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  Chapter 1


The ship spun, slowly at first. 
Then faster and faster, until the coils of line piled to the top of the cable locker began to topple. In his chains Odysseus could not avoid them. In moments he was buried in heavy rope stinking of mud.
By the time Taranga, followed by four of her crew, threw open the door, he lay half suffocated beneath the tangled mass.
“Get those lines off of him,” the War-leader shouted. The strain in her voice told him that whatever the ship had blundered into to cause the spin, he was not going to find the sight of it comforting. “Pry that neck chain loose. Move, dammit! I want him on deck now.”
The Sea Wards moved, but it is not easy unsnarling hundreds of yards of line, some thicker than Odysseus’ hardly dainty arms. Especially while the ship still spun, collapsing new loops upon one and all.
Finally Taranga screamed at the struggling women to cut through the damn line and be done. By this Odysseus knew the situation must be truly desperate, since the Barracuda was far from home and new gear hard to come by. Even then hacking through the thick line was far from easy. By the time they cleared a hole big enough to drag Odysseus through, black spots from suffocation floated across his eyes and he was bleeding from a dozen slices.
By then Taranga had rushed back on deck.
The women hoisted Odysseus by the knees and shoulders and hustled him along the oar deck, then up the companionway, the fetters about his ankles and wrists rattling away. They dumped him unceremoniously at Taranga’s feet.
“Get him up,” the War-leader directed.
Seven-foot tall Aputa seized his hair and yanked him upright.
By then the ship’s wild spin had ceased. But whatever else might be happening Odysseus couldn’t judge, because he’d spent most of the past month in utter darkness relieved only by blurred glimpses of light when they opened the locker door wide enough to exchange the buckets that contained his food, water, and wastes. But even through clenched lids, he grimaced against the glare gouging his eyes.
“What,” Taranga demanded, “is that?”
The captain, though most capable and heroic, was not highly regarded for her patience. Fighting off the pain, Odysseus forced his eyes open.
The ship floated in the midst of ….
A rainbow?
It possessed all the colors, anyway: great long glimmering tubes of blue and red and purple and yellow and green, all blending into one another along their edges. Ice crystals floated thick in the air, each a glittering prism of dancing hues.
He’d never been inside a rainbow before.
Odysseus also noted that though he wore nothing but a loincloth, he wasn’t cold. In fact the crackling the rainbow gave off was more suggestive of fire than ice.
Alarmed, he checked the row of great balloons above the starboard outrigger. By now he understood the workings of the Barracuda well enough to know that any great change in temperature, hot or cold, should set the bladders, inflated with air heated by flaming oil from the urns beneath their mouths, bouncing and fluttering. Yet the balloons floated along quite placidly. Nor did the Wards tending the flames beneath them show any sign of bustle or desperation.
Odysseus looked straight up. The five towering masts with their vast network of lines supporting the balloons and outriggers showed no sign of strain. The Barracuda itself did not vibrate or give off squeals and groans from timbers trying to buckle under the strain.
“Well?” Taranga demanded.
“There are tales ....” Odysseus began cautiously. There were always tales. But which might best serve him now?
“Pray, War-leader, let me dedicate the male’s twig and knobbies to Sedna.” This from slender, doe-eyed Rewa, youngest among the Barracuda’s crew, with a delicate prettiness uncommon among these hardy women, and a bloodthirsty streak that while quite common, she took to fresh heights.
“I shall consider your request,” replied Taranga, meanwhile considering Odysseus most skeptically.
The Barracuda had been slowly rising. Now its climb accelerated fast enough to squeeze Odysseus’ stomach toward his feet. His legs, weakened by long confinement in chains, fought against the upward sweep. The light from the rainbow played over the ship, reflecting intensely in all its myriad colors. The normally subdued grain of the lightweight wood used for the decks emerged like fingers reaching for him. Reaching for the very parts Rewa wanted to sacrifice to her goddess.
“You recall Valhalla?” Odysseus asked Taranga.
“Set’s illusion? Of course. What of it?” The purple manta-wing tattoo running across Taranga’s face became a shifting spectrum as the rainbow lights broke across it.
“The real Valhalla lies in Asgard. And the Vikings say Asgard is reached from Earth by a rainbow bridge. The name of the bridge is ....” He strove to remember. “Bifrost.”
Taranga spun around, staring at the rainbow in disbelief.
“I think this is Bifrost,” Odysseus concluded.
“But that means—”
“We are voyaging to Asgard.”
Heirani, Taranga’s huge lieutenant, shouldered through the ring of women. “You know of this place, War-leader?”
“I have heard of it,” Taranga said cautiously.
“Of what nature is it?”
“It is where the gods of the Vikings live.”
The Sea Wards glanced at each other uneasily. Not knowing what to expect, they had armed themselves hurriedly when the ship started to spin. Black sharkskin armor covered most of their torsos. Many wore tough shark leather shin and forearm guards as well. They carried an array of spears, bows, and shield and sword. They had not had time to don the carved and colorfully decorated wooden masks they employed as helmets in battle.
“Their gods,” said the War-leader, “and their greatest warriors, who dwell in a hall called Valhalla.”
“Great,” added Odysseus, “but dead.”

      ***The Sea Wards did not greet the news that they were headed for the realm of dead Viking warriors with any great outcry. They were a disciplined crew, far more so than any Odysseus had ever commanded. But to a woman they did look like they’d had stone soup for dinner, and were finding it slow to settle. 
The look Taranga gave Odysseus would have repelled a hungry shark. “This is your doing, isn’t it?”
“Perhaps,” he acknowledged. “The gods seem to long for my company. But it is no more my wish than it is yours.”
“And now you think I should set you free. That I should trust you.”
“Trust is up to you. But set me free, yes, most definitely. And call Daegal up on deck,” he added, referring to one of the three Vikings aboard, not quite prisoners but closer to that than free. “We may have need of his knowledge.”
With a wave of her hand Taranga sent several women off to fetch the berserker while she considered Odysseus’ bid to be set loose from his chains. Still the Barracuda wafted upward, enclosed in the glittering rainbow. Subtle, shifting patterns of lights played over the women’s tattoos and bronze skin as they awaited their captain’s decision. Lines, squares, and zigzags flickered in glints of orange, green, and purple across the grain of the deck.
“We have had interactions with foreign gods before,” Taranga reminded her crew, “in the land called Egypt. The gods, any gods, are too strong for us to challenge directly. Hence whatever your faith in Sedna, whatever your devotion, there will not be any grand displays, no useless provocations, and no brave but doomed declarations that we serve none but our own gods. Remember, the transgressions of any one of you may have to be paid for by the whole company. Any who place their private beliefs above the welfare of the ship shall be struck down on the spot.”
The Sea Wards took this in with no show of dismay or defiance. They were big, powerful, practical-minded women, most of them taller than Odysseus, though that was no great distinction. At one time he had found their softly rounded features alarming, like souls cast forth into the world half-formed. His unease at their faces had been increased by the copious tattoos they wore, fashioned to resemble some bizarre vision of whatever fish, bird, or animal whose qualities the bearer hoped to share. As with Taranga’s manta ray; swooping death on outspread wings.
