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Throughout the recited and recorded history of mankind in all cultures, a few
women have gone to great lengths to rise above their inherent positions of obscurity.
Often they have reached a position of recognition only through great sacrifice.
Common history chooses to discount the efforts and contributions of these amazing
women, but this more thorough telling strives to give due credit, even in the fantasy
realm of fiction. This series, The Valkyries, is dedicated to the goal of telling the
woman’s side of history and life, predicated on the determination that not all myth
and lore is reserved to celebrate men alone.
The Valkyries tells the story of one such woman. As a young girl, Brynhild of
the Peoples of the North, the tribe of the Angles, is doomed to die in the Spring
Thaw ritual. However, she manages to skirt death, only to be marked as
warriormaiden destined to ride with Odin. How she comes into her own as she
suffers the trials and tribulations of the life thrust upon her is only part of the story.
Throughout her life, she wrestles with questions that plague her. As a female, is it
possible to claim glory and freedom only at the expense of denying one’s
womanhood? And the freedom from womanhood – is it truly freedom or some sham
construct, a cruel trick played by the gods?
Perhaps there are no answers, only the life she chooses to live, despite the
glower of the god who chose her, One-Eye, Aesir of the Sky. Perhaps her destiny
truly is what she has always tried to avoid – embracing the Vanir of the Earth and
her role in the Wheel of Life.
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——
In case anyone is marveling that this sex should have sweated in warfare, let
me digress briefly to explain the character and behavior of such females. There were
once women in Denmark who dressed themselves to look like men and spent almost
every minute cultivating soldiers’ skills; they did not want the sinews of their valor to
lose tautness and be infected by self-indulgence. Loathing a dainty style of living,
they would harden body and mind with toil and endurance, spirits to act with a virile
ruthlessness. They courted military celebrity so earnestly that you would have
guessed they had unsexed themselves. Those especially who had forceful
personalities or were tall and elegant embarked on this way of life. And if they were
forgetful of their true selves, they put toughness before allure, aimed at conflicts
instead of kisses, tasted blood, not lips, sought the clash of arms rather than the
arm’s embrace, fitted to weapons hands which should have been weaving, desired
not the couch but the kill, and those they could have appeased with looks they
attacked with lances.

–Saxo Grammaticus, Danish historian (1150?-1220?)

