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Prologue

Hel

Hel! prayed the dying Witch. Sweet Goddess! Help me!

In a vaulted cavern beneath Castle Nastrond, a young Hel-Witch named Halta Ingasdaughter hung naked in chains. She was attached to a monstrous Skull that rose above the rocky floor several times a human’s height.

The Skull pulsed with purple radiation. A throbbing moan accompanied each glowing pulsation. Sporadic discharges of energy streaked like hissing blue serpents upon its polished surface. During the brief intervals when the Skull did not glow, it reflected flickering orange light from the cavern’s guttering torches. The cold, damp air stank of death.

At the base of the Skull, King Nidhug Ormulfsson stood in gold-trimmed purple robes studying magical glyphs in a mold-stained scroll. Save for holes cut for his eyes, a black hood completely covered his head and face. Before him, other scrolls were strewn upon a worm-riddled wooden table.

Nidhug studied his captive. He sought signs that his spell was working.

Halta’s wrists and ankles were clamped in manacles engraved with sorcerous Runes. Chains anchored her wrists to the edges of the Skull’s eye sockets and her ankles to the corners of its mouth. The magic-imbued manacles and gleaming black spell-chains prevented Halta from using her Witchcraft to get free. Held in an X, she formed a living Gebo Rune, significant in spells for giving or stealing life-energy.

Despite the Skull’s icy surface and the cavern’s cold air, Halta’s pale skin glistened with the sweat of pain and fear. Her long blond hair clung wetly to her bare flesh. Through blue eyes blurred by constant tears, she saw Nidhug looking up at her. Hatred flared. She defiantly glared back. “Hel curse you!” she hissed.

“Garm’s Blood, Witch,” he responded, “She already has.”

From previous experiments, he could tell that the spell was failing again. His attempt to use a Witch’s magical energy to recharge the Skull to full power was still missing some important element, but what?

The Skull was a Deathgate, a conduit to the shaping power of the formless Gray that veiled Life from Death. Legends claimed each of the Nine Worlds had its own Deathgate, but the Skull below Nastrond did not belong in the world of Humans. The Skull upon which Halta hung was called the War Skull of Hel. It belonged in Helheim with the Forgotten Dead.

An old tale claimed the God Odin postponed His Doom by stealing the Goddess Hel’s Deathgate and thereby the strength She drew from it. An alternate theology claimed Odin stole Hel’s Deathgate to increase His own power, but He cast the Skull into the Earth, hidden from all, when Hel’s Mother, Angrboda, and Father, Loki, avenged Odin’s wrong against Hel with a plot that killed Baldur, Odin’s Son.

Away from its rightful home in Helheim, the conduit Hel’s Deathgate provided to the Gray began to close and its magic to weaken, but so slowly that at first the effect was negligible. With the passing centuries, however, the weakening had become more noticeable and was accelerating.

Nidhug was determined to find a way to reopen the Deathgate and restore its magical potency. His very life, unnaturally extended by sorcery, depended upon the Skull’s power.

With a spasm of pain, Halta felt more of her life force pulled into the Skull. Sensing death drawing near, in her thoughts she again prayed for help to her Goddess and tried to shift her consciousness beyond the physical world. But the spell-chains with which Nidhug had bound her thwarted her efforts. She could not pierce the Gray Veil, and she feared physical death might not end her torment. Rumors said Nidhug had power over the dead. He might enslave her soul.

In desperation, Halta tried harder. Help me, Goddess! She fought through her pain and growing weakness to concentrate her thoughts.

Something nudged her occult consciousness and pushed toward her from the Other Side.

The Gray Veil between the worlds thinned.

Halta’s inner-vision beheld an enthroned queen.

Relief poured through her. Hail, Queen Hel!

Half of the queen’s pale face was beautiful and alive. The other half was dark with disfiguring decay.

Daughter of Inga, keep my visit secret. Nidhug wards this place against me. Your prayers helped me break through. But let him continue to believe I am completely banned.

Your will be done.

I cannot save your life. His protections are too strong. But we can use your death against him. Receive now a vision, and describe for him what you see.

