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      The Eschaton Cycle is a dark fantasy adventure series inspired by numerous myths and legends. Each sub-cycle within the series represents an Era of time, bookended by cyclical apocalypses. Every cycle has its own flavour, but intermeshes with the others in a tapestry.

      

      I strive to blend gut-wrenching action, thought-provoking ideas, and complex characters into dense narratives that explore the human condition and the nature of free will. In the end, I hope to create art that stays with you long after you turn the final page …
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        For full colour, higher-res maps, character lists, location overviews, and glossaries, check out the bonus resources here:

        https://www.worldanvil.com/w/eschaton-cycle/
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            THE WHISPER

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        It starts with a whisper, a haunting intimation of a World askew. That we are, in the end, caught in a death spiral, time nearly played out, whilst entropy tugs ever harder upon the Wheel of Fate.

      

        

      
        Looking now into the dying embers, we at last apprehend Truth, and in it the revelation that the vaunted tales of old were not what we thought … And neither, in fact, were we.

      

        

      
        For if we have lived before, might not all we’ve dreamt be but our souls’ memories of Worlds become dust …

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        “And those who were seen dancing were thought to be insane by those who could not hear the music.”

        FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        21 Age of the Vanir

        (2378 Years Before the Rise of Odin)

      

      

      

      The stairwell bored through the glacier, down into the frozen depths of the fortress. Etheric wisp light was infused into the ice, giving off faint illumination, like the iridescent bands that streaked the northern skies, obviating any need to carry flame here. Skadi’s footfalls rang lightly as she descended, down to the cells where her father’s dissenters were kept. Though, in truth, the woman Vafthrúdnir had sent her to interrogate was no political foe of great Thjazi, but rather something far more dangerous: a symbol.

      The dungeon, like the stairs, was carved straight from the glacier, a crystalline work of wonder and shimmering light. Skadi strolled down the ice corridor, sparing bare glances at various jötunnar held within. They could trust the cells to hold the bergrisi and saejötunnar, but other hrimthurs were sometimes bound in orichalcum chains to prevent them from using cryomancy to escape. Not that all frost jötunnar had such gifts, but Father could ill afford to take chances, could he? Still, such fetters were priceless treasures, and she supposed it was most times easier to kill one’s prisoners than bind them such.

      This day, though, neither Beli’s folk nor treacherous Ægir’s held much interest for her, and even less so her own clan. No, she had come here for no jötunn, but a Vanr, and thus paused before one of the cells. Pillars of ice thick as her torso formed bars of that prison. Skadi lifted her hands and pushed them out to either side, cryomantically reshaping the ice. The bars cracked and moaned as they bent sideways, allowing her ingress into the cell.

      No one bothered with infusing wisp light into a cage, so the prisoners’ confines were darker, and the woman whimpered at her entry. She scooted back into one corner, clutching the rent tatters of her dress around her, though Skadi suspected ’twas more against the cold than out of any sense of modesty. The woman’s black hair spilled around her bare, tan shoulders, further concealing her, but Skadi thought she could espy numerous bruises. Certainly, there was dried blood crusted upon the Vanr’s lips.

      Skadi considered reshaping the ice bars to seal them both inside, to ensure this woman could not try to escape, but from the look of her, she had little fight left. Almost, Skadi pitied the woman. Almost. Save she was a Vanr, and her king had murdered Mimir, had started the war. Her people had destroyed the great empire of Brimir, broken the jötunnar, and banished Skadi’s people from the Middle World.

      Or tried. They had not accounted for jötunnar like Skadi’s father, who could take the form of an eagle and fly over the accursed Midgard Wall.

      “So,” Skadi said, infusing her words with as much disdain as she could muster for one so broken already, “have you found life as Father’s concubine much to your liking, Vanr?”

      The woman looked up sharply, her eyes flashing more fury than Skadi had thought was left to her. “Yeah,” she said, teeth chattering, “well, hospitality here seems … somewhat lacking, you know? Truth told, a bit of … a chill … in my room.”

      Did the Vanr imagine leaping to her feet and throttling Skadi? Did she, in dark and pointless fancies, think she might fight her way free and escape from the glacier? Again, Skadi found herself torn between pity and scorn for this creature before her. “You are Idunn, yes?”

      Despite her situation, despite what Skadi’s father had clearly done to her, the Vanr snorted. “Don’t think maybe you ought to have confirmed that before … the abduction, assault, and imprisonment? Yeah, or … maybe it amuses you to ask … questions you know the answers to.”

      Skadi crouched before the Vanr. “They took apples of Yggdrasil from you.” It wasn’t really a question, either, given Father had granted Skadi one of those, and it had fortified her Megin beyond all prior known bounds. Her power had broken through to new heights, and a new reality unfolded before her.

      “Heh. Those were actually just painted gold. Yeah … not real at all.”

      Skadi crooked a finger under the Vanr’s chin, lifting it, forcing her to meet her gaze. “What did you intend in Midgard, with apples? Would you have granted them to Men?”

      Idunn squirmed, tried to look away, but Skadi seized her chin. “D-don’t touch …”

      “You prefer my father’s gentle caress?” Skadi snapped, which was, of course, unworthy of her. It was not that she approved of what he had done to this woman … But the anger was there, for what the Vanir had done to the jötunnar. She released the woman, who scooted further back and averted her eyes.

      “Tell me who, outside the Vanir, you granted those apples to.”

      “Why? Looking to eat them? Maybe being an icy bitch isn’t enough … and you want to try becoming a troll, too?”

      Well then. Skadi backhanded Idunn and sent her sprawling. Before the woman could recover, Skadi seized her ankle and yanked her close, raising her foot toward her mouth. Idunn shrieked but had no power to break Skadi’s grip. “Think you I have never once tasted Man-flesh? Think you I would hesitate to gnaw off a few toes from my father’s latest whore?”

      “Stop! S-stop …” Idunn was weeping now, mayhap from terror, though Skadi suspected rather the weight of all she had suffered in recent days was at last crushing her, as it must anyone subjected to such things.

      A rush of shame flushed Skadi’s cheeks and she dropped the woman’s foot and allowed her to scramble away, to cover herself once again. Skadi swallowed, sick at what she’d done, and vexed at herself for feeling that way. The Vanir were the enemy, they had destroyed her people’s civilisation. Why care the least for them? “I can have a blanket fetched for you.”

      Idunn darted a wary gaze her way, but still did not meet her eyes, and looked away at once. The Vanr wrapt her arms around her knees and drew them up to her chest, trembling. “I heard … these legends of old of birds that big: rukh, they were called. It swooped down on me, a shadow diving through Mist, talons piercing my flesh. I … he …”

      “You need not speak it,” Skadi said.