——
PART I

Brynhild’s Beginning

Chapter 1

——
I am Brynhild of the peoples of the North, of the followers of the Aesir of the
Sky and the Vanir of the Earth. I have been a daughter of Odin, a Valkyrie, a
Chooser of the Slain. Chooser of many things, not every one of them the best.
It is the custom for tellers of tales to begin their words with a proverb, some
saw of common wisdom on which everyone can agree. In my experience, however,
that ‘common wisdom’ contains so great a part of platitude that it may be called
forgetfulness. Indeed there exists in the mid-earth the very elixir of forgetfulness. I
have known those who were blessed to drink of it and know its peace. But alas, I
have a resistance to its effects. And, as this must be my own unquiet story, platitude
would be out of place.
*****
I remember the valley where I was born to the tribe of the Angles. The land,
shaped like a hook, slowly undulated with green crops, gold-brown plains, and dark
heather slopes and extended from the northern low hills we called the Big Bears to
the even lower southern hills called the Little Bears. The Bears were the edge of
sight on a clear day; more often than not, they were invisible in the mist.
And then there was the Bog.
The Bog was the center of the valley, towards which everything yearned. In my
memory, the Bog was the only place where full-grown trees stood: wild cherry,
blackthorn and crabapple with bloom like the white breath of Elfin folk in the spring,
willow with the yellowy catkins. The Navel of the Earth we called the Bog. Because
we thought of the valley as a woman, that ‘navel’ was clearly kenning for another
part, conforming more with the growth of rushes and soft bog cotton over that lowlying land. The Bog was sacred, sacred in the only true way of sacredness, that which
comes with a tug of dread and fear at the vitals.
I could clearly recall the old folks saying, “We have always lived in this valley.
We do such and such because it is a time-honored tradition with us. It has always
3
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been done so, and this way of life has always sustained us.”
On the other hand, that wasn’t quite true, because they also said, “My great
grandfather cleared this field with his axe and his firebrand and his bare hands.”
And, “When we first came here, there was fall wood to be had just by bending for
it.”
Was that a fairytale, a land like that where the wood was to be had for the
bending? Some fable to while away the dark winter hours with dreams of a better
world? It certainly wasn’t life in the valley when I knew it. As a girl not quite ten
years old, I could spend the whole day looking for something to burn, and by
nightfall I’d still have only as much as I could carry.
Never one to suppress any thought that occurred to me, I had to say, “I’ll
wager we could find some fall wood in the Bog.”
“Bite your tongue for saying so,” some adult would answer. “And be sucked
down into the waters so we’d never see you again, child? The Bog is sanctuary.”
I’d sulk and speak quieter, though I never could quite bite my tongue. “I’ll
wager we could, for all that.”
Then some folks began to say, “A person can burn peat. If he has it.” And
they’d look toward the Bog, making signs to avert evil, for peat was the very flesh of
the valley.
I recall that winter in particular was bitter cold, and, before it, the fall came
with a warning chill. I’d asked, “What’s that you’re making, Uncle Erik?”
“A shovel. You’ve never seen a shovel before, a strapping girl like you?”
“Never one that shape, big and square at the bottom.”
“It’s a shovel, that’s all.”
“But, Uncle–”
And then someone else pulled me aside and whispered, “It’s a peat-cutting
shovel your uncle’s making, so be quiet about it.”
I was as quiet as I could be. But I had to tell Uddrun. She and I told each
other everything. I got my chance at the barley harvest.
“Don’t worry about your uncle’s shovel,” Uddrun whispered back to me over a
bundled sheaf. “My father’s already gone and cut some peat.”
“He hasn’t!”
“He has. He’s stacked it to dry out of sight behind the hummock near our
back wall. I’ll show you if you like.”
“I don’t think I want to see.”
“I know how you feel.”
“Your father’s not dead for this?”
“No.”
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“Not sick in any way?”
“The gods forbid. He did offer my grandfather’s beautiful old goblet to the
Bog before he cut.”
“I should mention that to my uncle. I mean, if he really intends to use that
shovel.”
“I’m sure your uncle knows to make offerings.”
Uddrun was my second cousin. But then, everyone in the valley was related.
More than blood, Uddrun was my best friend. For all that, she was five years older
than I. Her hair was blond, nearly white, like a bunch of tow, and she wore its two
thick braids under a scarf woven with a pattern of rust and blue.
“How can my uncle know how to cut peat?”
“He knows how to make a peat shovel, doesn’t he?”
Any job that was to be done, Uddrun and I contrived to do it together,
chatting all the while. But a shadow fell between us that bright, blue day at the barley
harvest. We dropped what we knew was a forbidden subject and straightened our