Halta gave herself over to Hel and was drawn into a trance. She saw a black-clad warrior upon a skeletal steed. The beast’s hooves trod a sorcerous spell-wind, never touching the ground. A shield bore Runes sacred to Hel.

In disgust, Nidhug threw down the scroll he had been studying. He again looked up at the Witch and noted the change in her expression, saw her blankly staring eyes.

A vision! he thought. The cursed Witch is having a dying vision!

“Yes!” she cried raggedly, chest heaving with the effort to keep breathing. “Come, warrior of Hel, revenge me! Destroy Nidhug!”

A Hel-warrior? Nidhug thought. Again? After all these years?

Halta’s expression changed from hope to horror. “No! Don’t let Nidhug win again!” She thrashed in her chains and screamed.

Her screams echoed about the cavern. The sorcerer intoned an incantation to penetrate her thoughts. Her screams faded to silence as he broke through—too late. Halta was dead. But not beyond his reach!

He intoned a necromantic incantation, traced Runes of power in the air, and commanded the corpse to speak.

The Witch remained silent.

Her soul resists my power? Nidhug was chilled. Did she have help, from—

Panic rising, Nidhug hurried through an incantation to look for signs of Hel, but he found no trace of the Goddess he so feared and concluded his protections were still intact.

“By whatever counter-spell your soul escaped me, it matters little,” he said to the dead woman. “The conclusion of your vision did not please you,” He chuckled softly, “because you saw me triumph again!”

Satisfied that the Witch’s vision portended him no harm, Nidhug strode from the Cavern of the Skull, leaving the cooling corpse to hang.

In Helheim, her spirit safe, Halta’s ghost stood before Hel’s golden throne. Halta met Hel’s gaze. My thanks, Goddess.

Hel responded, And mine to you. Nidhug thinks your vision foretold his victory. He will be less concerned than he should when he detects the new warrior I send. He may delay reacting, just a little. Hel shrugged. And that might help, a little. But in truth, even I do not know the outcome. This time, however, my warrior is—different.

Different, Goddess? The vision did not reveal his face.

Hel raised Her withered left hand, little more than bones, and pointed. Beyond that crowd of ghosts, see the two who yet have flesh?

Yes, Halta hesitated, but—

The child and the kneeling woman embracing her looked back at Halta. The woman pulled the child protectively closer.

Goddess? Is your warrior that child’s—mother?

Aye. The purple fire in Hel’s eyes flickered brighter. No one is more dangerous than a parent fighting for their child.
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Bloodsong

The sky was a black abyss infested with stars. The vast emptiness of the frozen wastes stretched away on all sides. All was silent. Nothing moved. Nothing lived. Then—

Out of the north came a rider on a gaunt white horse. Save for the moaning of an icy wind that swirled about them, neither rider nor mount made a sound.

The white mare was emaciated, almost skeletal. Embers of purple fire smoldered in her eyes as she flitted southward with preternatural speed upon the wind, never touching the ground.

The rider was a warrior. Her name was Bloodsong.

Bloodsong wore a hooded cloak of shaggy black fur. It whipped and billowed soundlessly in the sorcerous shadow-wind. Her tall, warrior-hard body was clothed in black leather breeches, tunic, boots, and gloves. A close-fitting, black steel battle-helm covered her flowing dark hair. Black steel mail protected her torso and muscular arms. A black leather belt girded her narrow waist. A sheathed throwing knife hung on the right of her belt. A straight, double-edged sword, war ax, long-bow, and arrows in a quiver hung from her saddle. So did a round shield.

The shield was made of black, iron-reinforced wood. Upon it were emblazoned three crimson Runes, Hagalaz, Ehwaz, and Laguz. Their initial letters spelled HEL. Their mundane meanings were Hail, Horse, and Lake.

‘Hail killed the Horse by the Lake! Remember!’ was an old charm for awakening memories, an appeal to Hel, She to Whom Nothing is Hidden.

Six years before, shortly after arriving In Helheim, Bloodsong had awakened from a dream with the Hel-charm repeating in her head. She had dreamed of a battle between humans and monsters in which she’d been a warrior named Bloodsong, then as now, and a leader whose followers had also shouted, Bloodsong and freedom! But neither she nor those who followed her in the dream were human. The army she’d led were monsters, and so was she.