      “You mean you wish not to hear it,” Idunn sniped, and she was not wrong. She huffed. “To taste the apples once shan’t confer true immortality, you know. Oh, it will long slow your aging, but not forever. You’d have to eat them again, and again, and there are so precious few.” That she was talking was enough, and perhaps the woman would answer Vafthrúdnir’s questions with prompting. “Give them to Men? No, what end would such achieve, troll?”

      “We are not fond of that word,” Skadi snarled.

      “You don’t say? Perhaps you prefer some older term? Ogre? Gígas?”

      “The apples,” Skadi said.

      “Were I to grant a handful of apples to Man, those fortunate few would age slower, for a time, aye, and be as gods among their kin. But little would such avail them, for I could not forever be sneaking them the fruit, could I?” She scoffed. “Yeah, but then I had this inkling, this thought, if from the apples some draught could be distilled …”

      Her meaning might have been lost to one who had not studied the Art, but Skadi took well her meaning. “Alchemy. You would craft an elixir of immortality that could be more widely shared. As long as the source of the brew could be sustained, you could bolster the ranks of the Vanr immortals. You sought not to give immortality to Men but to change the balance of power in the World. Was it not enough to grind Brimir to dust?”

      “You mistake me once more. ’Twas needful indeed to pursue such craft in secret, away from prying eyes, but I would have elevated Man if I could have. Perhaps ’tis not something a troll could⁠—”

      “Stop calling me that!”

      “You threatened to eat my foot!” Idunn shrieked, looking in Skadi’s direction but not at her. “Yeah, maybe if you don’t want to be called a troll, stop fucking eating people!”

      Skadi glowered, quiet for a time. “’Tis said you and some few others oft venture to Midgard and walk among Men, try to aid them. And you say you would have granted them the brew, had you been able to make it?”

      “Have you ever had the unshakable intuition you ought to have been able to do something that remains just beyond your grasp? Aye, ’tis like a needle in the brain, telling me it is possible, yet I cannot see how. No, I do not know how to make the brew, and your father stole the apples ere I could try to contact someone who …”

      Skadi blew out a long breath. “Someone more versed in alchemy, who might effect your idea. You could not trust the alchemists among your kin, so you sought for those among Mankind, for witches and sorcerers. Who? Whom did you seek, little Vanr?”

      “Well, I heard there was a wise old bear north of Kalevala, and I⁠—”

      Skadi lunged forward, seized Idunn by the throat, and stood in a single motion. The remnants of her dress tumbled from her, and the Vanr hung there, feet dangling off the ground, naked, face purpling as Skadi squeezed. “Do not try my patience further. I shall ask you once more, and your answer shall determine whether your reward is a blanket or a half dozen broken bones. Afore my father took the apples from you, whom did you seek?”

      Idunn mouthed something, so Skadi dropped her. The Vanr slammed down to her knees and knelt there, rubbing her throat, shivering and wretched. After a moment, she rasped something unintelligible. Which was, Skadi knew, the problem when threatening someone with such tactics.

      She leant closer. “Speak.”

      “Svarthofda … her son … builds a kingdom … south of Nidavellir.”

      Skadi struggled to keep her face impassive. Truth told, she doubted her feigned indifference would have convinced a child, but Idunn was not even looking at her. Slowly, Skadi stood, looking down at the ruined creature on the icy floor. “I’ll see to it you have that blanket.”
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      Svarthofda had been Vafthrúdnir’s first apprentice, Skadi knew, and the sorcerer jötunn glowered when Skadi informed him whom Idunn had sought. The woman had gotten herself possessed by a svartalf, or at least half-possessed, and fled from Vafthrúdnir long ere the fall of Brimir. Her granduncle had oft used her as a cautionary tale when he took Skadi as apprentice. She had not known the sorceress yet lived, much less she had spawned an alf-blooded son who was establishing a kingdom.

      Now, the ancient hrimthur stirred in his chair, growling, rubbing his brow. “So the Vanr was fool enough to turn to her?” he said after what seemed an interminable pause. “Did they make contact?”

      “She claims not.”

      “You believe her?”

      Skadi folded her arms. Certainly, Idunn’s terror was unfeigned, but the woman was hard to read, her behaviour erratic. “I don’t know. She well might have traded apples already, before ever Father found her.”

      Father had long sought to reunite the sundered jötunn clans. On learning of Idunn, he had mayhap imagined that by offering some few jötunnar immortality, he could win their favour and become a king. He’d managed to claim only a handful of apples, but she supposed his ploy might have worked. Ironic that, had Idunn succeeded in making her elixir, that might have proved an even more effective tool to keep people in his thrall—assuming, of course, Idunn could get enough apples to continue production. Which would make claiming Vanaheim needful, but maybe, with immortal jötunnar, they could have done so.

      “I know of this man, this Halfdan,” Vafthrúdnir said, “striking out as king for Man in Midgard.” Oh? Had the sorcerer learnt this in the Oracle Mirrors? “Despite his blundering, heavy-handed attempts, if Thjazi prevented Svarthofda from gaining more apples, I would call it a blessing for us.”

      “You fear her so?” Skadi asked.

      “As should we all,” Skadi’s master said, taking little offence. “She stole Hel’s grimoire from me, yet even so, I did not pursue her … If she is not already Tuonetar in truth, she will one day be so. Alfar are no friends to jötunn or Man. Better the Vanir should have such power than any alf clan. Once …” The old jötunn shook his head. “Once I erred and paid heed to the voice of Tuoni.” Was that another svartalf? “’Twas he that first taught me the Art, which ere that moment, was lost to this World and mayhap ought to have stayed thus.”

      “What?” What was he saying now, that the Art was better forgotten? “How can you say such things to me, your apprentice?”

      The man rose, stretched, a sound like cracking ice. “The Art burgeoned regardless. Svarthofda took a Vanr as apprentice, and he others. Were I to have trained no jötunnar in sorcery, then our foes alone would be so armed, Skadi. But had I never listened, never taught Svarthofda, it would never have spread. We are caught in a vicious cycle of dark magic, and it began with the poisonous words of a svartalf in my ear. They’re treacherous beyond measure, so aye, we all ought fear them. Had you seen the woeful cavalcade of horrors in the Oracle Mirrors, the terror these beings have wrought in days gone, you too would gladly sacrifice all your Art to keep it from them.”

      Sacrifice her power? No, Skadi thought not. ’Twas better to be armed against foes, even using weapons of their crafting.
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      The chaos, as Skadi returned to her father’s palace, was profound. Hungry fires swept through the hall, seeking for aught that might burn, whilst casting black curtains of smoke every which way. Charred corpses littered the halls, but worse still were the burning ruins of those not yet dead, trying vainly to drag themselves away from the carnage.

      With a cryomantic wave, Skadi extinguished tendrils of fire, then knelt before one of the hapless victims. “What has happened?” she demanded.

      “Vanir …” the jötunn rasped. “Come with sun and flame and turned it … Upon all …”

      Skadi could do little more for the man, nor could she spare the time, so she eased him back to the ground and raced forward. She burst through the double doors of her father’s throne room and there beheld the source of the carnage.