bodies to face an older kinswoman. We prepared ourselves to be rebuked for our
topic of conversation, but she had something else in mind.
“Cut more to the edge of the field than that, girls,” she said, not harshly.
“But, Aunt,” Uddrun defended us, “there’s no barley there at all.”
“There is. See, a stalk. There, another.”
“Well, one or two. But the rest is all weeds.”
“Yes, the weeds too easily overcame the grain we planted this year,” our
kinswoman said sadly, almost fearfully.
“We hardly thought it worthwhile to cut further,” I added in Uddrun’s
defense.
“Well, you’ll think it worthwhile before spring comes again.”
“You want it cut and bound with all the–?”
“With all the weeds, yes.”
“We can’t eat–”
“You can. If you get hungry enough.” The woman moved on, muttering under
her breath, “Oh, Great Ones of Aesgard. Are we to lose this field as well?”
“You see how it is,” Uddrun said, sinking into our whispers again. “The old
people know. The women know the famine foods, the men know how to cut peat.
We’ll be hungry and cold this winter.”
I glanced at my friend over our sheaves. She shivered and looked pinched as
if we had already reached that pass.
“But just look at this sheaf,” I protested, holding it out to her. “You can’t eat
this.”
5
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“That dried tassel is yarrow,” Uddrun pointed out. “You’ve never eaten tiny
yarrow shoots in the spring?”
“All right, yarrow. That’s fine. But this? And this? Clover, white and red?
Black nightshade?”
“Goosefoot. Corn spurrey.”
For a while we made a game of naming the plants that almost drowned out
our barley.
“Field cow-white.”
“Sheep’s sorrel. Sheep’s bit.”
“For sheep, not people.”
“Hair grass.”
“Trefoil.”
“Heather.”
“Of course.”
“Those stubby, dagged leaves are buttercup.”
“The little feathery leaves are chamomile.”
“I hate the smell.”
“It does smell like there’s sickness in the house, doesn’t it?”
“Well, at least we know it’s edible.”
“If you’re already sick to begin with.”
“What on earth is this?”
“I think I heard Aunt Lise call it hawksbeard.”
“Something with a name like that doesn’t sound like you should eat it at all,
does it?” I commented. “Hawksbeard?”
“Look. See how much shorter the stalks are this year, how much lower we
have to bend over.”
We stopped to stretch our backs together. I noticed that, for all the years
between us, our eyes were almost on the same level. “Perhaps we’ve just grown.”
“You, perhaps. Brynhild is the girl who never stops growing,” she teased.
“But I reached my full height last year. It is as our aunt said. The soil is losing its
vigor.”
“How can that be?”
“Just look at the grain,” Uddrun said wisely, stopping to hull a bearded stalk
and hold the kernels in her hand. “Have you ever seen them so coarse and small?”
“It’ll be hard going at the grinding quern,” I had to admit.
Uddrun touched her pretty tongue to the grain in her hands and sucked on
that small mouthful for a long, long time as we worked.
Was it merely that I had grown up, or did the work indeed go much faster
6
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than it ever had before? Soon, all too soon, the men ahead of us called out, “Last
sheaf! Last sheaf!” and we stood and straightened our backs and tried to make the
celebration as festive as ever.
The last sheaf we stood in the center of the field for Odin’s horse, should the
one-eyed god happen to ride by. It was a good sheaf, cut from a center patch where
the grain had been strong enough to hold its own against the weeds. Even the fiber
with which we twisted it was good grain. But all I ever saw come to feed on it were
sparrows and the greedy starlings, not even an Odin raven. “Why do we give him the
good sheaf?”
“Brynhild!” Uddrun was shocked. “He is a god.”
“But if we set one of these weedy sheaves out, he might get the message that
we’re suffering here. He might deign to help us.”
“I see your point. But Odin is a god of Aesgard, lord of the young sky deities,
not one of the ancient Vanir, who are more quiet and careful and who look to earth’s
fertility.”
“Then why do we give Odin anything?”
There was a gentle smile in my friend’s concerned eyes. “You, Brynhild? You
think such things? You, they always say, must be spawn of the powerful Aesir?”
“Because I am big and strong and lack patience.”
She laughed. “Exactly.” Then she grew more serious again. “The best is
always left for All-Father. That’s the tradition, and our traditions have sustained us
on this land–”
“That’s not true!” I cried, loud enough that Uddrun had to hush me and look
around cautiously to see if others had heard. She did not want us to be forbidden
each other’s company for sacrilegious talk sooner than the winter mud and weather
would ground us in our separate hamlets. And I didn’t want it either. I resolved to
speak more quietly. “It’s not true,” I whispered, but with no less passion. “Our
traditions have not sustained us.”
“Brynhild, how can you say such a thing?”
A shout went up as the second-last sheaf was lifted into the cart. It would now
be brought home in triumph, with the traditional songs and merrymaking. At least,