Now, unbidden as she rode south, the dream returned to her mind. She drove the distracting memory away, but it soon returned, accompanied by ghostly voices that cried out her name.

Images joined the voices. The monsters from her nightmare flashed through her mind. A growing certainty crept over her that the creatures were trapped below the ice, struggling to awaken. Bloodsong! Free us! Bloodsong and freedom!

“Enough!” Bloodsong growled.

The voices and images stopped.

Her dream was a memory, but the hallucinations concerned her. Could King Nidhug’s sorcery reach that far north? She had not expected magical attacks so soon.

Shortly before leaving Helheim, the Goddess had given Bloodsong a black leather spell-pouch containing Hel-charms and potions. The pouch now hung from Bloodsong’s belt on her left. Hel had also placed a Hel-ring on the first, black-gloved finger of Bloodsong’s left hand. The ring was a grinning skull, the right half smoothly gleaming silver, the left half pitted and tarnished black. Hel had then implanted Witch-lore in Bloodsong’s mind and assured her that, if needed, the lore would tell her how to use the ring and the contents of the pouch.

The thought of using magic repulsed Bloodsong. She felt that edged steel and physical prowess were honorable weapons, but Witchcraft and magic were not. Now, however, she wondered if her need to counter Nidhug’s sorcery with magic had already arisen.

If the voices or images come again, she told herself, I must explore the magical weapons Hel forced upon me. Why didn’t She give them to me earlier, so that I could have practiced? Did She fear the Hel-magic might corrupt me into betraying Her, as She claims Nidhug did long ago? But She must also know that while She holds Guthrun, I would never risk Her anger.

Bloodsong remembered Guthrun surrounded by ghosts, bravely fighting tears and fear, head held high. “I am so proud of you,” Bloodsong had said, holding Guthrun close one last time. “Be strong! We will be together again.”

“I love you, Mother,” Guthrun had sobbed, holding on tightly.

“And by my love for you, Daughter, I swear I will not fail!”

When the sky paled with the coming dawn, Bloodsong took note of the rapidly brightening sky and watched the cloud-free horizon with growing concern. Finally, a snow-shrouded forest came into view. Modgud’s Bones! she cursed in her thoughts. The trees are too far!

Maddened with terror of the coming dawn, the Hel-horse sped faster.

Crimson spears of sunlight jabbed over the horizon.

The night-spell broke.

The moaning shadow-wind died.

The Hel-horse screamed in pain, touched the ground, and stumbled.

Bloodsong leapt clear as the mare went down. She slammed into the hard-packed snow. Her left ankle twisted beneath her. She cried out in pain, got to her feet, and limped, cursing, toward her fallen mount.

The horse’s skin had dissolved. Exposed entrails squirmed with maggots and steamed in the destructive sunlight. Bones appeared.

Following instructions Hel had given her, Bloodsong jerked her war ax free of its saddle thong and used the weapon to splinter the disintegrating skull. She quickly knelt, chose three small fragments of bone from the splintered skull, and slipped them into the protective darkness of the spell-pouch before they could turn to dust.

The pieces of bone safe, she limped away from the decaying Hel-horse. She stopped when the stench was less overpowering.

“Hel take you back, then,” Bloodsong said, watching the rapid dissolution of her mount. Soon, a black leather saddle and bridle lay empty upon the snow.

She hung her ax from her belt by its wrist thong and limped back to the saddle. She knelt and freed her shield and sword from their saddle thongs, then drew the double-edged, black steel blade from its scabbard and satisfied herself it had not been damaged when the Hel-horse fell.

The silver skull that formed the Hel-sword’s pommel gleamed in the morning sunlight, matching the gleam of the untarnished half of her Hel-ring. The Hel-runes cut into the base of the blade seemed to writhe with even darker shadows.

Looking at the blade reminded Bloodsong of gazing into the black gorge cut by the dark waters of the River Gioll that formed the border of Helheim. The grinning skulls of pommel and ring seemed to mock her. Hel laughs last, she thought, recalling an old saying. She sheathed the sword.

