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      The sun was just cresting the horizon, and the western-facing windows caught every ray, a shining sword slicing through the night. But it could not cut through the dark that was overtaking Britt's vision as it went wobbly, and then it went black. They spread their arms out, looking for something they could lean on, something that could support their weight while they could not do so for themselves. Their legs were unsteady, tingling, and unable to provide a center of balance. Britt swore. They would never get used to this. Their hand found the rough wall, and they leaned into it, closing their eyes and waiting for the vertigo to pass.

They took a breath, and opened their eyes again, focusing on their tungsten-tinted hands pressed against the elm walls. I’ve got this. I’m okay. They took a tentative step, and then another. Each step felt steadier than the previous. The world stopped spinning around them, and they sighed, relieved that the episode had been relatively short. They’d been hoping that today would have been one of their good days. No such luck.

Britt took one more deep breath and then entered the kitchen. Alva and Coraline were already awake and busy in the kitchen. Their caregivers were an odd pair, Alva was a fellow Ástfríður, while Coraline was a mortal spellweaver from Fayn, but they made it work. Alva was seated at the table, thumbing through a worn cookbook, their matte silver skin glowing the color of the moon on a sheet of ice and the morning light illuminating the copper ahnhörn that adorned their head.

“Good morning, Britt! Big day today!” Coraline said.

Britt tried to parse the words, but the pain in their head was insistent, crowding out everything else. They knew they were supposed to respond, but they forgot the words.

It was a day like any other, and yet it was the last of such days; their last morning as a tonå, an Ástfríður who had not yet made their ahnhörn, someone who had not yet chosen their path in life. Britt sat down next to Alva, reaching for the bone knife and peeling an apple. It seemed so unfair that today would start like this.

The clang of the klämta ricocheted around their kitchen. The sound of the bell was like a bone pick hammering at their head—another residual effect, the afterimage of their accident. But the Veil would not cease their traditions just because they had fallen and hit their head and could no longer bear sound, touch, or light, in any large quantities. And so the Sång rang the bell and announced the arrival of another spädba—tiny and sleeping at the base of the Tree—in the only way they knew how. Britt had found this comforting once, but the joyous sound of a soul returning could now leave them in bed for days with a brutal headache. “I wonder,” Coraline said, looking up from the stone pot she had over the brick stove. “I had a dream about Arvid last night.”

“It’s possible. That would be nice if they were back,” Alva said. “What about this?” Alva pointed to the book and looked up at Coraline.

“I think that would be perfect.”

“Britt, do you want semla for your celebration tonight?”

“Umm, sure.” The doughy and sweet dessert, filled with a thick and sugary cream, a favorite of both Britt’s and Alva’s, was saved for special occasions. Today qualified, but the thought of a celebration after Väljahnhörn was a burning pit in their stomach. A celebration afterward meant that they had to go, decide who they would be, and how they would wander through this world. Britt reached for the small bracelet that they had been wearing on the day they were found by the Sång as a spädba at the Tree. They spun the cool copper around their wrist. The bracelet was a constant presence: sometimes it felt incredibly familiar, sometimes uncomfortably foreign.

It would be easy to pick copper; a metal of creativity, of passion. It would be easy to settle into a path they knew that they had walked at least once before, even though they could not remember that life. It would be straightforward: melt the bracelet down and reforge it as their new ahnhörn, the beautiful circlet and affixed horn that every adult Ástfríður wore upon their heads. No one would think it odd for Britt to pick the same path in this life as they had chosen in their previous life. Many people reforged their ahnhörn into a bracelet, using the flames that consumed them before their rebirth at the base of the Tree. It was supposed to be reminder of their past.

They had no clue how they’d lived as copper in their previous life. Their accident had left them unable to partake in many of the creative joys of life. Was that path now closed to them? And yet, Väljahnhörn was also an opportunity to choose differently. To cast off the remains of the previous life, return that metal to the Mother, and draw up new. Alva was copper, and had, for as far back as the records stated, always chosen to remain copper. The Sång was gold and platinum, and their ahnhörn was a beautiful swirl of the two metals spiraling around each other before blending into one at the sharp point. Tungsten, bronze, pewter—all had meaning and history. Some elected, like the Sång, to entwine two or more together. Others had combined two into one, mixing gold and copper for a rose-tinted hue.