everyone was making a brave attempt to be merry.
Uddrun and I fell into step behind the throng, and I hissed at her, “They say,
‘We have always lived in this valley,’ but they know it’s not true. They know the
names of the men whose axes first cleared this valley. They say the names, and they
are no more than our three great grandfathers. They know that what is now heath,
useful only for sheep, if that, was once forest. The valley was once forest, and
everybody knows it. Forest thick with beech and fir – fir, even, Uddrun. Have you
7
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ever had the happy chance to gather fir wood?”
“No,” she admitted. “Only heard of it in the old tales. What you say is true.
We do have all these traditions.”
“And how do they know how to cut and stack peat if our people haven’t done
this before, come to the last tree, with only the Bog in the middle? How do the
women know the names of these famine foods if there wasn’t another valley where
famine came once before?”
“A valley our forefathers left? Perhaps you’re right, Brynhild. When our
forefathers came, yes, there was forest. All the old folk agree.”
“They slashed and burned enough for their first fields, and the soil was
strong. Slowly the heath encroached on the grain, and then it was good only for
sheep.”
“So they had to cut and burn more of the forest.”
“Yes, but by that time, there wasn’t just the one farmstead. There were
children’s children in many hamlets, and they all had to slash and burn a field–”
“Until there was nothing left,” Uddrun said. There was a great hollow terror in
her voice. “Nothing but the Bog.”
“But that’s my point. There is something left, Uddrun. The world is wide.”
“Not my world. My world starts and stops with the Big and Little Bears,
Brynhild.”
“It doesn’t.”
“Yours, perhaps, Brynhild. You were never afraid to climb to the top of the
ridge pole. Perhaps what you saw there–”
“You can only see to the Bears from there, too,” I confessed.
“You are never afraid to wrestle with the boys. I am afraid to get hurt.”
“Won’t we be hurt even more if we just sit here and starve? No, Uddrun. I am
convinced. Our life here and all its ways does no sustaining, or not for very long.
The life of our people is a tumbling thing.”
“It shouldn’t be.” She shuddered.
“It doesn’t matter what it should or shouldn’t be. It is. A tumbling thing, like
a stone, once set into motion...”
“Downhill. A stone stops when it reaches the lowest point. When it reaches
the Bog.”
“No, Uddrun. I know that beyond the Bears, although I have not seen them,
there are other valleys. Valleys still thick with forest.”
“But not valleys for us.”
“Yes, valleys with living room for our people. Have you never heard of the
tradition, how in a bad year, come spring, young men will be chosen by lot to go out
8
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and find new land for our people to fill?”
“There is land, there are valleys, yes, but they are valleys already possessed
by others.”
“So, we must take them from them.”
She smiled indulgently. “You do sound like one from Aesgard.”
“That is why the strong young men go first.”
“Brynhild, our neighbors are people with women and hungry children, too.”
“They are not real people, they are not our people.”
“Perhaps that is so. But they are fierce people – the Cimbri, the Lombards,
the Goths. These people hang their war captives on trees for the gods. They rape the
captive women,” Uddrun said.
“So, we – I mean, our men – do the same.”
Uddrun’s knowledge of the neighbor tribes came from the talk of the menfolk,
men who had gone beyond the valley and knew. But I knew my side of the argument
from the talk of menfolk, too. “The fact that our men go off every spring to do
battle,” I said, “is proof again that we are meant to surge forward.”
“We, as women, cannot do that.”
“But as women, we can urge our men to do so,” I insisted. “If he has a good
woman behind him, one of our men can be as brave as any two Lombards any day.
Far to the south, they say, is a very rich land. Richer than Lombardy. None of our
men has been, but they’ve spoken to those who have. It’s a land glittering with silver
and gold, that sits on its hoard like a dragon on its brood. Fáfnir, some call this
beast. Others call it Rome. There are men who have served in the sunny south, who
come home carrying booty in great sacks, so much gold that they must have pack
animals...”
“You can’t eat gold,” Uddrun said practically. “What good is gold if there is
no food in the neighborhood to buy with it?”
“They have golden fruits, too, as sweet as honey and full of juice, these
dragon-Romans. And wheat that comes in great ships–”
“These are fairytales, Brynhild.”
“They aren’t.”
“Have you ever seen such fruit? What fruits are there more than crabapples,
plums and the small, tart bog berries?”
“Well, maybe it’s not all true, what we hear. But I’m sure it’s out there for the
taking, for the strong and fearless. Something. If we only break the bonds of this
valley.”
“Break the bonds? And, like the Fenrir wolf, go ravaging from one corner of
the world to the other, devouring both people and gods? The jaws of the Fenrir wolf
9