She saw that her wooden bow had been broken in the Hel-horse’s fall. She discarded it and the quiver of arrows, strapped her shield and sword across her back so that the sword’s hilt protruded over her right shoulder. She tied the bridle to the saddle and hefted the saddle onto her left shoulder.

She limped toward the distant forest. Her ankle burned with pain, but she had to keep moving, had to reach the crossroad on the frontier before dark. Only at a crossroad at sunset could another Hel-horse be conjured from the three splinters of bone in her spell pouch. The added weight of the Hel-horse saddle made the pain in her ankle worse, but she could not leave the saddle behind. The spells with which it was imbued tamed and controlled a Hel-horse for riding, and a Hel-horse’s wind-treading speed would give her the best chance of avoiding capture.

Hel had told her there were spells that could conjure black clouds to cover the Sun, allowing a Hel-horse to be ridden during the day, but the limited magic Bloodsong could wield was not strong enough. Also, delaying detection for as long as possible was essential, and the spell would have immediately attracted Nidhug’s attention.

As she limped toward the forest, she thought about the things she had learned about Nidhug from Hel, and of all the pain he had caused her and her loved ones.

Many centuries before, when Nidhug had been one of many Hel-warriors questing for Hel’s stolen War Skull, he had been Hel’s favorite. Together they had even shared love. But when, after years of searching, Nidhug found the War Skull within a subterranean cavern, instead of using the Skull’s power to summon Hel from Helheim as he had sworn to do, he turned traitor, used the sorcerous power of the Skull to unnaturally prolong his life, and established a kingdom of terror.

Furious, Hel had sent many Hel-warriors against him, but by using sorcery powered by the Skull and his warrior’s skills, he had defeated them all.

Two hundred years had now passed since a Hel-warrior had dared ride against him. But Bloodsong had dared. It was a chance at life for her and her daughter, and for revenge.

She kept moving toward the forest, teeth clenched against the pain in her left ankle, hoping Nidhug’s sorcery had not already detected her presence beyond the borders of Hel’s realm. Hel had said the Hel-horse spell alone would not attract his attention, but Bloodsong kept alert. Deadly traps might have been set. Sorcerous attacks could be in motion. His sorcery might even have been responsible not just for her earlier hallucinations but for slowing the Hel-horse and causing her to twist her ankle. She did not know.

She cursed under her breath at the pain. Hel had promised that the Hel-horse would reach the forest before sunrise, where the protective shadows of the trees would have caused the night-spell to have ended with less violence.

Whether Nidhug’s sorcery intervened or not, so much for Hel’s promises, she angrily thought, then wondered about the promise Hel had made to free Guthrun when Nidhug was defeated and the Skull had been returned.

She remembered her daughter’s courage with pride. Guthrun had stoically accepted Bloodsong’s mission, and though trembling with fear had not pleaded with her mother to stay.

With a curse, Bloodsong jerked her thoughts away from worry. It was too late to turn back. And it was six years too late to worry about whether Hel kept promises.

Hel laughs last, Bloodsong remembered again. “Not this time!” she vowed, and limped onward.

Morning sunlight streamed through the open doorway of an isolated, rough-hewn forest cottage. Within, a tall woman, her hair short-cut and reddish-blond, awoke, stretched beneath the furs, and shivered. Why was it so cursed cold?

She opened her pale blue eyes. Thorfinn, her mate, was not beside her. The door was open. And the wall peg where Thorfinn’s scabbarded sword usually hung was empty.

Instantly alert, Valgerth Holdasdottir vaulted from the bed and grabbed her sword from its wall peg, unsheathed the blade, hurried to the door, and cautiously looked out.

She saw no danger.

Snow glittered in the slanting morning sunlight. Booted footprints led away from the door and into the trees that marked the edge of the forest clearing.

Frowning, Valgerth closed and barred the door. The wooden chest near the bed was open. She looked inside. Thorfinn’s leather armor was missing. Hers was still there.

Placing her sword within easy reach, senses alert for danger, she hastily dressed in brown leather breeches, tunic, and boots, then donned her leather armor quickly and efficiently, as if the last six years had never been. Soon, wearing her sword-belt, iron-ribbed leather battle-helm, gloves, and heavy cloak, she grabbed her circular wooden shield by the iron grip on its underside, and with sword ready opened the door.