      A man was wreathed in flame, columns of swirling conflagrations revolving around him, obeying his pyromantic commands. He turned and she beheld the flames glinting in his sapphire eyes, lending him an almost demonic aspect. Warriors tried to close with him, but those burning twisters drove back any who might draw nigh.

      Or might move to aid their king, who was beset by a Vanr woman. Her eyes and blade gleamed lambent, radiant with sunlight, even as she closed in on Skadi’s father. He towered over her, almost twice her height; she ought to have cowered. Yet ’twas Father who fell back from her advance.

      Snarling, Skadi congealed Mist into shards of ice before her and hurled them forward at the Vanr. But the pyromancer jerked his arm her way and a curtain of flame swallowed her projectiles. As it cleared, Skadi saw the Vanr woman leap into the air as though flying. Her blade flashed, descending on father, and he jerked his own much larger sword up to parry. The sound that echoed was of crashing thunder. Father’s blade shattered beneath the Sun-infused blow and a wave of energy washed over him, drove him to his knees. The floor beneath him cracked from the impact.

      “Father!” Skadi bellowed.

      “Where is Idunn?” the Vanr woman screamed. “Where is she?”

      Instead of answering, great Thjazi lunged at the Vanr. The woman whipped her sword around; it struck like a falling meteor. Skadi’s father’s head wasn’t just cleaved in twain—it exploded with such force shards of bone were sent clattering off walls twenty feet away.

      Gawping, helpless as though she herself had suffered the blow, Skadi dropped to her knees, moaning at the unspeakable moment of horror. Words and thoughts refused to form, and she was there, trembling, but a little girl again. When Brimir had fallen, Skadi had grieved for the loss of something grand and beloved. But this … this loss defied all fathoming.

      “There are cells beneath this palace,” the pyromancer called to the woman.

      At once, she took off, running almost too fast for Skadi to track. Those who stood against her fell before the crashing blows of her sunlight blade.

      Next she knew, the pyromancer was kneeling before her. The flames were gone, and he offered her a hand. She did not take it, just looked into his face. “I am called Loptr, and you, I think, are the Princess Skadi Thjazisdotter.”

      “W-what have you done?”

      The look on his face might have been pity. “I am sorry it came to that, Princess. But you had to know the torments visited upon Idunn would be repaid. Suffering ever perpetuates itself, and those who employ it shall suffer it in turn.”

      Skadi swallowed. “But you have wrought suffering this day, pyromancer.”

      “Yes.” He nodded. “I see you understand. One day, unless the cycle breaks, we shall suffer for it, as well.”
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      “You are being sent to marry Prince Njörd of Vanaheim,” Vafthrúdnir said.

      “What!” Skadi shrieked. “I will do no such thing! He is the very father of the woman who slew my father, to say naught of raising the accursed Wall! And you’d have me share his bed, become his …”

      “Be used as your father used Idunn?” Vafthrúdnir shook his head. “No, though I suspect Freyja Njördsdotter might consider that justice, given what befell her friend. No, but you are being offered not as concubine but bride, to preserve the peace, Skadi. And ’tis not I alone making the offer, but what little remains of the clan lords.”

      They stood in Vafthrúdnir’s Refuge, on the balcony, in the freezing wind, and stared at the husk of her father’s palace. Whilst the foundations remained carved out of the glacier, so much was razed, melted, or ruined by the Vanir counterstrike. Loptr had implied such was inevitable, that Skadi’s father ought to have known they would come for Idunn. Now, looking back, Skadi had to wonder why she had not considered they could reach so far.

      “I won’t go,” she said, hating how petulant she sounded, but unwilling to submit to this abhorrent command.

      “Not even to spare your people from the fallout of your father’s actions? If we do not appease the Vanir now, we risk reigniting the war that destroyed Brimir.”

      “Let it be ignited! Let us crush them and take back the World that once was ours. Turn your power upon them, all your Art, the knowledge of the Mirrors! Destroy these haughty Men who cast themselves as gods.”

      Vafthrúdnir shook his head. “You would see our kind hunted to extinction. The Deluge that destroyed our ancestors nigh wiped out our race, child. We already lost a war with the Vanir and can ill afford another.”

      “So you marry Njörd!”

      The old jötunn drew up close to her. “If I thought he would have accepted me and it would have spared my kin annihilation, I would do so, girl. My father has left us, my brothers are dead, and now even most of my nephews are lost. How much grief would you see us bear for the sake of pride? Your father was the last who might have united the clans against them, and even he was apt to have lost, as events have well shown. Go now, make peace with the prince of Vanaheim, and save the lives of those whom you yet care for.”

      All the bluster blew out of her, not least because she knew he spoke truth. If she refused, if she let her anger and pride forestall her, it would cost her people. Deflated, she leant on the balustrade, trembling. “I cannot forgive this.”

      Vafthrúdnir placed a hand overtop hers. “Your forgiveness is not what the situation requires, Skadi.”

      No. It needed her sacrifice. And in the end, she had no choice. She must wed the people who had taken her empire, taken her pride, and taken her father’s life. She must go to Njörd’s bed then, but she swore it would not be a warm one.
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      She was always like that, different from others, so deep in the ocean of her obsessions that the rest of us could but skim the surface. Maybe this is but guilt, given what befell Idunn. For I find myself asking, ever and anon, if I had done more to dissuade her, if we had not let her convince us to venture into Midgard, if she might have been spared the torment Thjazi heaped upon her. Killing him was not enough. Not by half. Nor could I abide the presence of that troll’s hateful daughter on these shores.

      Well, but Idunn was ever so damned convincing. She had the four of us—myself, Gefjon, and Sunna, all along with her—thinking we could help the mortals, swearing such were the teachings of Lady Chandi. So Idunn taught herbalism and woodcraft. Gefjon taught the men of Sjaelland of plough and fields. Sunna taught men of runes and of warding with iron. And I … I taught women to harness the Otherworld. And in so doing, I think I have allowed something back into our World. Something, perhaps, that was better forgotten.

      — The Journals of Freyja Njördsdotter
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        27 Age of the Æsir

      

      

      

      Like a viscous membrane, the Veil slid over Wudga, tugging at him till he feared it sought to rip his soul from his body. Then he punched through, stepping from the terrestrial shadows of the World into the perennial dark of the Tuonela, the Otherworld. Cobalt and indigo shadows writhed across a twisted mirror of the land, an Echo, as sometimes sorcerers named this Realm.

      The boreal wood beyond Loviatar’s lands, whilst somewhat anaemic-looking beneath Pohjola’s ever-night skies, here became warped and alien. Trees bent as if contorted in agony, snows vanished to reveal desiccated ground, and the Mist was replaced by a thinner, if no less sinister, brume.