He had soon changed his mind about their repulsiveness. Few of the Sea Wards, however, had as yet changed their minds about his implicit villainy as a male.
Hence most were profoundly discomfited when Taranga now chose to offer Odysseus his freedom. “If I set you free for the duration of this crisis, do you swear to obey me in all things, and set the welfare of the ship above your own?”
“I do so swear,” he declared at once, as such an undercurrent of dismay broke out that Heirani strode forward with her hands balled into fists. bellowing “Who said that?” even while clearly hoping no one would reply.
Not only did the Sea Wards believe that Odysseus had killed the Princess, their teenage shaman, which in one way or another he had; they also believed that he had raped Taranga when the Barracuda fell under the control of the Pharaoh Akhenaten. A misconception the War-leader never ventured to set straight. Nor did she now.
Instead she asked: “And do you swear your loyalty upon the head of your son Telemachus?”
It took a considerable internal clenching to lock an expression of indifference onto his face. Was that triumph in her eyes? The damn woman knew him too well.
For this was the one single oath by which Odysseus truly bound himself. During his wanderings he had acquired the belief that if ever he swore upon Telemachus, then broke his word, he would never see his son again.
“Well?” Taranga demanded. “Do not imagine me so over-awed by the great Odysseus” — as always she accompanied the reference with a sneer — “that I shall grant you your freedom on whatever terms you choose.”
At this point Daegal came on deck flanked by two of the Wards. Unlike Odysseus he wore no fetters, and had been allowed his native furs and leathers, though deprived of his beloved battle-axe, which all too often brought out the not inconsiderable worst in him.
“Bifrost!” he cried upon seeing the rainbow through which floated the Barracuda.
“It is true, then,” said Taranga. “We must assume we are being taken to Asgard, for some purpose the gods of that realm will reveal at their choosing.”
Again she spoke to Odysseus. “Swear as I ask, else be returned to the dark of the cable locker still in your fetters.”
“And do you believe,” he challenged, “that whatever the gods have planned for us, you and your ship can survive it without me?”
Such open disrespect to her beloved War-leader was too much for Heirani, who advanced on Odysseus with her hands clutching, ready to hoist him and smash him to the deck.
“Hold your place!” Taranga snapped, then glared until the hulking lieutenant sank back with her eyes lowered contritely.
The War-leader and Odysseus considered each other with elaborate calm, though he doubted her feelings were any less tumultuous than his.
“You would have me believe,” she said, “that since I have responsibility for the Barricuda and her mission, while you must in any case someday face the judgment of the Council of Elders, that you care not whether you live or die, and thus possess the whip hand.”
“Not quite,” he said. “In fact I would prefer to watch you and your crew blunder about till you die of sheer stupidity, rather than see you gloat as Sedna finally exacts her vengeance, in the unlikely event that you manage to find your homeworld again. However, I am willing to assist you in your current peril. Provided we can come to some agreement over the meaning of the word free.”
“War-leader, I beg you,” Rewa shouted above the general outcry. “Let me initiate the male into the glories of Sedna.”
Taranga ignored her. “Let me try, in my blundering, sheerly stupid way, to peer into the rarified thoughtways of the great Odysseus. For I seem to recall something of another oath. One sworn to your beloved Penelope, she of the bony shanks, skin whiter than a cod belly on its third day in the marketplace, and spirit so diluted she did not cuckold you the moment your ship sank hull-down upon the horizon. If, at least, your touchingly piquant faith is to be believed.”
“Careful,” he growled.
“And what was the nature of the oath you swore to her, there on Ithaca’s shores, as she held your son in her arms? I admit I am at a disadvantage here, in that you lie so habitually and all I have to go on is your own word. Yet as I recall—”
Pride crumpled. “Do not do this,” he pleaded. No memory tortured him so.
“— she asked you to swear that you would return to her. And you, knowing full well that no one going to war can ever make such a promise, did so swear. Thus taking upon yourself that which is ruled solely by the Fates. Which may account for the fact that twenty years have passed, and your oath remains still unfilled.”
Tears formed in his eyes.
“Yet somehow you survived those two decades. Remarkable. And it is my belief that only your oath to your wife gave you that strength. That oath, and nothing else, holds you to fealty. So if I set you free without an oath fully as strong, you will betray me and my ship the first time our survival calls upon you to risk your own. On the other hand,” she added, “I do not believe you will allow yourself to violate your oath to Penelope by sitting passively in the dark, waiting for death to find you. But how can I, poor blundering Taranga, presume to guess at the reasoning of the great Odysseus? The decision is yours Achaean. Along with thirty seconds to make it in.”
Very well, he thought. You won this round.
Still he held back from making the oath. He admired Taranga. Perhaps more than admired her. But his promise to Penelope was the central pillar of his life.
At the back of his mind he counted off the thirty seconds she had offered him. Twenty-two, twenty-three. He and the War-leader considered each other with no more display of emotion than when this whole battle of wills had begun.
His oath to Penelope required that first he stayed alive. Any contradictions that might arise ... could be dealt with as they happened.
He licked his lips in preparation to declaring his oath. The beginnings of a smile formed at the corners of Taranga’s lips, right below the purple wings of her manta-ray tattoo.
“Valhalla!” cried Daegal, pointing to the bow, where the rainbow which had borne them here was thinning to a glowing, multi-hued glow. Through the mists came sparkling bursts of gold, surrounded by a verdant glory of grass.
The berserker, not normally moved by anything but battle-fury, fell awestruck to his knees.
Taranga cast a harried glance at Odysseus, wanting to get the matter between them settled before other urgencies intervened.
But all considerations of this oath or that fell away as eyes which had been gazing in wonder at the glorious realm opening up below them looked up at a sudden cry of alarm from one of the lookouts at the mastheads.
For bearing down on them came a gigantic eagle, talons outstretched.






  
  Chapter 2


Seizing the upper rigging in its talons, the giant eagle winged the  Barracuda away toward a distant forest from which rose....
A tree?
Well yes, it had to be a tree. It looked like nothing else. Only a tree with a trunk wider than the Hellespont. A tree whose crown rose so high that though no clouds dared intrude in this sacred sky, the trunk blurred, wavered, then vanished in the mist-shrouded distance.
“Yggdrasill,” spoke Odysseus in wonder.
Taranga spun on him. “I have heard that name before.”
“The World Tree. It stretches through all nine realms of existence, which rest in its branches.” Such snippets came to him in unpredictable fashion ever since Valhalla. Seth’s Valhalla. The false one.
“Is that where this bird takes us?” asked Taranga. “To what end? Do the ruling gods reside there?”
“I know not.”