No danger still in sight, she stepped outside. A breeze whispered in the tall pines around the cottage. Somewhere, a bird sang. She sniffed the air. Nothing seemed amiss.

Frowning, she followed Thorfinn’s tracks in the snow, left the clearing, and soon saw him. He was sitting on a fallen tree. His shield leaned against the tree trunk at his feet. His battle-helm was beside him on the log. His dark hair was still rumpled from sleep. With one hand, he absently stroked his short-trimmed beard.

“Morning, Val.” Thorfinn turned his head and smiled at her. “Come, sit beside me.” He picked up his battle-helm and brushed snow from the fallen tree.

She cursed. “Skadi’s Bow! Is nothing wrong?”

“You slept deeply, for a change. So, I—”

“So you put on your armor, left me to freeze with the door open, and took a little stroll?” She slammed her sword into its scabbard. “You had another cursed dream. Yes? What was it this time?”

“Freyadis is alive.”

Valgerth stiffened. “Freyadis is dead.”

“Yes,” he agreed. “She was. But not now.”

“Don’t do this, Thorfinn. Dreams be cursed. She’s dead. Lost to me. Forever. Your vision six years ago, in her slaughtered village—”

“We never found her body.”

“No, but—”

“Just before dawn, I had another vision. It started as a dream but became much more. I saw her riding out of the north clad all in black. The steed she rode was thin and wasted, almost skeletal. And its eyes, Val. They burned with purple fire.”

“Hel’s work.”

“So it seems.”

“Freyadis died Hel-praying?”

“As you had hoped.”

“And feared.”

“She lives, Val.” He shrugged. “I know it.”

A grim smile curved Valgerth’s lips. “Freyadis, Freyadis, why did I waste years hurting and grieving for you? I should have trusted you not to let a little thing like Death stop you.”

“Sit with me, Val. Please?”

She walked forward and sat down beside him.

“You still look good in your armor.” He took her hand and winked at her.

She shook her head. “I had hoped never to wear it again, as we vowed, unless our lives were in danger, unless someone discovered who and where we were.”

“Or if Freyadis returned.”

“I will not completely believe she lives until I see her with my own eyes. Do you think your vision was of something that has already occurred, or something that soon will?”

“I felt the time was now. I saw what looked like the frozen northern wastes around her. So, if she rides south from the northern frontier, there’s only one likely road she can take until she is out of the mountains. Perhaps I will have other visions to guide us. Or perhaps the Gods will lead us to her. Your fate and hers were always linked and no doubt still are.” Thorfinn squeezed her hand.

“We don’t have enough silver to buy two horses.”

He chuckled. “Then we’ll steal them, or some silver. It won’t be the first time.”

Valgerth thought of the battle cry that she and the other slaves had screamed as they cut their way to freedom behind Freyadis Guthrun’s Daughter, the arena warrior known as Bloodsong. She pulled her sword from its scabbard and kissed the blade. “For Bloodsong and freedom,” she whispered as she gazed into Thorfinn’s brown eyes.

He leaned forward and pressed his lips to Valgerth’s blade. “Bloodsong and freedom,” he solemnly repeated, then grinned and kissed her lips, too. “I may have missed adventuring, after all.”

“And the quiet forest life does not agree with me as much as I’d pretended.”

“Then let’s be to it!” He slipped on his battle-helm and grabbed his shield.
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The Crossroad

When Bloodsong reached the forest, she set the Hel-horse saddle beside an ice-encrusted pine, then sat on the snow, her back against the tree, and removed her left boot. Her ankle was inflamed and swollen. She touched the fevered flesh and felt agony shoot up her leg. She did not think it was broken, but it didn’t matter if it was. She had to keep going. “Garm’s Blood!” she cursed.

Beneath the darkness of her cloak, she opened the spell pouch and found a small, stoppered earthenware jar containing a pain-numbing salve. Her nose wrinkled at the pungent odor. She considered not using the salve, suspicious of all of Hel’s magics. Yet she needed to keep moving, and she could walk faster if fighting less pain. She smoothed on the ointment.