      Väinämöinen likened entering the Spectral Realm to stepping sideways out of the Mortal Realm, but Wudga felt it more akin to falling, and his stomach roiled each time he had attempted it. Wudga had promised to capture the spirit bear, Otso, and bring it bound before Louhi, as proof of his worthiness to wed Mammelainen.

      “You cannot overcome a spirit in this World,” Väinämöinen had warned, “which leaves you but one recourse—enter its Realm and confront it there. Your svartalf blood will allow this step into shadows, if you’ve the grit to endure it.”

      Which was a question not yet resolved, truth be told. The chill winds of Tuonela had him shivering. Oft, in his brief training with his brother, he had stepped across the Veil and beheld shades of the dead or landvaettir, watchful and dire, ready to prey upon any unwary soul they thought an easy meal.

      “As it happens,” Väinämöinen had said, ere ever agreeing to help, “I encountered Otso some dozen years back, when a would-be Ás god stumbled upon him.”

      And here Wudga was, trying to match mettle with gods.

      Wudga blew out a steadying breath. He’d still expected his breath to fog the air, but it didn’t. Tuonela followed its own rules, if rules it even had. One hand upon Mimung’s hilt, he crept forward, through the umbral wood. The Spectral Realm was the nearest part of the Otherworld to the Mortal Realm, and Wudga knew there were hidden routes that could ferry one into more distant Realms, including the so-called Spirit Realm or the Dark-suffused Roil. He hoped his search for Otso would not necessitate any such path, for he neither knew the ways nor hoped to stumble upon one.

      “Spirits,” Väinämöinen had said, “the greatest of sorcerers, all those touched by the Otherworld, they stepped into the Spectral Realm and oft carried out their battles behind the World, unseen by Men. For only there can most spirits be conquered or slain. Had you sorcerous training, mayhap you could incant a spell to bind the bear. Instead, you must confront it bodily and extract an oath of service.” His brother had chuckled then. “Should you fall, I shall woo the maid on your behalf.” Which had drawn a scowl from Wudga, as was no doubt intended.

      Wudga pushed deeper into the wood till he had at last came to a glade centred around a sinusoidal hill. It looked like a wave frozen the instant before it ought to have broken back on itself, thus creating an overhang. What did this place look like in the Mortal Realm? Naught so twisted, he assumed.

      This seemed as good a place as any, as close to the heart of the wood as he might find. Thus, Wudga scaled the hill and stood on its crest, surveying the nebulous shadowscape of the Spectral Realm and seriously considering giving over this whole pursuit. Sometimes, ’twas better to admit one’s folly before reaching said folly’s final outcome. He could step back through the Veil, return to the World, and go home to his forge in Turi. It meant giving over his desire for Mammelainen … Was it love? Was he capable of love? Either way, his longing for her would amount to naught save ash and dreams, but he would live.

      “Otso,” he called instead, then began to invoke the spirit in Supernal, as his half-brother had instructed. His words thrummed through the etheric air like pebbles thrown into water, their reverberations drifting far. The spirit bear would feel them, would hear its name, and might choose to follow the summons to its source. Wudga almost hoped this wouldn’t work.

      “Twice the fool you are,” a woman said, and he whirled on her, yanking Mimung free of its sheath and pointing the runeblade at her. She was pale, her skin almost green, her flaxen hair strung through with leaves and brambles, her eyes luminous wells. Her garb, such as it was, seemed more a mesh of roots and twigs than any fabric, and it concealed very little of her lithe flesh. “Once a fool to tread here, son of Man, and once again to invoke an ancient and, dare I say, surly force.”

      “Vidralf,” Wudga said, for he had little doubt about her, though he had never before dealt with his distant kin of that clan.

      “Aye. I am Mielikki, spirit of this wood, and thus it is my domain into which you tread.”

      Wudga steadied himself. Alfar were landvaettir, and thus most, besides the svartalfar, were bound to landscapes where their power was at its apex. To confront a vidralf in her own wood was a bold thing. Though not, perhaps, quite so bold a thing as to hunt a spirit bear, it had to be said. “We both know you rule here at the sufferance of the Witch-Queens of Pohjola.”

      “I do not fear the Dark.”

      Wudga did not bother to dispute such an obvious lie. “Nevertheless, I am sent by the Witch-Queens to bring Otso before them. The bear will give me an oath of service.”

      Mielikki strolled closer, her movements both sensual and predatory, and he might have mistaken her for a therianthrope, had he not known better. “How so, when Mighty Otso is already beholden, oathsworn to me?”

      Wudga chewed on this a moment, still pointing Mimung at her, uncertain if it was ill news or in fact a boon. “If that is so, you might well command the bear to offer Louhi what service she requires.”

      The vidralf sputtered a short laugh, no doubt amused at his presumption, before pursing her lips. “What gain to me, to make such a bargain, Dark-blood child of Man?”

      At last he let the sword drop to his side. “What would you have? I am more than a passing fair smith and can craft wonders for you, if such would suit.”

      She waved her hand at the twisted trunks of birch and spruce. “Think you trees hunger for works of metal or stone? Vidralfar do not build the great works of other clans, nor care overmuch for the machinations of our kin. Given choice, what would I ask—restore the sun above these lands.”

      “I do not think such is in my power.”

      “No,” she agreed, sadness in her eyes. “Yet there is power in you I see, Ilmarinen.”

      Wudga stiffened, almost hefted his sword again. “How do you know my name?”

      Mielikki quirked a mischievous smile. “If you’d have an oath of Otso, I’d have an oath of you, for a future favour of my choosing.”

      Wudga ground his teeth. He’d only just fulfilled his oath to his half-brother and lifted that weight off his soul. Now, to have the bride he sought, he would find himself once more beholden to service? What if she did ask him to move against Loviatar? Could he strike against his wife’s grandmother? “I …”

      “Refuse me, if it please you,” Mielikki said, shrugging, her hair crackling like windblown leaves. “’Tis not I who came here seeking a prize.”

      “No,” he said. “I shan’t refuse. Grant me Otso, vidralf, and I shall be yours to call on for what aid I can give. I give you my oath.” The words settled upon him like a physical weight bowing his shoulders.

      “Wise choice,” she said, “for already Mighty Otso draws nigh.”

      Wudga had almost forgotten he had summoned the bear spirit. He did not want to think how this might have gone had he not agreed to the vidralf’s bargain.
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      The bear that strode beside Wudga as he returned to the lands of the Witch-Queens stood almost as tall as a mammoth. Wudga had known Otso was massive, god-like, but the scale of the spirit boggled belief. And it left him wondering if Väinämöinen had aided him only to ensure Otso would kill him, so he could claim the so-called Maid of the North for himself.

      The bear remained in the Spectral Realm, even as Wudga stepped back into the Mortal Realm, and thus the human servants of the svartalfar could not see the spirit. Which did not stop a great many of them from looking around as he passed, making signs of warding or otherwise squirming. They couldn’t see the spirit, but they could feel it, its power seeping into the World. The svartalfar, though, they saw it, gawping as in awe, having plainly never expected him to bring such an entity hither.