Around them the Sea Wards, though experienced and sure-footed mariners, toppled on all sides as the eagle’s flight sent the ship lofting up and down, and swinging from port to starboard, and yawing from bow to stern. Blocks, tackle, and some of the smaller spars crashed down. The Barracuda’s hull squalled like a bawling one-year-old (he’d known Telemachus no longer) as its timbers rebelled against each other, and the ship’s knees and ribs did battle.
I wish I’d had a chance to get these fetters off, thought Odysseus. And clad myself in decent clothes. Live or dead, a man should greet the gods in more dignified garb than chains and a loincloth.
“Be assured,” he advised Taranga, whose glance was swinging wildly among her tumbling crew, the groaning deckboards, the increasing amount of gear crashing down from above, and the eagle’s great wings that first pressed all downward, then lofted everything up again almost strongly enough to lift him off his feet. “Why should the gods go to such display to slay us in their own abode, when they could destroy the ship so easily on Earth?”
Biting her lips she nodded, trying to seize onto the wisdom in his question.
Unfortunately, the answer came almost as quickly, as golden-haired women in iron helmets, breastplates, and thigh guards swept from the sky on winged horses to ride in a weaving pattern about the ship. The women wore their hair bound into braids that had they been standing would have brushed their ankles. Despite the weight of all that close-gathered hair, the braids streamed almost straight out behind them with the speed of their passage, close above their fluttering red capes.
Each of the women held a spear in one hand.
Odysseus tried to side-step to meet a sudden sway of the ship, but so transfixed was he by the women and their winged steeds he forgot about the leg chain and thumped heavily to the deck.
Taranga came to stand over him. “Who are they?”
“Valkyrie.”
Startled, she shielded her brow with one hand as she peered more closely. She knew that name from their time in Set’s sham Valhalla. That’s what the Vikings called her, from her habit of disemboweling, dismembering, or decapitating four or five of them during each day’s fighting, before all were revived as evening fell and they gathered for the feast. The Norse had all fallen more than a little in love with Taranga War-leader. They were especially entranced by that happy laugh that burst from her throat in harmony with the sound of her sword cleaving armor, flesh, and bone.
“Shield-maidens,” the War-leader recalled, considering the women with fresh appreciation. “Oh, they are magnificent.”
Odysseus stifled a pang of jealousy. “They are more than just shield-maidens.” Was she ever going to help him back to his feet, or was she too taken by these magnificent women? “They choose the Einherjar for Odin.”
“The what?” No, the golden women quite captivated her. He could stumble and fall in his own good time.
“The warriors who fill Valhalla. Odin is gathering the bravest of the brave in preparation for Ragnarok, when the frost giants and the fire giants and the Dark Elves and all manner of bizarre and fearsome beasts will try to storm Asgard. The Valkyrie fly over battlefields choosing the most stalwart among the fighters. These they slay with their spear, and bear them to Valhalla.”
Taranga’s wonder turned to alarm. “They seek warriors? Odin must have learned of the Sea Wards during our time in Set’s Valhalla. He knows there are no finer fighters to be found anywhere.”
“I might be able to name a few,” Odysseus said sourly. Normally he tried to avoid provoking her, but the woman had a way of making normal an extremely elusive state. Like leaving him here bouncing his behind against the deck even as she queried him for information he had suffered mightily to obtain. “But I wouldn’t worry. If the gods seek anyone, it is much more likely to be me.”
“You? But you said Odin seeks warriors. Not liars, thieves, schemers, seducers, and braggarts.”
“That may be just who he is seeking. And as to the finest fighters, you are fortunate you never had to face Ajax or Hector, let alone Achilles. You would soon achieve a more profound understanding of your true prowess. Yet in Valhalla I seem to recall killing you at least three times for every once you killed me.”
“Two, at the most! And since we knew we would come back to life at nightfall, courage counted for naught. Strength you have, and cunning. Even quickness. I grant you that. But had we—”
“War-leader!” came a cry from forward, as the Valkyrie swept over the bulkheads and weaved widely above the deck on their steeds, uttering the most unearthly and unnerving shrieks. Seen close to, the women appeared definitely ghostly; through their forms Odysseus caught glints and flickers of a glowing, steel-hard but ethereal gray, seeming to shine through from another realm.
“Can we fight them?” Taranga asked Odysseus.
“They are immortal.”
“But if they mean to slay us—”
“Do nothing. They belong here.”
“No weapons!” bellowed Taranga in a voice that coming deep from within her belly could be heard above the cries of the Valkyrie and the groaning of the hull and the incessant whoosh of the eagle’s wings.
So violent was the rocking of the hull that one of the Sea Wards was launched right over the railing. Immediately one of the Valkyrie swooped down, plucked her one-handed from the sky, and wheeling her horse around, climbed back up with a frantic beating of her horse’s wings. She dropped the Ward roughly onto the deck, then galloped away with blood-curdling screams from both her and her steed. Foam flew from the horses’ mouths, sweat flew from their flanks; their manes writhed like a hooked squid, and their hooves beat frantically at the air even as their wings churned to bear them aloft.
Ahead the World Tree approached with incredible speed. Its gigantic branches appeared too tightly interwoven to admit the Barracuda. The eagle maybe; the ship definitely not. Each main branch was tightly studded with smaller branches still large enough to encompass most walled cities Odysseus had ever seen. Even the relative twigs looked stout enough to knock the ship to splinters.
“If he takes us in there—” Taranga began, then let it drop because the implications were too devastatingly obvious.
But that was just indeed where the eagle did take them. Odysseus didn’t know about Taranga, but he himself turned his face away, shielding it with his forearms as the eagle found an opening in the branches so tight that “twigs” big as the Barracuda’s spars were burst asunder. The bird swooped this way, then fell off that.
The foremast snapped at its first joining. Peering through the improvised helmet of his arms Odysseus saw branches bristling with leaves each larger than the Barracuda’s mainsail stream by at dizzying speed. A small branch disintegrated part of the port outrigger.
Then the eagle veered and spread its wings seemingly inches short of a branch broad as one of the larger pyramids. The Barracuda jerked abruptly to a stop, swinging bow up until she stood nearly on her stern. As the hull swung back the fourth mast snapped off in two places at once: flush with the deck and at the first top. The lower section whirled away forward, shearing off a forward section of the starboard outrigger. Two of the flame tenders went spinning off, to be retrieved by the Valkyrie. One of the tenders hung limp as a kitten in her rescuer’s grip.
But Odysseus himself did not actually see this, because at that moment he was somersaulting across the boards, trying to curl into a ball in hopes of glancing his limbs off the deck instead of smashing them at sharp angles straight into it. With his fetters, he was about half-successful.
Then the railing came up and swatted him like a fly.






  
  Chapter 3


“Odysseus.” 
Taranga’s voice. From far away. Calling sweetly to him.
Well, perhaps not sweetly. But at least she wasn’t sneering about the great Odysseus and kicking him into wakefulness. She sounded, in fact, somewhat subdued. Anxious, even.
Not for him. The ship must be in danger. Or else one of the gods of this realm—
Odysseus forced himself into full awareness. Or at least as much of it as he could manage. Which he had been resisting because of ....