Ann Chamberlin

Choosers of the Slain

reach from Earth to Heaven. When the Fenrir wolf breaks his bonds, Brynhild, it
means the end of the world.”
What she said was prophecy-myth, and so I had to agree that it made sense,
at least enough that I fell silent, then joined the singing celebration for a while. The
second-last sheaf rode before us like a god in his carriage. But that sheaf – which
would hang from the rafters to preside over the long, hungry months of winter – that
sheaf was disconcertingly full of weeds. The Thaw Gruel, which would be made from
it, would be coarse and bitter, nearly inedible.
Uddrun’s thoughts must have paralleled mine and then run ahead to the fear
that could be seen on every adult face about us. She stopped mid-song to whisper,
“There will be a stone in the Thaw Gruel.”
A stone. For Death.
“You see,” I said. “If we do not break the bonds, we shall die.”
“Some of us, surely. But not all. Life will be sustained, not snapped out
completely within the jaws of the Fenrir wolf.”
I followed everyone’s eyes to the Thaw Gruel sheaf and then echoed the
prophecy it took no great gift to see. “There will be a stone in the Gruel this year.
And She of the Bog will not be content with mere goblets and bangles in exchange
for Her sacred peat.”

10

Chapter 2

——
Winter came, and it seemed as if the dark and the cold and the hunger would
never end. But at last there were signs. And then came the thaw.
We all knew the story, how Balder, the young god of spring and green growing
things, was killed like some tall oak by a sprig of mistletoe tossed by his blind
brother. And how, to win his ransom from Hel, She of the Underworld, and every
creature on earth, had to weep. So, as happened every year, they were all weeping
with the thaw. I could see it on the south face of a bank of snow, tears dropping one
by one as from a thousand eyes. A great labor of crying, streams of tears, torrents
carving up the paths and wagon roads. Those few scrawny sows who’d been suffered
to live through the winter sank up to their sagging teats in the tear-mud of their pens.
And then came the cart, carved and inlaid until the wood seemed to breathe
with life, the cart within which was the Goddess, at which no human eye could peek
and not die. It was the Goddess Nerthus coming on her spring progression, sticking
up to her hubs in the tears of the world, calling us all from our hamlets to flow like
rivulets of tears ourselves down to the Bog on the appointed day, weeping.
Uddrun and I could hardly contain our joy with ritual sorrow, for we hadn’t
seen each other since the snows set in.
“Brynhild, you’ve grown,” she said. “You’re taller than I am.”
“Uddrun, you’ve grown ... grown, too.” Grown gaunt, I thought, but didn’t
say. Grown pale and old. But so had we all on that winter’s diet.
“I was so sorry to hear of the death of your little brother,” she said, and wept
without ritual urging. “He was – he was such a sweet little lad.”
We all had real reasons to weep at that thaw. No fewer than ten of the
youngest and weakest children besides my brother had died when their mothers’ milk
gave out and their little stomachs couldn’t tolerate the heavy doses of roughage the
rest of us consumed to still the pangs. Nearly as many of the older folks had gone,
too, long-time illnesses catching up with them, their stubs of teeth balking at what
they were asked to chew.
“And I was sorry to hear of your granny,” I said, comforting Uddrun. “Did you
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have to keep her out in the smoke shed like they did my brother – like some ham –
until there was thaw enough to bury him? Father said there wasn’t enough fuel for a
proper cremation.” I shivered in horror at the memory, and that was enough to bring
on the tears.
“My father had anticipated something like this,” Uddrun said. “He had a plot
dug and filled with straw before the snow.”
“I hear your granny just refused to get out of bed one morning.”
“‘Give my food to the little ones,’ she said.” Uddrun didn’t bother to wipe the
tears, her white face running like any south-facing snow bank. “‘I’ve lived my life.’
Just like that. ‘Give my food to others.’ I wonder if I could do such a brave thing?
All winter I’ve been wondering–”
“Oh, look!” I must confess I was anxious to change the subject. “There’s
Olaf.”
“Where?” Uddrun went pale and then blushed to the pale roots of her hair.
“To the left. Come with his family from over by the Big Bears.”
“Yes.” Uddrun looked down and blushed so, I thought her tears would sizzle.
At Yule, the very last time we had come together, while the men had caroled
and toasted the fruit trees, we had undertaken the custom together of tossing our
shoes into the old crab tree. This was to see if we would gain our hearts’ desire in
the coming year. My shoe had failed to catch, even after three throws, which is all
one is allowed.
“You throw too hard,” Uddrun had said, gentling my disappointment. “Maybe
next year.”
“Am I likely to throw any less hard with a year of growth behind this arm?”
I’d countered.
Uddrun’s shoe, of course, had caught on the first try. I had thought then, with
only the merest twinge of envy, for Uddrun always got her wishes, that this meant
Olaf, of course. Now I pursued the subject of Olaf unfittingly but relentlessly. “I hear
his family has sent presents. A shield? A spear and sword?”
“Yes.”
“And a pair of oxen?”
“My father is delighted. He will use them in the spring plowing, since we were
obliged to eat our old Boss this winter, and Clover won’t plow without him.”
“Certainly sounds like dower gifts to me.”
“Yes.”
Olaf was winking and nodding in our direction as frantically as the solemnity
of our downward march behind the cart would allow. Uddrun ignored him. He was a
rough man of two and twenty who had already killed an enemy, as a man must before
12
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he marries. But he was not unkind, I thought. And able to produce a yoke of oxen
for his intended’s family in a year like this! But Uddrun was a beauty whose skin,
nearly as pale and soft as her hair, was a byword throughout the valley.
“So you’ll be married, Uddrun!” I said. “Perhaps by Midsummer’s Eve.”
She continued to ignore Olaf, almost ignored me. That didn’t seem usual for
a bride to act exhausted, almost disgusted by the little bits of joy the gods offered us.
“By this time next year, you could be a mother.” I used this bait because I
knew Uddrun, unlike me, had a soft spot for children. And they for her. All of them
flocked to her instinctively, loved her store of songs and stories, even the movements
of her hands over their heads and their snotty little faces, as if she were born to that
job.
But she is so thin this spring, I thought as I struggled to see motherhood in
her. I wonder if she, like her grandmother, gave up a good deal of food this winter

for the little ones. That would be just like her.