      Mammelainen met him first, eyes wide, gnawing on her lip as she gazed at the bear standing just behind Wudga. “Never do you cease to amaze, artificer. And you, Bear God, stride behind a half-alf as though but his fylgja, and I am left to wonder if it wounds your pride.”

      Though the bear remained on the far side of the Veil, it strode close to her, sniffed her. Did part of the svartalf exist in both Realms? Either way, Mammelainen stiffened. “One service have I promised to Louhi Loviatarsdotter, and one alone.” The bear’s voice was as the first gut-wrenching awareness of an avalanche, the knowledge that death might spill upon oneself at an instant. “Vex me not, child, for I think she shan’t waste her favour to spare your wretched life.”

      Chastened, Mammelainen backed away, and Wudga cast her an apologetic smile. Her pox-scarred mother ventured out next, frowning. “One service only?”

      “Bound to you for the nonce,” Wudga said. Had she known the Bear God was already bound to Mielikki? Had she sought the vidralf’s death as part of her scheme? Already, Wudga was weary of the endless machinations of the alfar. “I have upheld my bargain and thus have come to claim my bride.”

      Louhi scowled, more so, perhaps, because she was now bound by her own oath. “So let the feast be thrown, then.”

      And at that, Wudga smiled.
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      The feast was grand, as befit a princess, though in truth, Wudga remembered little of it, given he spent half of it drunk or intoxicated on the herbs Mammelainen smoked. The other half, he spent drunk on Mammelainen herself, lost in her, and wondering if denying the prurient Dark as he had done was but a means of torturing himself. Mayhap these were his people, and Volund, his father, had been right all along.

      Yet he would not willingly bide here and risk his soul to Dark, and Mammelainen, for her part, seemed more than willing to travel with him. A storm had crossed Louhi’s face on learning of their plans, yet it had passed as the feast wore on. Still, he thought himself not the svartalf’s favourite person.

      The feasting with thick with guests from across Pohjola, the whole of the House Tuonetar, it seemed. Leastwise, those present in the World. There were the three queens, Loviatar, Kivutar, and Vammatar. Mammelainen’s sister Syöjätär was uproariously drunk and teasing Svipdagr relentlessly. Then there was Kivutar’s daughter, Kiputyttö, whom Mammelainen called her favourite cousin, a woman obsessed with precious stones. The svartalf wore a tunic of polished stones, in fact, melded together in some way Wudga could not fathom and leaving exposed a great deal of flesh in the space between. She kept tracing fingers along those stones, as if she thought to tempt Wudga. He, however, had eyes only for Mammelainen.
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      “Mother grants us her favoured thrall, Kullervo, as a servant to take with us to your home,” Mammelainen said as she and Wudga watched men pack supplies for the journey south. The man she indicated was among those fitting dried reindeer meat and skins of sahti into bags ferried to dogsleds. “His father fought against Loviatar’s general ere the boy was born. His mother was the only survivor of their clan, and he thus came into our keeping.”

      “If you will it,” Wudga agreed, “though I have a servant already, and I cannot see how you ought to trust someone with reason to hate your kin.”

      Mammelainen snickered. “He never knew those benighted fools. Kullervo’s a loyal dog, and naught more than that. Besides, I can scarce refuse a wedding gift from my mother.”

      “As you say.” Wudga shrugged and went to check the sleds.

      Väinämöinen met him there as he secured the straps and examined the dogs. A time, the song-crafter stood there, arms over his chest, till Wudga sighed and looked up.

      “Whither are you bound now, Brother?” Wudga asked.

      “Hard to say. Louhi has another daughter, but I think I must discover some grander deed if I am to win her after all this.”

      “Still so intent on starting a dynasty of svartalf blood, then?” Wudga rubbed his face, stood from where he knelt by the dogs. “Did you not offer to craft a great ship for Mammelainen? Maybe such would do for Syöjätär, as well.”

      “Mayhap. Were I to twin my songs with the artifice of the greatest craftsman on Midgard, then might a vessel worthy of gods be wrought.”

      Wudga regarded his half-brother a time. It was possible Väinämöinen had sent him to his death with Otso. On the other hand, Väinämöinen’s training had given Wudga the ability to step across the Veil, which was the only reason he’d succeeded and gained the wife he adored and now brought home. “I might be willing to make such an undertaking in a few moons. For the nonce, I would sooner have some time alone with my wife.”

      The man chortled. “My brother thus bides me make my own way back to Kalevala. Fair enough, Ilmarinen! Honey you have earned, of both mead and love.” The bard licked his lips suggestively, and Wudga looked away, little inclined to discuss such things with him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The way to Turi was long, especially with winter setting in, and the going hard. The dogs could trek but a few hours before they needed rest and warmth. Oft, Mammelainen would huddle around a fire Kullervo kindled, and Wudga would stalk the taiga for reindeer or hares or other game. This eve, he espied a stoat and crept closer, trying to draw a bead through the accursed Mist. It wouldn’t be much meat, but aught was better than jerky.

      If it heard him, if it went to ground, they’d have naught but reindeer jerky again. A thought occurred, and instead of moving any closer, Wudga looked to the deepest of shadows, beneath a tall aspen. Was this the same wood Mielikki was bound to, stretching as it did across so much of Kvenland? How far did a vidralf’s influence reach?

      Either way, he stepped across the Veil, passing into the cool, ultramarine shadows of the Spectral Realm. The trees warped, the land contorted. But there, faint though it was from this side, looking almost etheric, he could see the stoat, its aura glowing with life. From this side, Wudga approached. Not too close, still, for an animal might sense him, but it could no longer smell, hear, or see him.

      Thus did he line up his shot, and far too close for the creature to flee, he crossed. The passage disoriented him, left him momentarily vertiginous. At once the beast sprang into motion. Wudga loosed, but the arrow flew wide. “Dammit.” The plan had been a good one, might have worked, had he more experience in such things. To use this technique as a tool for hunting would take practice.

      For tonight, though, his reward for his effort would be jerky and little else.

      Slightly vexed, he made his way back toward the camp. The smell hit him before he could see aught through the Mist—blood and offal. Dread kicked him dead in the stones, till he wanted to topple over. Instead, he broke into a mad dash toward the glade where they had camped.

      The fire had burnt down to embers, yet even this served to push back the worst of the Mist. “Mammelainen!” he shrieked, even as the first of crimson-imbrued snows came into view. He staggered, choking, unwilling to believe what he knew he’d find.

      She was here, torn asunder. There a leg ripped off at the knee, gnawed on, There, what remained of her arm. The rope of her guts was strewn across half the camp. Hand to his mouth to stifle his wordless scream, Wudga knelt in the carnage. The ruination of his new bride was all around him as well as oversized paw prints. Dire wolves?