But Britt did not have this history of their past lives to consult; they were tvära, born into a clan they had not been in before. There was no record of them here, no one who remembered them. No one who could tell them stories of who they had been, what they had loved, what inspired them. Being tvära was uncommon, but it was nothing to be ashamed of. But here they were, a tvära about to choose an ahnhörn, about to leave behind their tonå years and take their place as an adult of the Veil, and they did not feel they had the information they needed. Had other tvära felt this lost? This ill-equipped? Britt was torn. If only they had even a glimmer of their history, they might be able to make a choice. The Sång said tvära were tvära for a reason; forsaking the past was a choice. But would Britt’s past self have chosen this path if they'd known what Britt's future looked like?

“Are you ready to go?” Coraline asked, louder than she normally might have. Britt got the impression that this was not the first time she had asked.

“Oh, I’m ready. Sorry.”

The second their foot touched the bare earth outside their home of wood and thatch, they felt the metal singing, some of it waiting just beneath the surface, so much of it deeper in the earth. If they wanted, they knew they could pluck that metal from the earth, melt it with a thought, and shape it as they pleased with a breath of air and their will. After all, the birthright of every Ástfríður was to know each metal in the earth, command it, bend it to their desires. Every Ástfríður learned how to navigate the world by following the blood of the Gods: copper for the Creator, titanium for the Trickster, silver for the Seer, each underground river of divinity guiding the Ástfríður on whatever road they chose. Britt followed the pull of the metals, guided by the veins of the Gods.

The flow of copper led them to the Tree, nearly as bright as the stars in the night but more devastatingly beautiful, for it was immortal, metal already born. It had stood as long as the people of the Veil could remember, as constant as the break of dawn, as precious as family. The roots of copper linked to everything in the domain of the Veil. Its branches never tarnished, and each autumn, the the Sång collected the silver, gold, and platinum leaves as they fell, saving them so that every ahnhörnu could forge them into offerings to the Gods, trinkets on private altars, jewelry worn only on holy days. After today, Britt would be ahnhörnu. A full member of the Veil, in whatever capacity they chose.

“Good morning, Britt.” The Sång smiled, their arms clasped in front of them, a long tunic made of gold clinging to their body. They wore their ceremonial jewelry; any day a tonå went through Väljahnhörn was a holy day, just as any day a spädba appeared at dawn at the foot of the Tree. Twice blessed, then.

“Good morning, Caregiver.”

“Seventeen years ago you appeared here, at the base of this Tree.”

Britt swallowed and nodded.

“You are tvära. Your soul has never lived beneath these leaves before. Some part of you chose to come here. And today, you will choose what to do now that you are here.”

Unable to find words, Britt nodded again. Aphasia; another afterimage.

“You will find many things during Väljahnhörn. But, you do not have to bring back everything that you find. Are you ready?”

“No, but.” Britt stumbled. “I mean—”

“No one ever is.”

Britt wondered if the Sång was saying that to be encouraging or if it was really true.

“I’m afraid…”

The Sång waited.

“What if I can’t, what if I'm unable to or I get sick or...?”

“Each Väljahnhörn is unique to the Ástfríður undertaking it.”

This didn’t quite quell the fear in Britt. “Okay.” They took a deep breath. “I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.” The Sång walked ahead, and Britt tried to follow, clinging to the copper in the ground and the iron in the Sång’s blood.

In silence, they walked until they were at the outskirts of the Veil. Britt felt the last reaches of the Tree’s roots fall behind them. They’d never gone past the roots before. But the Sång kept walking, so Britt kept following.

Britt stumbled as a wave of vertigo washed over them. People, attempting to diagnose the condition, would often ask if it felt like they were spinning or if the world was spinning. Britt tried to figure it out every time this happened, but it always felt like both. Not now, not now, please.

It was a short eternity until Britt felt capable of proceeding. The Sång had paused and was looking back at them with concern, but obvious restraint. Britt respected this companionable distance. Being so vulnerable, so incapable, was one thing, but being like that in front of other people was embarrassing.

“I’m all right now. We can move on.”

“But we have arrived.”

From some well-concealed pocket, the Sång pulled out a canvas flask and handed it to Britt. It felt strange in their hands—lighter than it should have been. They pulled the stopper and drank it.

The liquid was heavy. It was thick and warm and full of iron. Each drop made itself known as it washed down their throat, slow as honey and thick as cream. “Come back to the Veil when you are ready, with whatever you want to bring back with you.” The Sång passed Britt, moving as if they were not tied to the ground, as if they could ask the trees to move out of their way.

“Wait! What am I supposed to do?” But the Sång did not turn around, did not
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