Uddrun looked at me with grey in her blue eyes, as if to say, ‘There you go
again, Brynhild, breaking out of bounds. This is the solemn, dangerous time of thaw,
when the world weeps the death of Balder, who may not return. You have already
escaped in your thoughts to the garlands and dancing of Midsummer, to the carefree
meeting of couples, as if there were no tomorrow, no dark winter nine months hence,
when another mouth to feed would be such a burden.’ All she said aloud was, “My
parents have accepted the gifts, but they must respond with an armed corselet before
it is certain.”
We both stole a glance over to her father who, like everyone, wore his best.
He wore the corselet, chain links hanging loose down to his thighs, as if to make up
for the flesh he had lost, as if to protect himself from what Fate planned for this day.
He is afraid, I thought. That once-big man is afraid. They are all afraid. Fear
rose from our procession like mist.
I looked again at the corselet Uddrun’s father wore, thinking with envy, I will

never wear such a thing because I am a girl, even though my parents made the first
half of my name ‘brynie,’ which means ‘corselet.’ That is the armor they gave me, a
name.

Uddrun continued. “I don’t know how we are to come by such a thing in a
year like this – unless Father can bear to part with his own, which would never fit
Olaf.” She shook her head.
Watching her father, I thought it unlikely he would give up his own corselet.
The cares of the winter required murder – for which he would require a corselet.
We reached the sacred site now, and once within the wicker-work fence,
chatting ceased. The aged priestesses, three of them in their long loose white linen
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and long loose grey hair, had already sanctified the interior with the clan’s war
banners – boars’ heads and eagles’ wings. Now they sanctified it further with their
low, tuneless chanting and splashes of brew made from mistletoe they shook here
and there with branches of heather. The brew splashed everyone as they arrived.
The priestesses had removed the god images from their secret abode in the
Bog where they’d slept all winter and set them in their appropriate places to receive
the cart and the people’s offerings. The stick image with two knobs on top and heavy
rounded hips received the thanks of the women, especially those who’d been safely
delivered. Balls of finely-spun wool and broken crockery stood in this poor year for
whole pots. And the stick that branched three ways, two legs to stand on and the
third rising proudly, manfully, from the crotch, received the prayers, the broken
knives or war booty of men, or offerings of women who had yet to conceive.
And there, where the cart was brought front and center, just at the edge of the
Bog, the new-struck fire was burning so hot, it was almost invisible in the damp air.
A wood fire, I thought. Oak. Oak stings the eyes, makes them tear. Where

have they got the oak, when all winter we have known only the smell of peat? Peat
smells nice enough when it burns, once you’re used to it. Still, I cannot help but
wonder, every time it enters my lungs, am I also breathing in a curse of the gods with
this smoke?
“Well, anyway, with this marriage ahead, no one will expect you to eat the
Thaw Gruel,” I whispered to Uddrun.
“I intend to eat the Gruel,” she said.
I looked at her in wonder and a little confusion. Grown men were expected to
eat the Gruel, of course. As they were expected to charge head-long into a rain of
enemy spears. And old folks always ate, for they’d seen their days anyway. But
young mothers, once they’d paid their devotions and been blessed by the mistletoe
water, always departed from the solemnities. With them they took as many of their
children as they could still command out of the wicker enclosure and out of sight
over the hill. So, from infancy until she no longer had children to bid, no one
expected a female to partake. I certainly had not expected to do it, though I prided
myself that I was as brave as any boy I knew. I’d always thought I would have an
easier time with spears than with the Gruel. If I were as brave as any boy, then I
must surely be as brave as pale, soft Uddrun.
“Well, then I must partake, too,” I said. I ignored my mother’s entreaties as
she scurried my brother and sister away. That was easy enough, considering I was
notorious for disobedience. I watched them disappear over the hill where I could
have run and skipped and pretended it was already Midsummer’s Eve. My heart,
bidden by fear and longing, urged me to turn and leave, but I stayed. That part was
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not so easy.
“Brynhild, you mustn’t,” Uddrun said kindly. “Not for my sake.”
But I wouldn’t do her bidding any more than my mother’s, once the challenge
had been laid. Uddrun smiled at me as she smiled at any child. She took my hand,
and we stood side by side in the circle of the people of the valley that formed against
the wicker perimeter. Perhaps two hundred in all elected to stay. Most, like Uddrun,
understood the seriousness of the rite this year. I think more attended than usual.
“All those not desirous of facing the will of the Great Mother,” moaned out
the fearful voice of the priestess, “depart, depart!”
That voice we knew from other years, heard from the safety beyond the hill. It
had no more reality even now when I could actually see the old woman who made the
sound. The rest of the ritual was new to us, although we were somewhat aware of
what was to happen from hushed recitals among those who had been there other
years. We sang for a while, solemn hymns, weeping songs for Balder, and then the
mead, the oath-mead, was ready. A priestess with a gold-encrusted wild auroch’s
horn filled with the bitter-sweet drink approached each person in the ring. The old
woman hooked each one by her wild blue eyes and asked, “Do you willfully submit to
the Great One?”
“I do,” said Uddrun, and she drank.
“Do you, Brynhild?” The priestess knew my name.
I still had time to escape over the hill. Until one had taken the cup, there was
still time. But the priestess knew my name. Uddrun may have drunk because, like her
dear granny who taught her to be a woman, she wanted to improve the odds for
others. But I – I could never back down from a challenge.
“I do,” I said. I drank the sweet, bitter, heady brew.
The cup proceeded around the circle.