      No sign of Kullervo, so maybe they had dragged him off, or maybe he had fled as a craven. Or maybe … Had the thrall somehow called the wolves on her? Seen his chance to avenge whatever wrongs had befallen his kin and seized upon.

      “Kullervo …” Wudga rasped. The wedding gift of Louhi to her daughter … on learning Mammelainen intended to live with Wudga in Turi, in Kalevala, away from Pohjola.

      Was it possible she … that Louhi … had known? Had wanted to deny Wudga her daughter, after they both rejected life in Pohjola? So she had sent the thrall, maybe ordered the murder, or maybe just suspected he would turn on them.

      Wudga crawled through the snows, heedless of the gore drenching his leathers, till he came to his wife’s head. He looked into her empty eyes. One more pawn in the ceaseless games of the svartalfar. Volund had warned him not to trust the House of Tuonetar. Had warned him; Wudga had not paid heed, had not wanted to see aught beyond his desire for the woman.

      He would now. Oh, he would now.
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      In the northernmost reaches of Kvenland, winter nights stretched on and on, the sun gracing the sky but scant few hours each day. On the border twixt Kalevala and Pohjola, gazing into the roiling clouds that hovered over the latter, Odin imagined those snowfields had never felt the touch of sunlight. But here, tale long told of lands of seidr, where landvaettir were wakeful and alfar intruded into the fringes of the World. Where nixes—here called näkki—haunted frozen rivers and rime-crusted falls, and gave counsel to shamans willing to pay their prices. So here Odin wandered, seeking ever the means to reach the Otherworld. True, he could project his spirit into the Spectral Realm, could even bodily enter if he wished, but those sidereal spaces were endless, and without a willing guide, he would never find the route to Alfheim.

      Fettered by Urd, he had flung beloved Freyja into that demesne, and never would he cease to hunt for her, to hunt for the way to reach Alfheim.

      Blind light … and torment … Abandon such thought …

      Odin ignored Audr. In their many years together, the wraith had surely learnt one thing about Odin—he did not give up. Besides which, the wraith’s very existence was eternal torment. He would not have found peace anywhere Odin trod.

      Fifteen years, now, since he’d banished the Vanir. Fifteen years, and his son was a man, and his people were gods, and Ragnarök impended, and all Odin could think on was the woman he had lost and the gaping wound she had left where once his heart had beat.

      His visions plagued him, ephemeral, frightful flickers of the horror yet to come, the doom that circled Midgard. Like the the coils of fabled Jörmungandr enclosing the World, the peril was grown so vast Men could no longer see it. Odin saw; too much—never enough. Never enough to stop Ragnarök, never enough to find Freyja. Broken images came to him in jumbles that forced him to make blind moves and simply hope for the best whilst, with each passing winter, Ragnarök lurched ever closer. Like a man stalked by a cave lion in the woods, Odin fled from the future, looking every which way and knowing it drew nigh, yet unable to see it plain. Fragmentary glimpses drove him, had him moving people—when he chanced to pause his wanderings—around like pieces on the taflboard. Send Starkad to serve Siggeir Wolfsblood, send Tyr to kill a particular Serk lord, send Hermod hither and thither.

      As he passed through the sparse woods, snow crunched under his heels. This far north, it never melted and few trees survived it. Those that persisted here were twisted, wretched things that refused to surrender to the inevitable. Much like Odin himself. At last he came to a river flowing swiftly enough only the banks had frozen. The ghost lights overhead danced and swayed so entrancingly one might mistake them for the ljósalfar who populated Alfheim. For all Odin knew, these lights did shine from Alfheim, though he hoped he need not find the means to fly to reach there.

      Mist coiled about his shins as he trod along the bank, he, a Man with the temerity to venture into these wild spaces claimed by vaettir. It loathed him, he thought, mayhap more so for he dared intrude into the brume without the flame it so despised, trusting to the apples of Yggdrasil to preserve his soul. Sometimes, he wondered how he must seem to the Mist. How would a Man appear to something vast enough to encapsulate all the World? Was he but a mote of dust, drawing its momentary ire merely for his presence, or did it brood upon him, as on a rival?

      ’Twas not Mist he came here seeking, though. He felt the presence of the Otherworld upon his skin like a clammy touch. Sometimes, he could see vaettir close to this World without actively embracing the Sight and peering all the way into the Spectral Realm. But if he sought after a clearer glimpse of what happened in the shadows of the Penumbra, as now, he need but relax his eyes and let his mind fall into the trance-like state of his shamanic gift. And if he wanted to deal plainly with the beyond, he needs must step through the Veil.

      As now. Colour seeped out of the World as if spilt blood were somehow drawn from snow. All that was left was the ultramarine fog of the Penumbra, a miasma of shadow. Trees bent into unnatural angles, became wretched mirrors of their shapes in the Mortal Realm, and he wondered, as he had before, if what he beheld here was the truth of their souls, twisted, blighted things. Even the land warped, minor dips in the ground becoming rents filled with unseen depths, hills stretched thin or pulled into sinusoidal arcs.

      A raven alighted on a warped tree, watching him. His fylgja, he knew; and the spirit had offered counsel, time and time again, when it suited the creature. More oft, it observed him with the amusement with which a man might watch a toddler, bumbling around and understanding naught.

      A boulder alongside the riverbank stirred, stretched stiffened muscles that unfolded into ursine limbs. Eyes opened within a rocky surface that rapidly took on the aspect of flesh, of fur. The bear peering at him stood almost as tall as a mammoth, and Odin knew, with uncanny certainty, that he gazed at a being that had weathered eons here, in this wild place, far beyond Man. Primal dread crawled up Odin’s spine, for though this was undoubtedly the spirit he had sought, seeking for it and looking upon this deity were things apart.

      Odin fell to one knee and bowed his head in respect. “Mighty Otso, honey-eater of the mountains and lord of the woods, I come humbly before you.”

      The bear spirit plodded closer, sniffed at Odin, dislodging his wide-brimmed hat, which was seized by a sudden gale and flew off into the shadows. “Humbly,” the bear rumbled, a sound that sent the ground skittering, the very land recoiling from its ire, “is little your wont, shaman. On you I scent the cyclopean hubris of one who would strive against elder beings.”

      A renewed sense of peril struck Odin. If he aroused Otso to violence, he was uncertain he had any means to escape this being. Could it pursue him into the Mortal Realm if he dropped the Sight and stepped away? Mostlike it could, for even if it could not enter the World bodily, Odin remained forever touched by the Otherworld.

      “Like the burrowing roots of mountains,” Otso growled, “there is more in you than the surface shows, mayhap even enough to name that audacity in your soul something other than pride.” Another growl. “I, a child of the Bear Queen, have watched your burdensome soul rise and rise again, to spread carnage like seeds upon the wind. As Jambavan, I saw the war twixt Asura and Aditya, the battle where you and the serpent would have reduced all lands to a desiccated husk. Too, I beheld the Deluge that drowned the World as it took with it multitudes of my children, Destroyer. Shall I hold you to account for those deaths?”