The pain eased slightly. She stoppered the jar, replaced it in the spell pouch, then began the painful job of getting her boot back over the swollen flesh. Many curses later, she succeeded.

She got back to her feet, lifted the Hel-horse saddle onto her shoulder, and resumed her trek through the closely packed trees.

Several miles later, she noticed wolves pacing her, closing in from all sides.

She set down the saddle, opened the spell pouch beneath her cloak, and found the Hel-charm she wanted. She reclosed the pouch and examined the talisman.

Its harmless appearance was anything but comforting to a warrior new to the ways of Witchcraft. It was only a piece of bone to which several tiny scraps of fur had been tied.

She frowned suspiciously at the unconvincing talisman then at the wolves. She drew her sword.

The wolves’ bright eyes gleamed with anticipation. She wondered at their brazen behavior. It was not usually their way to openly stalk a human. But perhaps they sensed her pain and knew she was injured. Or, could Nidhug be in some way responsible?

Hunger or sorcery or both, the reason didn’t matter. She had no intention of becoming the wolves’ next meal.

She transferred her sword to her left hand and held the talisman in her right. Hail killed the Horse by the Lake! Remember! she recited in her thoughts, as Hel had taught her, to spark implanted memories, then sifted through Hel’s Witch-lore. An incantation arose to activate the talisman’s power.

She pointed the Hel-charm toward the nearest wolf. “In the name of Hel, by all the powers of Hel, and in the name of the Fenris Wolf, Hel’s brother, I command you, harm not this servant of Hel!”

The nearest wolf growled low in his throat and edged closer.

Bloodsong cursed, not too surprised, and then tried again. Still the wolves came nearer. She recited the spell a third time. The nearest wolf began his run.

She dropped the talisman and gripped her sword with both hands. The wolf leapt snarling, going for her throat. She met his leap with the blade, splitting his skull, splattering the snow with blood and brains. The beast twitched at her feet, then was still.

“So be it!” she yelled at the remaining wolves. “Witchcraft be damned! Come meet your deaths!”

The silver skull set in the ring on her left hand gleamed, catching her eye.

Another rule of Witchcraft, she suddenly recalled, was that the left hand was the hand of power. That was why Hel had placed the Hel-ring on Bloodsong’s left hand.

She quickly scooped the talisman out of the snow, held it in her left hand, pointed it at the nearest wolf.

Once more, she repeated the incantation. The Hel-ring flickered with purple light. The wolves turned and ran, whining in terror, their tails between their legs.

The last few miles to the crossroad on the frontier were the worst as, eyes on the rapidly setting Sun, Bloodsong Freyadis Guthrun’s Daughter pushed herself to the limits of her endurance, determined to reach her goal in time to conjure another Hel-horse.

Her face streamed sweat despite the cold. Her swollen ankle burned with agony. Each breath was a gasp of pain. Yet she moved faster until she nearly ran.

Mere moments before sunset, she stumbled out of the dense forest into the crossroad. Startled ravens roosting in a nearby tree took flight, squawking angrily at being disturbed. A half-eaten corpse hung by a rope around its neck from the vacated tree.

Bloodsong dropped the saddle, knelt in the center of the crossroad, dug in the spell pouch, found the three splinters of bone from the Hel-horse’s skull, and placed them on the snow in front of her. She made sure the bones were in shadow to prevent any damage from the remaining sunlight. She extracted a small ritual dagger from the pouch. A grinning silver skull on the dagger’s black handle gleamed in the weakening sunlight as she drew the rune-blade from its sheath.

Hail killed the Horse by the Lake! Remember! she mentally recited and found the implanted Witch-lore she needed.

Holding the dagger in her left hand, she used the point to draw a large ring in the snow around the shards of bone. She quickly cut Runes in the snow around the rim of the circle, ending with an Ehwaz Rune in the circle’s center.

Focusing all her concentration upon the complex ritual she now had to perform before the sun finished sinking below the horizon, she stood and began the conjuration with a Runic chant to raise the powers of Hel to her aid.

Hidden in the trees lining the intersection of the narrow forest trails that formed the crossroad, two watchers silently studied the tall, black-clad woman. Her presence chilled them and made the very air seem to grow colder. Her warrior’s weapons dismayed them. Both were glad that the shadowy hood of her shaggy black fur cloak covered her head, and both felt an irrational fear that she might throw back the hood and reveal her face.