Perhaps there will be no stone in the Gruel as everyone assumes. There hasn’t
been one since I was born. I think since my mother was born, or she would have told
me.

And these old women, these priestesses, they surely knew how to grind grain
and cook a gruel without getting stones in it. After all these years, surely, they did
not make the mistakes of little girls taking their first aggressive, careless whacks at
the quern. Thusly I gave myself courage.
In the great bronze cauldron, all embossed inside and out with scenes of the
gods, the Gruel was ready. The priestesses dipped in their ladles, then moved about
the circle, plopping a serving into each person’s held-out bowl.
Then I remembered. “I haven’t a bowl,” I hissed to Uddrun. “I wasn’t
planning – I mean, I forgot–”
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“Never mind,” she whispered back kindly again, as if to a child. “You shall
share mine.”
“Another ladleful, please,” she said without flinching to the priestess whose
dollop landed in her wooden bowl. “I’m sharing with my friend.”
Uddrun did not begin to eat until the second helping had come. Then we ate
together, dipping from her single bowl by turns, taking the clots slowly with the two
fingers of our right hands. It was not a remarkable gruel, neither better nor worse
than what we’d all been eating since midwinter, bitter with unaccustomed weed seeds
and unpleasantly coarse on the tongue. I found it much more difficult to eat,
however. Uddrun matched her pace to mine. Others around us were finishing,
sighing with either satisfaction or relief. Over by the fire, I could hear the priestesses
scraping out the cauldron for their own portions.
And then I bit down on something hard.
What seed is this? I thought. Then my tongue found it again from the mess of
gruel. A smooth, small, but definite – stone.
Swallow it! was the first panic of my thoughts. No one will know. But I had
seen the eyes of those priestesses and knew they were not to be fooled.
My gorge rose at the gruel I’d already forced it to take. I slowly brought my
hand to my mouth and removed the stone. It lay there in my palm, so little, so white,
so innocuous – so deadly. It seemed light, as if it would float away. Or was it only
my head that was light, on the verge of fainting?
It is the stone, I thought. It is I. I am the Devoted One, the one the gods have

chosen. Chosen to die.