      Hints of his past lives danced at the periphery of Odin’s vision, memories touched upon when he hung within the hollow of Yggdrasil but lost when he returned to life. This spirit was old, had seen Eras of the World long gone, and bore grudges for things Odin could never recall. “Would you have me pay for failings in other lives, o glorious lord of beasts? If we expect redress for all the blood spilled since time’s first dawning, we shall drown the World in vengeance.”

      The colossal bear leant in closer, its hot breath ruffling Odin’s hair and beard. Instinct screamed at him to withdraw from the Penumbra, but surely Otso would take such as the gravest of insults, and all Odin’s hopes in coming here would wither. Though he dared not rise, he stared defiance at it, for if this being would strive to end him, Odin would not go meekly to the Gates of Hel. “No play of words shall abrogate your guilt, pawn of the Fatespinner.”

      The footfalls on the far side of the river were as a distant thing, one Odin would scarce have noticed, had the newcomer not spoken, his voice lyrical. “Give over, Forest-apple, and return to blissful sleep. Let not the blunderings of a fool wake you whilst winter yet holds this World.”

      The bear spirit turned to gaze at the speaker, a man with a long platinum beard threaded with white, such that he seemed almost a part of the snows.

      “Little does this concern you, valkyrja-spawned singer.”

      Rather than answer, the man began to sing, his voice haunting and clear, echoing off mountains and trees, and sending the land dancing to his rhythm. Thrumming vibrations pulsed through the psychic ether of the Spectral Realm, and Odin was at once swept into the currents of his aria:

      
      “Mighty Otso, much beloved,

      Honey-eater of the mountains,

      Settle on the rocks in slumber,

      On the turf and in thy caverns;

      Let the aspen wave above thee,

      Let the merry birch-tree rustle

      O'er thy head for thy protection.

      
      Rest in peace, thou much-loved Otso,

      Turn about within thy thickets,

      Like the partridge at her brooding,

      In the springtime like the wild goose."

      
      The bear spirit’s eyelids drooped, then, like a babe in arms soothed by a mother’s lullaby, it settled back into repose, becoming the rocky boulder it had been before Odin intruded. He stepped back into the World and took several paces away from the rock without turning his back on the slumbering vaettr. Only when he was certain it would not stir once more did he turn to the stranger. Already the flaxen-haired man was striding closer, having predictably joined Odin in the Mortal Realm and now daring the frozen edge of the river.

      “You’ve my gratitude,” Odin said, approaching as well, then, not to be outdone, venturing onto the ice as the Kvenlander had done. They came to rest separated by a space of a dozen feet. The Mist in the Mortal Realm was even thicker than the fog of shadows in the Penumbra, and Odin could only make out hints of the man across the river. With a Megin-infused leap, Odin could have cleared the distance to stand beside his rescuer, though he doubted the singer would take such a display well.

      “When a song is sung to bestill such a wrothful beast, think you the music only for you?” Even his speech seemed half-sung, though Odin was uncertain if the man was aware of it and adopting an affectation or had simply fallen into such a habit. “Wakened to anger, such spirit must imperil shepherd and fisherman, its claws rend warrior and slave alike.”

      Meaning ’twas not for Odin’s sake the singer had soothed Otso, but for the sake of the people of these lands. “That I am not the sole one to benefit does not lessen my gratitude.” Though the singer’s words brought the flush of shame to Odin’s cheeks, for he had thought his sojourn here risked only himself. The bear spirit had anger in it, indeed, the wrath found only in those who had long walked the World and seen it dragged down paths not to be borne. “The spirit called you valkyrja spawned, singer. Have you a name?”

      “Names aplenty, which flow like rivers, have you and I, I think, though first for me was the name my mother gave me, Väinämöinen.” The man said naught more of his mother, though Odin suspected such heritage must be the source of his powers.

      Yes … Audr hissed in his mind. Loathsome servants of a blazing sun …

      The Elder God of Sun, perhaps?

      “I am Odin, king of the Æsir.” If his statement impressed, Väinämöinen gave no sign, so Odin ploughed on. “Your galdr is most impressive. Would that I had time to learn such arcana, but in truth I seek different knowledge. Perhaps you, son of a valkyrja, might aid me? Tell me how to reach Alfheim in the Otherworld.”

      Väinämöinen chortled, shaking his platinum mane. “For this you wakened a slumbering ancient?” The Mist obscured his expression, but Odin imagined him rolling his eyes. “No route through shadow to punishing sunlight shall ever open before you or me. The secret ways of the valkyrjar are taught not even to their children. Perhaps you ought wander blind …”

      And spend eternity lost in the Spectral Realm or the Roil? Odin had come close enough to such an urd when Gjúki Raknison had tortured him, and he would not risk it once more. He could not be reunited with Freyja by casting his soul into oblivion. But then, the singer had told him something of value, for he’d made plain valkyrjar did know the way … “I bid you well, Väinämöinen, master of songs.”

      Still chuckling as though possessed of some uncanny insight, the Kvenlander stepped back into the Mist, vanishing. Perhaps the man had been one of the famed shamans of Kalevala or the even more feared ones of Pohjola, a servant to the Witch-Queens. Part of Odin wished he’d had the chance to inquire more, to gain knowledge from such a source, but for the nonce, he had more pressing needs.

      When he was certain the Kvenlander was well gone, Odin pulled an orichalcum ring from a pouch and rolled it around in his weathered hands. The valkyrja Svanhit had given him the ring that he might call upon her for a single request. Long had he delayed, hoping to save the boon she owed him for when no other options remained to him. But then, Otso had been the last option he could see, as yet. His own prescient visions from the Sight offered him glimpses of the future—if it wasn’t the past, present, or a metaphor—but rarely a clear course.

      So little remained to him, and he had naught left to lose. Much as he was loathe to collect what was owed him prematurely, a boon meant naught when saved beyond its own usefulness.

      Finally, Odin cupped the ring in both hands and whispered to it. “Svanhit. Come to me, valkyrja. Odin calls you to fulfil your vow.”

      No answer was immediately forthcoming, so Odin settled down on the riverbank to watch the ghost lights dance, fancying that one of them was sent by Freyja.
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      In a shamanic trance, Odin’s mind wandered, flew as his raven fylgja to scout the lands, and finding naught, returned to his body. Projecting thus into the Spectral Realm had its own perils, not least whether Audr would attempt to increase his hold upon Odin’s body whilst his mind flitted in foreign spaces. On such he mused as he settled back into himself.

      We have an accord …

      Which was not to say the wraith would not seize control of Odin’s body given chance, given a single moment of weakness, of faltering will. One could never trust the dead.