Pain.
Don’t think about it, he counseled himself. Especially do not make a list or try to determine your injuries. Pretend it belongs to some other man. And you are just bearing it for him until time comes to give it back.
He had a lot of experience at this.
“My, my, is this the great Ulysses, of whom we have heard such splendid tales?” came a cloyingly sweet, gratingly insincere voice from just beyond the sphere his eyes could reach, though he was reasonably sure he held them open. “A bit down on our luck, are we?”
The voice plainly regarded that as an occasion for good cheer. “Or do you always go about in rags and chains these days? Some kind of oath, perhaps? You will dress as a fugitive from the salt mines until you accomplish some great deed? Oh pray, do tell us what magnificence we can expect to behold.”
His eyes were definitely open. He could see Taranga’s face, sort of, there above him. But beyond her all was a mirage. He knew he could dispel the clouds. If only he could firm up that area at the core of his awareness that had gone all mushy.
The cracking and groaning and squealing of wood pressed at him from all around. The Barracuda gave a slight lurch. Odysseus realized it had been resting at a tilt all along. Taranga, who had been supporting his head, let it thump back against the wickerwork railing as she jumped to her feet. Immediately she began bellowing orders; incomprehensible shouts about doubling up halyards, fishing spars, worming this and that, and seizing up more things than Odysseus would ever have imagined existed aboard ship to be seized. Bare feet beat against the deckboards as the crew of the Barracuda, bruised and battered though they must have been, sprang to secure the ship within its leafy bower.
“Oh dear, that sounds rather ominous, does it not?” came the cloying voice. “Of course I know little of such things.”
Odysseus ground his knuckles hard against his temples, with the implied threat to his brain that he would grind all the way through the skull if it did not make more effort than it was currently doing to tell him just what was going on here.
Either the threat or the pain seemed to work, for his vision began to clear.
It took him a moment to be sure, because where he had expected to see a man standing at his feet he saw a bird. Didn’t he? He peered harder. Yes, a bird, definitely. A falcon. Beak and all.
But not the eagle that had carried them here. For that beast — god, presumably — rested on a nearby branch. Not looking nearly so imperious as one might expect from a deity cloaking himself in such majestic form. In fact the brown feathers looked sparse and ruffled; the near eye bore a green-tinted rheumy glint. Surrounded thus by branches, the air itself was tinged with green. The great bird looked uncertainly from one side to the other, unable to decide what came next.
But the Barracuda was pretty irrefutably in Asgard, so its crew  must be in the presence of the gods. Odysseus tried to push himself to his feet, but having forgotten about the fetters — not my fault, his brain said hurriedly; I was engaged elsewhere — he tumbled back down again. Painfully.
“This oath of yours,” said the falcon. “Very noble and valiant, I am sure. How could one expect anything less of great Ulysses? But do you have to achieve whatever grand deed is attached to it while still wearing naught but chains and a loincloth? And you appear to be enjoined from bathing as well. I think I can safely say that all Asgard wishes you a quick and successful attainment of your goal.”
Curse that woman! Chopping logic like a marketplace rhetorician over this oath or that, so that now, when of all times we should impress these deities with our gravity and purpose, I must present myself naked and filthy and chained like a slave.
That woman herself was entertaining the crew with a tirade of insults. Having just for form’s sake labeled them a droopy-assed, cack-handed herd of washerwomen, uglier than a male ratfish and slower than a drunken oyster, she moved on to a more specific account of their qualities, or lack thereof.
“Aputa!” she called up to the stick-thin seven-footer bearing heavy coils of whale-hide line through the tattered rigging in her peculiar heron-like strut, that carried her across gaps that seemed impossible to traverse. “Will you please try not to grow into the rigging? Kohia, I believe the task you are puzzling over is called a knot. It is generally better accomplished by tying than staring. Just try making a coil or two and poking the end through, see if that appears promising. Rewa, there! You know you have always been my favorite. I can resist you nothing. I swear that upon our return I will give you all I possess in the world, and the very blood from my heart on top of it. If only you will for once in your life, just this one single time, please stop admiring yourself and exert.”
“A forthright woman,” observed the falcon.
For all that, the Barracuda still swung, still groaned and squealed and occasionally snapped. Pieces still broke off, though smaller now. The balloons, those what were still there, hung deflated in their nets. The line of the port outrigger did not appear parallel to that of the main hull. Yet more and more lines were being affixed to the surrounding branches.
Enough? Wiping blood from his nose, Odysseus looked over the railing. A great way down another branch projected out into space, and a great way below that another, and so on and on down a slowly shrinking tunnel of green.
Even if the Wards managed to fasten the Barracuda securely in place, the eagle had effectively pinned it like a shrike pinning a mouse to a thorn. The ship would never fly out of this leafy prison on its own.

      ***Accepting for the moment that the  Barracuda would not fall to its doom in the next few minutes anyway, Taranga came back aft, where Odysseus faced a curiously expressive falcon, most palpably amused at the general situation, and at Odysseus’ chained and near-naked state in particular.
He did not like this falcon. But the gods cared not at all if you liked them; only that you feared them.
And so he bowed. “My lord of Asgard does indeed do us great honor. Or do I perchance behold a goddess?”
The falcon laughed. “Neither, I’m afraid. I am only Loki. Humble Loki, the gods’ servitor. And sometime jester. This guise I now wear was lent to me by Frigg, wife to Odin Allfather.” He pointed upward. “That’s him overhead, catching his breath. Such feats wear on him these days. Bad times have befallen the Aesir, bad times indeed. Loki alone, not being a god, carries on his duties much the same as before. And my specific duty it is at the moment to accompany you to Asgard.
“You as well, Taranga War-leader,” he said, executing a bow of such grace and courtesy as even Odysseus, who regarded flattery as one of the most hallowed of the arts, had never quite mastered.
“I must stay until I am sure my ship is out of danger,” Taranga said.
Odysseus had never known a falcon face could show such amusement. Centered in the eyes, apparently, since the cruelly curved beak lacked much flexibility of expression.
“What you must do, War-leader, is heed the wishes of the Allfather. Perhaps you can make your case to him. Being but Odin’s humble servitor, I have no power to intercede.” He raised his arm — no, his wing; the gesture was itself so human it was easy to get confused. “Brynhilde, Reginlief!”
Two of the Valkyrie wheeling about the ship swooped in low over the deck. Their horses came to a wide-winged halt like ducks alighting on a pond. Taranga glanced uneasily at the support lines reinforcing the Barracuda’s tenuous grip on the branches. But though Odysseus had heard the wing-beats of the horses clearly, he heard no sound at all as their hooves touched down. Were they insubstantial?
No such silence held as Brynhilde, a good six and a half feet tall and armor-clad, braced one hand against her saddle and vaulted off. The impact of her metal-shod boots vibrated through the deckboards to Odysseus’ bare feet. She swaggered forward with a warrior’s cocky gait, relaxed yet never far from a crouched quality. Her blond braid swung behind her.
