      “Do you have a name other than Death?”

      The apparition hummed in thought, then chuckled. Some call me Hadeon.

      Fitting, she thought. His moniker meant destroyer.

      Although you are my servant, I will allow you a request. Choose how I will appear to you and your family.

      Eirunn gawked at the shadows. What did she care, as if he’d be any less of a threat in any form? “A horse as black as night, and a mane that pours down like an ebony waterfall.” The moment the words left her mouth the shadows before her turned to smoke, then solidified once more. Before her stood the most impressive horse she’d ever seen.

      A stallion with a proud Roman nose and bottomless brown eyes.

      He was lovely.

      He was Death.

      “Will anyone else see you?” she whispered and stood. She stepped forward, afraid to touch, but too curious to abstain. Her hand met a velveteen muzzle, but instead of warmth, there was only coldness.

      Only when I want them to. He snorted. Find me in the barn outside your dwelling and you will begin your lessons.

      The doors to the Great Lodge swung open and the boisterous laughter of her father and the jarl filled the space. Eirunn’s eyes widened, panicked that she’d need to explain why she’d brought a horse into the lodge, but when she turned around, there was no one.

      Come find me, Hadeon’s voice echoed in her mind and when her eyes met her father’s his graying brows rose in question.

      “What are you doing in here by yourself?” Her father strode forward, flanked by the jarl and another warrior.

      Eirunn could lie and say she was just speaking to Bodin, as she had planned to, but for some reason the truth itched the tip of her tongue. “I was talking to Death.”

      Neither her father nor the men by his side laughed, and she wondered what they knew, if they knew of the maidens before her.

      “You spoke to Death?” her father whispered. “Don’t jest, dear heart.” He closed the space between them and placed his calloused hand on her shoulder. “Why are you really here?”

      “I’m not jesting.” She glanced up at him. “He said I am his maiden.”

      The jarl exchanged a glance with the man by his side, then edged forward to her. “Tell no one of what you saw and heard today. Do you understand? Dying is part of our cycle, but if someone knows a maiden is lurking about, they’ll come for you in droves. Just as they did Katla.”

      Eirunn blanched. Katla—the cousin to the jarl—sweet Katla, who was always smiling…She was a maiden?

      She had died two months ago, slaughtered in the woods like a common boar. No one knew why, nor who had done it.

      With a nod, she turned on her heel to glance back at the gods. All she had wanted to do was pray to them and instead Death had come for her.
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      The moon shone high above the trees, filtering through the bare limbs and streaming into the living room. Inessa would never forget that night because it was the first time she’d seen him for what he was.

      Death.

      Father paced in front of the hearth. His elk-skin boots scuffed the rough pine floor as he shook his head. “Not her. Not her,” he muttered, then quickly walked to a cot where Mother lay.

      She had been sick with fever for over a week now and even at twelve, Inessa knew it didn’t bode well, especially in the deep winter of Svetl.

      “Eirunn isn’t supposed to die. She can’t!” Father’s voice took on an accusatory note.

      “Father,” she whispered, ignoring the knitting of emotions in her chest. “Is she…” Reluctantly, Inessa stepped forward and crouched next to the cot. Several fur blankets covered her mother's still form. She frowned and took up her frail hand.

      It was cold, despite being under the heavy furs, next to the blazing hearth.

      “Inessa,” her mother gasped. “You must look Death in the eyes and…”

      At first, Inessa didn’t think her mother would finish, and even more worrisome was the rattling breath she drew in. But her mother was healthy, or at least had been before Death kissed her.

      “You must accept…Death.” She sucked in air, and her head fell onto the pillow once again. “You belong to him as much as he belongs to you.”

      These words made no sense to Inessa. Her mother was uttering nonsense, but when she looked at her father, he simply stared into the leaping flames, frowning. Delirium must have taken her already, and that realization formed a gaping hole inside of Inessa’s chest.

      “Father,” she said, voice breaking.

      “You are the undertaker’s daughter,” he murmured. “And Death’s maiden.”

      “I don’t understand!” Lightning struck and Inessa leaped away from her mother’s sickbed and clutched at her chest. It was as if she could feel her heart shattering.

      The barn doors flapped violently outside, drumming a beat she knew well during windstorms. But a new rhythm took place, one that sounded so much like the pounding of skin drums.

      She stared down at her mother, and despite the warmth of the small cottage, Inessa watched silvery vapors leave her mother’s mouth. She squinted, wondering if her eyes deceived her. What threads were those? “Mother?” Inessa rushed forward, kneeling next to her. She gripped her mother’s bicep, squeezing lightly. “Mother?” Panic lanced through her chest, and she shook her mother by the shoulders. “No! No! Come back to me!”

      Inessa threw herself onto the cot, hoping to hear the rhythmic thud-thud. But there was nothing—no rise and fall of her mother’s chest, no beating of her heart.

      “Inessa,” her father called softly. His arms encircled her, and he pulled her away. “He’ll be coming for you.”

      Who? She wanted to scream, but she couldn’t find her voice beyond the sobs.

      A pounding against the cottage wall gave both her and her father a start. Inessa dragged her blurry vision to the window, and she wished she hadn’t.

      From outside, yellow glowing eyes watched them. Eyes that she should’ve known, yet they were so vastly different from their normal deep brown.

      Hadeon.

      Her mother’s horse. Black as night, with a crimped mane and tail so thick it took Inessa hours to comb and braid it. His rounded nose gave him a stately appearance, but the town loathed him for what he represented whenever her father trotted by with the wagon in tow.

      Death.

      Hadeon pulled the carriage as Father collected the departed from their homes. He transported them to their graveyards, and all that watched as he trotted by trembled with the fear they might be next.

      But Hadeon had let her ride him to the river and spent so many hours running freely through the overgrown meadows. How many times had she braided his forelock?

      Another flash of lightning illuminated the equine’s face. He shook his thick mane out, and Inessa knew she wasn’t imagining it when she felt his eyes peer into the depths of her soul, claiming her.

      Bound to serve.

      Bound to Death.

      “Inessa, look at me. You cannot run from him, my girl.” Her father rasped and wrapped an arm around her, holding her close to his chest. “He will find you and there is no avoiding his claiming.” Sorrow pooled in his gaze.

      “I don’t want to accept him, and I don’t want to accept her Death! Sh-she’s gone!” Inessa hiccupped as she sobbed. “I want her back!” And despite her sadness, a growing fury blossomed in her. Her father had known, and he’d kept this from her. “You knew though. You knew she would die?” Inessa yanked herself away from him, feeling the deepest of betrayals. Why would he keep this from her? She wanted to vomit. “Why?” she wailed and rubbed her eyes furiously.

      “Your mother didn’t want you to know. She wanted you to live as normal a life as possible.” He approached her slowly, as if she were a feral beast on the verge of fleeing, and maybe she was. However, he stopped himself and turned back to his wife—her mother—and choked on a sob. “Until we meet again.” He pulled the fur up over her and shot an accusatory glance toward the window. Hadeon was still pounding away.

      “Make him stop.”

      “I wish I could, my girl.” Her father led her out of the bedroom and into their humble dining quarter. The heart roared with a blazing fire, casting shadows along the wooden walls. “Sit.”

      She complied, though everything in her screamed to run back to her mother’s side. But she was gone. Maybe if she prayed to Hakan, the Supreme One, he’d wake and breathe life into her
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