Their terror of the strange woman grew as she stood with her back to them, arms outstretched, fists clenched, intoning strange chants. But still the two watchers stood their ground, certain that at long last, after days and nights of fruitless watching and waiting, they had finally found a Witch.

Bloodsong turned slowly through a circle, nearly finished with the conjuration. Spirits of the west and south winds had been called upon. The spirits of east and north remained. A scream rang out. She dropped into a crouch and drew her sword. Nothing stirred in the twilight gloom. But from nearby, within the deeper shadows of the trees, came a frightened whimpering, as if of children.

Bloodsong waited, ready to fight.

The whimpering continued.

“Are there children there? Come out if there are. I won’t hurt you.”

The whimpering faltered an instant, then began again, louder.

“If this is a trick, a trap, spring it, curse you! Come into the crossroad!” Bloodsong glanced uneasily on all sides. Then it hit her. After all her effort and pain to reach the crossroad in time, her conjuration of the Hel-horse had been ruined and could not be repeated until the next sunset. Without a Hel-horse, she might well be doomed and her daughter with her.

“Garm’s Blood!” she cursed. “Whoever or whatever is there, show yourself, or I will—”

Whimpering with terror, two small shapes moved forward out of the shadows a few steps.

“Closer,” Bloodsong ordered, not trusting appearances.

The two advanced a few more steps, weeping.

Bloodsong saw that the boy and girl, if that is what they truly were, wore filthy, tattered furs. She judged the boy near Guthrun’s age, six or seven years, and the girl older, nine or ten. They were undoubtedly brother and sister from the similarities in their features and mops of white-blond hair.

“One of you screamed. Which one? And why? You interrupted something very important.”

The girl slowly raised a trembling hand. “Punish me.”

“No,” the boy whispered. He pointed at himself. “Punish me.”

“No, Mani. I screamed. Punish me.”

“Sol’s wrong,” Mani responded. “We both screamed.”

Bloodsong scanned the forest around her again, still suspicious, half expecting the children’s forms to become something monstrous and deadly.

“But I screamed first,” Mani continued, “so,” his voice broke, “punish me.”

“If you really are children, I’ll not be punishing anyone. But why scream at all? If you’d just been silent a few moments more—”

“Your skull-face.” Mani sobbed. He buried his face in his hands.

“My what?”

“In your hood.” Sol whimpered. “It was glowing.”

“I don’t understand.” Bloodsong pushed back the drooping hood of her cloak.

The children gaped at her. “But,” Sol said, “there was a skull! I saw it!”

Bloodsong felt sick. Something had happened while she was doing Hel’s Witchcraft. The magical half of Hel’s face, the dead half, must replace her own when she used Witch-powers. She had not been warned about that. What other effects of Hel’s Witchcraft had been kept secret from her? Hel laughs last, she remembered again.

Bloodsong decided there was no trap. She sheathed her sword. “Go home, children.” She turned and limped back to the Rune-circle in the snow. She knelt, picked up the three shards of bone. She replaced them in the spell pouch then looked around. The children had not moved.

“Go on,” she said with a wave of her hand. “Your mother and father must be worried. It’s getting dark.”

“There’s no one at home.” Mani scuffed the snow with the toe of his boot.

“Our father died a year ago,” Sol explained. “Plague. And now, our mother—” Sol’s voice trailed away.

“But you are a Witch?” Mani asked.

“Of sorts.”

“Our mother told us Witches worked magic at crossroads,” Sol said. “So we waited.”

“And you came!” Mani added.

“How long since you have eaten?” Bloodsong asked. “I don’t have much, but—”

“We are used to hunger,” Sol shrugged and put an arm around Mani’s shoulders.

“Just help our mother!” Mani pleaded.

“Is she sick? Has she had an accident?”

“Our mother told us a story once, about a Witch who knew how to wake the dead.”

Bloodsong felt uneasy. “Go on.”

“Soldiers came to our hut a week ago,” Mani said. “They wanted children to put in their slave cage.”

“Mother hid us and wouldn’t tell them where we
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