She was beautiful, in her way. Or perhaps magnificent expressed it best after all. Her whole face was shaped of crags and ledges. And yet through her forbidding appearance there radiated a sexuality most unrestrained. Though two women more unalike could scarce be imagined, the towering Valkyrie shared that quality with Helen, daughter of Zeus, that whatever you had been searching for in sex all your life, only now at long last had you found it.
She fixed her ice-blue eyes on Odysseus. And came to a sudden halt. Her spear, which she had been holding casually in an underhand grip, straightened and fixed on his heart.
Odysseus took a half-step backward, all he could manage due to his fetters and Taranga’s bull-headedness in keeping him in them. If the Valkyrie launched a thrust at this distance he might just manage a sidestep and parry — he’d done it against Hector after all — but following that he was a dead man.
“Brynhilde!” cried the falcon. “None of that!”
Never taking her eyes from Odysseus, the Valkyrie pointed her spear between his eyes.
“Hero.”
“Yes,” said Loki, rolling his eyes at Odysseus to acknowledge how tiresome these Valkyrie could be. “So we have heard. The fact remains—”
“Great hero.”
“Is he, indeed? Then for once the legends didn’t lie. Though by all accounts the subject of them did, often and with verve. But for the present he is the Allfather’s hero. You must not slay him. Understand? No kill. I promise I will let you know the moment there is any change in his status.”
“In Valhalla he will be mine!” Her free hand bunched into a fist and clanged loudly against the steel of her breastplate. She glared around searching for any who would challenge this assertion. The other Valkyrie, Reginlief, looked casually away, whistling innocently.
Taranga stepped forward and sneered.
Odysseus winced.
But instead of leaping to the attack, Brynhilde looked Taranga up and down curiously. The War-leader was a few inches shorter, but the two women were built much the same, and shared that same easy, dangerous, panther-like grace.
Apparently Brynhilde had never before seen such a reflection of herself, though black-haired and bronze-skinned and with features softly melded instead of clashing together. For she looked back and forth between Taranga and Odysseus again. Then said, “I will fight you for him. Since I am immortal, you need only draw first blood.”
“I will fight you with pleasure,” returned Taranga. “But not for him, since he is not mine to give. Your weapon is the spear?”
“It matters not. Yours?”
“Anything that draws blood.”
“Brynhilde, Brynhilde, Brynhilde!” groaned Loki.
The Valkyrie gestured toward Taranga with her spearpoint. “Hero.”
“I suppose you would know. And I am most sincerely sorry to disappoint you, but this one is also Odin Allfather’s hero. You will not kill her. You will not slay anyone. Why is that so hard to understand?”
Again the bare fist clanged against metal. “In Valhalla, they will both be mine!”
“Then we must all, and I am sure I speak for Odysseus and the War-leader as well as myself, look forward to the day when such a happy accommodation may be achieved. But that is not today. You will carry Odysseus to where the gods assemble. There will be no dalliance along the way. Above all, you will not kill him. Both I and the Allfather will be flying close alongside. And if you violate your instructions in this, these two will never be yours in Valhalla. Because Odin shall strip you of your immortality, banish you to Midgard, and surround your corpse with a wall of flame so that no funeral rites may ever be performed. This has he sworn before me and all the gods.”
She snarled at him. “You, Loki. Loki Back-stabber.”
Loki turned away sighing. “She is even more willful than the others,” he complained to Odysseus. “But you should be safe enough. For a while.”
Odysseus held up his chains. “Surely I cannot meet the gods like this.”
“Oh, you mean your garb is not part of some quest? I see. Is this something you and the War-leader get up to regularly? One hears of such things, of course. But no need for embarrassment. Few will throw stones in Asgard. In fact if time permits I shall regale you with a few exploits from my own sexual adventures you will find remarkable.”
“Kohia!” called Taranga. “Fetch the clothes he wore in Egypt! His weapons too. Poehina! Get hammer and chisel and strike off his irons.”
“Afraid we haven’t time for that,” said the falcon. “Allow me.”
At once Odysseus’ chains and fetters clattered to the deck. Where the fetters had gripped his wrists and ankles they left behind a cross-hatching of scabs, welts, bruises, and suppurating sores. Taranga had the grace to look away shame-faced.
“Freyja will soon heal those,” said the falcon.
“Are you sure you are not a god?” Odysseus asked, staring down at the fallen chains.
The bird laughed. “No, no. No one but humbly born, humbly serving Loki, ever eager to be of use. But I have picked up a trick or two from the gods over the millennia. Would you prefer Greek robes, or shall I dress you as a Viking?”
The Vikings Odysseus had known in Valhalla, though splendid fellows in their hearty, crude, blood-drenched way, had gone about in stained, chafing, sweat-inducing leather trousers, wrapping their upper bodies in furs that were no doubt warm in the ice and snow, but lacking that were noteworthy for attracting scents, stray bits of rotting food, and copious vermin.
“Greek,” he replied, and lo, found himself in a lightly woven white robe, pinned at the shoulder by a golden brooch. Underneath he was clad in a linen pelops, a sort of shift not unlike the garment worn by the Sea Wards, of good quality. Sandals of gleaming but well-worked leather adorned his feet. Unfortunately Loki was not able to bathe him as well. Chained and nearly naked, it hadn’t bothered him quite so much. Underneath these immaculate clothes his body felt like one big sweaty rash.
But he had at last shorn himself of the chains, with no help from the War-leader. He felt a new man.
No, he was a new man. Because little more than an hour ago he had been a condemned captive, chained and fastened in foul-smelling darkness, his fate entirely in the hands of others.
Of course in a way it still was. That was pretty much the definition of dealing with the gods.
For most people. But not, always, the great Odysseus.






  
  Chapter 4


All through the twisting, lurching, diving, half-second from splattering against the next branch flight through Yggdrasill’s green-cloaked fastness, Odysseus clung tight as he could to the armored waist of the Valkyrie. The nearer the miss, the madder the cackle of Brynhilde’s grinding-stone laughter; a mix of shriek and wail that combined elements of a soul lost in Underworld torments, and a woman achieving unaccustomed ecstasy (Odysseus being familiar with both). The fact that a weaker man would have been hurled off by the horse’s wild gyrations concerned Brynhilde not at all. She dealt in heroes, not weaklings. 
The canopy thinned, then abruptly opened, revealing far below a vast plain so verdant it appeared more as emeralds in place of grass. In the distance Odysseus caught a glimpse of silver and gold sparkling in the copious sunlight.
The towers of Troy could ignite a similar glow during a bright Mediterranean dawn, though being built by mortal men, not quite so splendid. Relying on his experience, Odysseus estimated the city to be seven or eight miles away. No more than minutes, surely. For though nothing in his life gave him the tools to measure the speed of  the Valkyrie horse, the force of the wind that hit his face over Brynhilde’s shoulder easily matched the strongest of hurricanes he had encountered in a storm-tossed life.