      We are all dead …

      Aye, and on that, Odin had mused long years, unravelling the double meanings of Audr’s mantra. Through Yggdrasil, the souls of the dead were reborn again into Midgard, meaning Odin—and everyone else—had lived many lifetimes. Moreover though, it now seemed nigh unto every alf was some form of transmogrified shade, either reborn much like Men or otherwise changed. The true nature of the Spirit Realm as yet eluded him, but, as Audr had hinted, it seemed even some of the greatest powers in existence had once lived as Men.

      Icy wind stung his cheeks and eyelids. A layer of rime had settled over his form as he sat, which, returning to his body, he now felt. He did not sleep, exactly, but the ghost lights drew him into reverie that blurred the passage of time. So much so that the plod of light feet before him jolted him into wakefulness and sent him leaping up to grab Gungnir. Svanhit’s flaxen hair shimmered in the moon, much as her golden armour glittered by starlight. The woman moved with grace and a sensuality that belied the truth he had once seen for himself—she could best most any raven-feeder in single combat and had nigh overcome Odin. No sign remained of the valkyrja’s brown wings. And oddly, her face had changed a hair as if … she had aged.

      Odin released his spear but did not quite lower his guard. This woman had, after all, fought him once, and he did not know with absolute certainty that her promise to him truly bound her. He held up her ring between his thumb and forefinger. “I was not so certain you would heed my call.”

      “Because you do not understand. My kind is trapped by our oaths, much as we are bound to both our sisters and our master.”

      “And who is your master?”

      Svanhit quirked a mischievous smile. “I cannot tell you that.”

      “Even were I to command it?”

      She laughed, flashing white teeth. “I am forbidden to speak of it, and my oath to you does not absolve me of prior bonds.”

      “What bonds?”

      She held out her hand. Odin glanced at the ring. ’Twas worked so elegantly into the likeness of a swan and wrought from orichalcum, the most valuable material in the World. Freyja had told him that orichalcum could be infused with a soul and thus imbued with power, assuming one was willing to so pervert and torment another being. After a last look at it, he dropped it back into her hand. The valkyrja’s shoulders seemed to loosen a little, and she replaced the ring on her finger, letting out a tiny sigh of relief as she did so. “The ring binds me to my master, though I answer more oft to the leader of my sisters.”

      “Who is?”

      “Her name is Skögul, though I doubt you truly called me here to ask me that.”

      Odin grunted, then smoothed his beard. “No, I did not.” He had called her to ask what the valkyrjar, harbingers of war and death—and, he suspected, servants to the ljósalfar—knew of Ragnarök. That was the question he ought to have asked. The one he told himself he called her for, knowing it for a lie even then. “I must reach Alfheim.”

      Svanhit pursed her lips and spread her hands in a mockery of sorrow. “I cannot take the living to the Spirit Realm, Odin Borrson. Ancient laws forbid it, ones I am powerless to violate even to uphold my oath.”

      And he had saved a boon from this strange creature for years just so she could offer up trollshit. “Think you I shall hold your oath fulfilled if you refuse to do aught to aid me? Return the ring, valkyrja, and I will keep it for centuries, if I must.” Svanhit frowned and closed her fist while taking a step back, and Odin’s glower deepened. “So,” he accused, “your oath is worth so little to you? You would withdraw it?” She wanted her ring back because … Because she seemed to need it. “You won’t live for centuries without that.” He knew it for truth even as he spoke. “Without the ring, you have begun to age like a mortal.” All of her earlier joviality had slipped from her face. Indeed, her eyes held ice that seemed apt to chill him to the bone. Aye, but he had her. “Give me aught I can use, or else return the ring, valkyrja.”

      Svanhit scowled. Then she slumped her shoulders. “There are routes to the Spirit Realm, but I am unable to show them to you. I don’t know what I can …”

      “Speak.”

      “I don’t think you understand quite what⁠—”

      “Tell me!”

      Svanhit shut her eyes a moment and shook her head. “The … the dead know many things. Most especially those who delved the Art in life.”

      Hel. She would have him summon the long dead? He oft conversed with shades who lingered close to the Veil, not yet having passed on. Calling up those passed well beyond, that was something else entirely. He was fair certain, given enough knowledge of it, he could blend his necromantic abilities with sorcery to evoke such a ghost, assuming it had not yet reincarnated into the Mortal Realm. But what would happen if he reached it, he could not say. “Evoking the ancient dead is perilous and not apt to produce one who can answer my question.” Svanhit faltered again. She yet knew more. “Speak, valkyrja.”

      “I … Sometimes tongues wag of the first sorceress, the one from whom all other practitioners of seidr descend, even Halfdan the Old. They say she learnt it of the jötunnar, who uncovered lost crafts of time before time. This sorceress, tale names Svarthofda.”

      “And you know how to summon her?”

      This is unwise … Audr warned, and Odin almost faltered to think what might leave even the wraith wary. For wraith that he was, Audr too had been a sorcerer, had learnt Art recorded by this dead woman.

      “I …” Svanhit began.

      Odin folded his arms. “Can Svarthofda tell me how to reach Alfheim?”

      “More like than not, aye.”

      Ancient practitioners … Svarthofda … Vilmeid … Vidolf … All dead … Damned … Her taken by Tuonetar …

      Odin strode forward and gripped Svanhit by the shoulder. “You will teach me her sign. When I have summoned this dead sorceress, then, and only then, shall I hold your oath fulfilled.”

      Svanhit worked her lips a moment. Then she sighed and nodded.
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      The greater the ritual, the more power required to complete it and, unfortunately for the woman Odin had tied to the tree, power came from life. Blood and souls. Odin had provoked the unfortunate Kven warrior into challenging him and, having overcome her, now had his sacrifice. To her credit, the warrior said naught as Odin traced glyphs in her wound-sweat, crimson smears upon rock and ice. Despite the chill, a sheen of sweat ran down Odin’s back and neck. The physical labour of it meant little, but knowledge of his intent weighed on him. He pulled back his hat—damn thing had taken him long to find after Otso had blown it away—to mop his brow. Every joint ached these days.

      Power has a price …

      Since he could not well glower at the wraith inside him, Odin ignored Audr and resumed his work. If he had not faltered at using Yggdrasil to banish the Vanir from Midgard, why should he demur at using a single life for knowledge? This, he told himself to quiet the uneasy worm of guilt writhing in his gut.

      Already, he could feel ghosts drawing nigh, hungry for blood about to stain the snows and seep into their Realm. If he looked into the Penumbra, he might even see alfar watching him, for they too paid heed to sacrifices. In the rarest of alfablót, Men were offered up for the propitiation of the alfar. Odin wondered, sometimes, about their nature, that they should desire death so. If they were reincarnated Men, why should they drink in suffering of Man? Unless they were something else, as well …

      A flash of intuition gave him pause even ere he heard the crunch of snow underfoot. Odin turned to look at Loki as his blood brother drew nigh, bundled in furs, passing through Mist that recoiled from his sputtering torch. Odin grunted. “You have
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