Yet gradually he had to revise his estimate. They still swooped over the countryside at a speed he kept trying to find exhilarating rather than terrifying — behind Reginlief, Taranga was matching the Valkyrie shriek for shriek — but the city ahead grew but slowly.
Then it came to him. Large as it was, what he beheld was not a city, but a single building, of such immensity as he had not imagined in the province of even the gods.
Valhalla.
The Vikings called it a feasting hall. Yet this “hall” was larger than all Troy itself, whose walls were so high no scaling ladders could be built strong enough to mount them.
And though the sun off the marble and polished stone of Troy’s walls and the gilded roofs of their temples might make you think it a city of gold, Valhalla shone with the unmistakable gleam of the real thing.
Immense as it was, the gods had somehow capped Valhalla with a dome. From its top came a dazzling brightness of silver. Silver from what at first appeared to be large shingles, but as the Valkyrie steed flew over, Odysseus saw were shields.
On and on stretched the golden walls. At intervals they spanned doorways so wide that Odysseus, who had learned the art of quickly calculating numbers of troops in a formation, estimated that five hundred men could pass through shoulder to shoulder.
He could establish the scale because several thousand men fought on the startlingly green grass beyond.
But not in formation, nor even in the scattered back-to-back bands men instinctively clumped into during battle. All the combats were strictly man to man. And when one of the warriors fell, the winner did not immediately try to stab the nearest enemy in the back while he was engaged with someone else, but walked among the combatants looking for another lone man to fight.
The Einherjar. Some of these warriors might have been here for hundreds of years, fighting by day and feasting by night. By now they should be pretty good.
Beyond Valhalla stood a castle of gleamingly polished marble or something much like it, from the center of which rose a vertical stone pillar that climbed so high Odysseus, fairly knowledgeable about the military engineering of his own time, could not understand how it could possibly keep itself from toppling over, or why such a mass of stone did not crush its own base.
But of course this was Asgard, abode of the gods.
And the gods themselves were all a-bustle. Before the walls of the shining castle they shuffled about amid animals, various conveyances, and scattered piles of materiel with that back-and-forth jerkiness that marked a military camp sullenly preparing for the march after a long time in garrison, and wondering where all the long-stored equipment had gotten to.
Swooping low over the field, Brynhilde reined back on her steed. With a scream in place of a neigh, the horse pointed its nose up and its tail down, while spreading its wings wide to slow its flight. Odysseus clung on to the Valkyrie with his arms and to the horse with his legs.
In a moment they were galloping across the field at a pace Odysseus had never come close to experiencing on a horse. Its hooves sprayed tussocks of grass and soil behind them. At last the beast dug in its heels, and ploughing up a furrow twenty yards long, brought itself to a halt.
Odysseus threw his leg back over the animal’s haunches to dismount. But even as he started to slide off Brynhilde twisted and grabbing his cloak, swung him around half astraddle her thighs. Her open mouth clapped onto his and he did not consider it politic to do anything but meet it in the same spirit. As she ravished his mouth with her tongue and lips he got the idea that sex with the Valkyrie would be less than subtle. So much so that it was probably fortunate for her normal run of lovers, the most victorious of the Einherjar, that they were already dead.
At last breaking off, she deposited him upon the ground.
“Mine!” she yelled again, in case he or anyone else had somehow forgotten. Then she hissed at him through bared teeth, for all the world like a cat warning off some rival. A scream, and she was gone, her horse winging upward in tight, fast-beating spirals.
Odysseus, a man of inquisitive nature, watched wondering if the Valkyrie horses were truly weightless, which would certainly reduce the burden upon their wings. And more to the point, whether a team of such beasts could perhaps pull the Barracuda, which was in effect also weightless, through the sky, thus freeing it from the tyranny of the prevailing wind. And just what sort of deeds one might have to perform for the gods to grant such a team as a gift?
So engrossed was he in this speculation that he failed to notice the sound of approaching footsteps until their pounding stride set the very ground rippling. As Odysseus turned, an extremely large and thick-bodied figure with a bushy red beard, bushy red eyebrows, and glaring red eyes grabbed his tunic, hoisted him off his feet, and shook him till his brain rattled in his skull.
“So, Hreidmar, you sought to elude us with your enchantments!” His voice sounded, literally, like only slightly modulated thunder. He reached for the hammer in his belt, whose massive silver head was mounted on a curiously short haft.
Odysseus could not even protest his innocence, because the red-bearded man was shaking the speech right out of him.
Loki fluttered up, still in falcon guise. “Desist, Thor, I implore you. This man is not Hreidmar. He is Odysseus, whom Odin has brought to Asgard for the purpose—”
“Not Hreidmar?” Thor gave Odysseus an extra strong shake for deceiving him. Something went snap in Odysseus’ neck. “A giant, then, is he?” Thor pulled the hammer from his belt. “But he is short for a giant. More like a dwarf. Should I beat out his brains anyway?”
“No, no,” insisted Loki. “Not giant or dwarf. He is—”
“Hah! A Dark Elf! I hate Dark Elves!”
“Most sound. Yet look closely, and you will observe that this cannot be a Dark Elf either. Do you see how the sun shines down? And yet he has not turned to stone. Nor is he green.”
“That may well be. But he has the sinister look of a Dark Elf. And such ugliness! What else could spawn such a perversion? Let me dash out his brains and be sure. If we are wrong we can always pay wergild.”
The silver hammer rose.
“Thor.” A very tall goddess coming floating up — in fact she walked, but with such soft grace that to Odysseus it looked most like floating. She wore silver and gold bells jingling in her golden braids, and pendants of amber, emeralds, and more gold hanging from the shoulder straps that joined the halves of her blue and white tunic. “Sif has need of you. Leave the Elf to me.”
“I hate—”
“Everything. Yes, we know. Now go to your wife.”
Mumbling to himself, Thor restored the foreshortened hammer to his belt and wandered off.
“Thank you,” said Loki, with what Odysseus thought rather ill grace. He himself, momentarily incapable of the flattery with which he usually introduced himself to the gods because Redbeard’s shaking had dizzied him, bowed instead, bracing his hands on his thighs to keep from pitching nose forward.
“You must make allowances for Thor,” the goddess told Odysseus. “He’s never been quite the same since Hrungnir the Frost Giant broke that whetstone over his head. We never did manage to get all the pieces out. Indeed, I’m afraid you find us all diminished. It’s that witch Gullveig to blame. We grow older by the day. We, the immortals!”
Odysseus found himself struggling with such a concept. Gods did not age. That was the whole point of being immortal.
Not unless some catastrophe had befallen.
And looking around, he saw the signs. Thor’s red beard and eyebrows were streaked with gray, his box-square face beset by wrinkles, and for all his power, he had staggered a bit while shaking Odysseus around. And now Odysseus spied a number of graying heads and shuffling gaits among the deities loading beasts and chariots.
But such aging had somehow bypassed the goddess standing before him. Not the least streak of gray profaned her golden hair, and her sliding grace defied any concession to age or weakness.
As well, she was astoundingly beautiful. Even for a goddess of love. Because that will-o’-the-wisp store of knowledge Odysseus had gained hanging on a tree in Seth’s false Valhalla now informed him that his savior was Freyja. Goddess of love and fertility.
Odysseus was a more experienced connoisseur of beauty among the gods than most mortals. Or any, if considering only the living. Pallas Athena, his patroness when she deigned to be, was beautiful beyond all mortal women; almost, in fact, beyond mortal comprehension. But as goddess of knowledge, war, and cunning, and proudly known as “the Virgin Athena” besides, hers was a hard and demanding beauty, that a man might hold in awe but that held him at spear’s length in return.
Isis, who had aided Odysseus in Egypt, was like Freyja a goddess of love and magic. Fertility for her was more of an afterthought, a quality she generally preferred to hand off to her daughter Hathor, though the two maintained a fierce rivalry in all else. Isis possessed a beauty a man simply fell into. But even now Odysseus could not well picture her face, because it kept changing according to a man’s shifting desires, memories, and moods. It would take another god to know what Isis truly looked like.
However, Isis’ face was constant in one thing; it never lost the strong suggestion of laughter. Just like Pallas Athena never lost that set look that suggested that all your explanations would never, ever excuse your transgressions.
Freyja did not bear Isis’ suggestion of constant laughter. But neither was she severe, like Athena. She just seemed … well, beautiful, with an inner glow, warming and enfolding, that no mortal woman, not even Helen, daughter of Zeus, could match. A beauty too of aching purity, never Helen’s strength.
And as goddess of fertility, Freyja had a beauty too of constant rebirth, of burgeoning life not yet shadowed by inevitable death, of new beginnings and settings forth, of hope, such as could inspire a man, even a man haunted by as much remorse and bad memories as Odysseus, to believe he himself might yet be reborn into a new life. One of unending good fortune, one in which all the killing and scheming might be replaced by such internal benevolence as would light up the world around him. Not that he had ever felt quite such all-embracing benevolence, even when still at Penelope’s side. But beholding Freyja, he was sure it lay somewhere within him.
Most of all, Freyja’s quality of constant creation lent Odysseus the wild hope that if at last he ever did see his home again, that all would miraculously be put back just as it was. He and Penelope would find themselves young and once more enchanted by everything in the world, simply because the other inhabited it. Telemachus would still be the infant that Odysseus had always wanted to be father to.
That all-consuming vision of hope and rebirth inspired in Odysseus such an upwelling of joy that in the brief moment before his lifelong rationalism reasserted itself and he knew that not even the gods could wash the last twenty years away, he found Freyja the most beautiful of all the goddesses he had ever beheld, and by far the most uplifting.
As for the color of her eyes, the shape of her nose, the rich yet subtle curves and hues of her lips, you might consider these things one by one and note they were beautiful, but what did it matter? To a mortal, Freyja defined herself by what she made you feel.
Or more accurately what she could make you hope. Even when you knew better.
Though Odysseus knew he was staring shamelessly, he did not fear the goddess would consider him rude. In his experience, goddesses only took offense if you didn’t stare.
For her part, Freyja only watched him with mild, calm eyes.
“I am glad you are come,” she said. Then glided off, silver and gold bells a-jingle.
“Excuse me,” said Loki at his side. “I must return the falcon robe to Frigg.”
As Loki trundled off in a falcon’s weaving strut, Odysseus took stock of the situation. A short way off Taranga was conferring with the Valkyrie Reginlief. To judge from the way Taranga, laughing wildly, spread her arms like wings and swayed this way and that, they were talking about flying horses.
But the odd assortment of animals being saddled or harnessed to chariots all around was even more bizarre. Thor adjusted the harness on a pair of goats who stood higher at the shoulder than Odysseus. Freyja found her way back to a pair of black cats, unremarkable except that they stood at the same height, and like the goats were likewise harnessed to a chariot. Freyja exchanged remarks with a long-haired blond god in a blue tunic, mounted on an ox-sized golden-skinned boar whose prominent bristles glowed like flame.
Odysseus turned in alarm as a giantess big as the Cyclops thudded by. On her back she bore what Odysseus could only conceive of as a pair of giant paws. She strode by another giantess pedaling away on a whetstone as she sharpened an array of fine swords, all with long massive blades and jeweled hilts of gold and silver. If the giantess’ whetstone was similar in scale to the one that had been smashed over Thor’s head, the god might well be forgiven some twinges of erratic behavior.
A rustling of wings sounded overhead. The giant eagle that had stranded the Barracuda in Yggdrasill’s branches fluttered above. Then suddenly an old man — old god, rather, for his provenance was hardly in doubt — fell sprawling to the earth before Odysseus.
Cursing, he rose with the aid of a staff, not of wood but of bronze or something much like it. The staff was deeply carved in intricate patterns Odysseus could neither render discrete nor read any significance into. It was capped with a raven carved out of some very deep and richly hued white bone.
“Man of Many Turnings,” said Odin by way of greeting.

      ***The Allfather stood in a wide-brimmed, peaked hat with runic inscriptions weaving about themselves like serpents. Two large, dour-looking ravens perched on either shoulder of his tunic. He wore a tattered rag pulled down over the eye socket Odysseus knew to be vacant, the god having surrendered it in payment for the magic of the runes. 
So he knew about the name some bard had bestowed upon Odysseus in an age long after his own. Odysseus hadn’t, until Thoth told him in Egypt, in a time earlier still.
“Revered One,” Odysseus returned. “For a mortal such as myself to be graced by your presence is the acme of—”
“Yes, yes, I know all that. I am all-seeing.”
Loki, returning in human form, clapped his hands together in delight. “Has the Mighty One then discerned from the heights of Hlidskalf, his forbidden tower, where Fafnir hides the treasure? Does Iduna wander Midgard below your gaze? Good fortune,” he said to Odysseus. “Your task is all but completed for you.”
In human form Loki was a handsome, slender, dark-haired man youthful but no longer quite young. He wore that air of universal good-feeling Odysseus had sometimes seen on Phoenician traders, and trusted fully as much. Or rather Loki tried to assume such an air of benevolence; at the least relaxation his thin lips tried to stretch back into a sneer, and his nostrils quivered as they struggled not to flare. Overall there was something misplaced about him; Odysseus doubted that his native form was human at all.
But if Loki was indeed not a god, he dared far more in the way of sarcasm in their presence than Odysseus would have, though he was not known as a reverent man. But Odin ignored the intrusion.
Why? One thing at least stood clear: “humble Loki” must in fact provide the gods with something they valued highly enough to show more tolerance than Odysseus had ever seen in his own dealings with the immortals.
“We have declined from what we were,” Odin said to Odysseus. “Iduna, whose task it was to raise the Golden Apples that keep us in our youth, has snuck away from Asgard, none know where. Without her, the apples wither. And we wither with them. It shall be your task, Odysseus, to venture to Midgard, find Iduna, and bring her back.”
“I am most honored by your trust,” said Odysseus. “Yet given the gravity of the situation, would it not be more appropriate for you and your fellow gods to seek her yourself?”
“We have no time for Iduna and her peccadilloes,” Odin replied. His voice rasped around a slight wheeze. And though of course the gods could make themselves appear as anything they wished to, his stoop appeared most genuine; his knuckles whitened from gripping the staff tightly enough to keep him on his feet. His face was seamed as the roots of an old tree; his brows and beard were not only white, but thin and scraggly. And his transformation from the giant eagle had been fully as august as a pratfall.
Something else about the All-father struck Odysseus as odd, but he could not at the moment put his finger on it. Much of the knowledge he’d gained in Egypt was mystical, and such knowledge remained unruly in the mortal mind, even the mind of one who had hung nine days from a tree and had his blood drunk by the creatures of the du’at.
“We,” Odin announced, waving his staff to take in the assembled gods, “are off to seek the Great Treasure of the Dark Elves, currently under the protection of the dragon Fafnir. Accordingly we leave Iduna to you. Athena spoke highly of your deeds in Egypt. Your deeds, I repeat, as opposed to you. But unlike the Olympians, we Norse value deeds more than fine manners. The poet Homer also presented you as a most capable man. I hope his assessment is grounded in something more than the mead of poetry, which I myself stole from the dread giant Suttung, he of the flaming sword, that men might more suitably sing the praises of the gods. Of such peril was my quest that—”
“That all,” Loki broke in hastily, “god and immortal alike, will never cease to wonder and glory at your courage and resource.”
“I am most grateful for your words, Allfather,” said Odysseus. (And what prodigies of assistance did Athena imagine she’d rendered him in Egypt, that she found his manners insufficiently servile?) “But concerning this treasure of which you speak, would it not be better to seek it after the Golden Apples, and with them your own strength, have been fully restored?”
“The Great Treasure of the Dark Elves is beyond your mortal comprehension.”
“One expects no less. And yet,” he added, nodding toward Valhalla, “to one of such paltry understanding as I, it does not seem that you want for gold and silver.”
“Pshaw!” spoke Odin. Though the wheeze lingered, the voice that issued forth now carried echoes of both mountainous heights and caverns penetrating deep into the bowels of the Earth. “Enough of this chatter. Do that which I have bid you do, and you shall be well rewarded. Fail, and you and those you came with shall be imprisoned forever amid Yggdrasill’s branches, till your ship falls to pieces and spills your bones, which falling, shall be pounded into dust blowing in the wind. Now we must be off. Off, I say!”
The giantess at the whetstone stood, sighted down the blade of the sword she’d been polishing, then slid it in its scabbard, waving to the others to come and retrieve their weapons. The blue-clad god on the golden boar waddled his beast over. He and the giantess kissed fondly. Picking up a round shield painted with a boar’s-head, the giantess slung it over her back, then stamped the butt of a great spear against the ground.
Fifteen feet at least. The giantess, not the spear.
This was rapidly descending from the foolish straight through hare-brained into farcical.
“I appreciate that you are in a great hurry,” Odysseus told the Allfather. “Yet if I might beg your indulgence for just the briefest of moments, I have a few questions. Such as, how am I to get to Midgard? How am I to find Iduna in a realm which to a humble mortal such as myself seems quite large? And it is after all a goddess I seek. If she does not wish to return to Asgard, how am I to persuade her?”
Odin gave him a disgusted glance. “Questions, questions. Always questions with you. Is it for this you are called the Man of Many Turnings?” He turned to Loki. “I told you, we should have gotten Beowulf. He did not ask questions.”
Loki sighed. “He could never think of any. Allfather, please. Beowulf, though of estimable courage, did not hang nine days from a tree in order to grasp even the most basic understanding of the runes. Trust me, this is the mortal for the job.”
A squabble broke out as the black cats went for the goats, who gave a spirited account of themselves, in a very straightforward, head-down sort of way. But the chariots of both teams were overthrown, and much of the goods loaded therein scattered about. Separating the combatants, Thor and Freyja, whose chariots these were, cast sour glances at each other.
Odin raised his staff. A horse galloped from the milling gods and beasts, a magnificent stallion of white and black.
And eight legs. Odysseus counted twice to be sure. The horse trotted up to Loki, who ruffled its mane and nuzzled its face with his own. Horse and — whatever Loki was — exchanged snorts, whinnies, neighs, and a series of odd clicking sounds.
Odysseus had cast Loki as a cold, self-involved sort, but the affection between him and the eight-legged stallion seemed genuine, and their interchange bore the rise and fall, the inflections, and the meaningful pauses of genuine speech.
“Also,” Odysseus said to Odin, who was cursing all and sundry with such vehemence that the wheeze mounted toward a racking cough, “I presume I shall be accompanied by Taranga War-leader. While that shall indeed make my task easier, would it be possible to have the Barracuda itself, along with her crew? I promise this would greatly speed our quest.”
“Think yourself unknown to us, Odysseus, that I would set stock by promises from any such as you? We have Homer’s account, remember. As for your ship and the woman’s crew, they are hostage to your good behavior.”
“But I know nothing of Iduna or—”
“Knowledge, at least, you shall have,” Odin said. With a relish Odysseus found ominous. “Loki will arrange the details. Sleipnir, to me!”
With just the slightest of sullen hesitations, the horse left Loki for Odin.
“Ah, Allfather?” said Loki. “Your spear, if you have no objection.”
Odin frowned and seemed on the point of refusing the request.
“We have discussed this,” Loki reminded him. “In no other way can you avoid the sacrifice.”
“Very well. Just see that Guignir is returned as soon as the mortal is done with it.”
“Of course.”
Handing over the raven-headed staff that Loki termed a spear, Odin jumped up onto Sleipnir’s back.
Or rather tried to, only to slide off halfway up and fall onto his rump. The two ravens (Hugin and Munnin, Odysseus understood) flapped up cawing, rather derisively to his ear. Again Odysseus thought the Allfather would be better advised to direct his attention to recovering the Golden Apples of youth while he still could, and not go gallivanting off after any treasure, no matter how far beyond Odysseus’ mortal comprehension it might be. But he had never yet heard of a situation where gods actually listened to advice.
“Skadi!” called Odin.
The giantess with the paws strapped to her back strode over in a few grass-spanning steps. Plucking the Allfather up one-handed, she set him on his horse. As they rode away Loki shook his head regretfully.
“I should never have given Sleipnir to him. The horse has too sensitive a nature for such an old so-and-so.” He did not seem at all worried about referring to his own Supreme Being, the equivalent of Zeus for Odysseus, in such an offhand manner before a stranger. “However, I had transgressed, as seems to be my wont, and amends had to be made.”
“And how did humble Loki come into possession of an eight-legged horse in the first place?”
“I’m his mother.”
“His….?”
“Mother. Long time ago, now. But come. Odin has directed me to provide you with the knowledge you will need for the task ahead.”
The hint of amusement in humble Loki’s voice worried Odysseus more than anything he had yet seen or heard.
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