The stone was so light, it suddenly wasn’t there at all. Astonishment made me
hesitate longer. And then, beside me, I heard a thing that froze the thaw in me.
Uddrun’s voice, half in triumph, half a wail, “A stone! I’ve found a stone!” All the
winter’s grief from every hearth, there in her voice.
She had palmed the stone from me while I sat there too frozen to move. I
couldn’t believe it, couldn’t get my mind around what she’d done. At the same time,
I found I couldn’t do anything to counter her claim. She was the adult. I, the child.
Her wail became a common wail, “A stone in the Gruel!”
And then, “The Devoted One. The Devoted One!” rose like a dark thunder
from our kinsfolk. It was like all the fiends of Hel broke upon us – but no. They fell
upon her alone as my hand was firmly jostled out of my friend’s.
I would never have thought it, never would have believed our usually kind and
gentle kinsfolk had such fury in them. How could they do it, and do it to one of our
own, yes, one of our most gentle and innocent ones? Uddrun, Uddrun, who had run
their errands without complaint and laughed with such a light and merry tone at
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everyone’s jokes. Uddrun, Uddrun, who had loved their children, taken them from
their hands when the work was too much and played with them with endless
patience. Uddrun, who had loved me.
I alone did not raise a hand against her, but neither did I raise a hand for her.
This hard world, I learned with every blow that fell, was no place for those who
loved children. Or for those who loved me.
I even saw Olaf first among the fiendish faces, Olaf for whom Uddrun had
been worth a pair of oxen, a sword, and a spear to marry. But they did it – her
father, with all the violence he thought he deserved for cutting his peat; her mother,
turning outward and away the helpless anger she felt for being grateful when her
mother-in-law said she’d eat no more. Everyone had done things they could be
cursed for. The gods knew I had. But if one died, all could live with themselves
another day.
The one with the stone instantly became as hated as the ice-hearted ogress,
the only creature on earth who had refused to weep and bring Balder back from the
dead. Blame for all the anger and sorrow my kinsfolk felt now found its place. The
pain of mothers whose infants had died as their milk dried up. The frustration of
battle-hardened fathers who were powerless to wrestle a man’s living from the very
soil on which their fathers had raised them. The grief at a parent’s passing. The
nameless dread when the cattle sickened and died. The long, dull anger at always
being hungry, at having to stomach, once again, food that hardly deserved the name.
All of this suddenly exploded out of them, for at last they knew where to fling their
torment. It fell upon Uddrun, my friend.
‘Uddrun, Uddrun!’ I wanted to cry out. But she was Uddrun no longer. She
had become nameless, the Devoted One.
They fell upon her with staves, with clods of mud and with stones, with the
nails of their bare hands. They tore her clothes from her as from a beast on whom
clothes and modesty were ridiculous. The hair, the pretty fair hair, was ripped from
her head with bits of skin and blood in clumps, trampled in the mud like straw in a
barnyard. I heard when a particularly brutal blow broke the hand I’d been holding for
security, the hand which she’d raised to her face on impulse to fend off other blows.
I stood frozen.
The Devoted One never screamed, never made a sound. She knew from the
first that this was the fate of the stone. She could have escaped it earlier. She could
have gone behind the hill and escaped it altogether, but she did not then, and now
she did not cry out. But she did flinch – she couldn’t help but flinch – and she did
begin instinctively to look for refuge, as even a man under such an onslaught would
do. She began to try to make her way through the crowd down toward the Bog.
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Then, dazed by a blow, she fell to her knees and had to crawl, holding her broken
hand tenderly to her breast as if it were a wounded child. Somehow she managed at
last to make it to the refuge of the skirts of the high priestess.
I stood frozen.
The priestess drew out from her bosom a short length of twisted rawhide, and
the crowd fell back, their part done, their fury spent in the awe of Heaven. With the
hand of mercy, the priestess drew the cord around the Devoted One’s neck where it
lay like a royal jeweled heirloom. Then the priestess slipped a smooth little twig
between the pale skin and the cord at the back of the neck and gave one good, brief
twist. The head of the Devoted One fell sideways most unnaturally, then her whole
body slumped onto the broken hand. But she could no longer feel it.
Quickly, the three priestesses scooped up the naked body, one of them
casually tossing over it a cloak that had not been totally trampled and torn by the
crowd. Swiftly they made their way into the Bog along solid paths known only to the
priesthood and the gods, to a point where we could just see them. Two men followed
out, carrying between them a great smooth slab of rock. They dropped it where the
priestesses had dropped the body. Then forked branches were hammered over each
end of the Devoted One, to make certain she could not rise and come to haunt us in
our habitations.
I looked up and away and saw the bloom on thorn and crab like the breath of
some supernatural being that could swallow all the Bog in a single gulp. So, the
people comforted themselves. The Gruel was eaten, the deed was done, the evil
averted, and the year’s sowing could begin with the confidence that its harvest would
be better this year than last.
But what confidence was there for me? I was a fraud. I couldn’t even reveal
the depths of my grief, for what deed of courage in time to come could cover it? A
pale and fragile girl had died for me.
But the female in me died that day, so I often thought, sacrificed to the gods.
From that day I became determined to leave the valley, to break the bounds of the
Bog and fight for my place in the world. Not to accept what Fate dictated for me, but
to fight for mine. My place was not – by my life, I had to prove it! – a small hollow,
ankle-deep in bog water. I had to escape before it was discovered, before the gods let
it be known that they’d been tricked, that a serious mistake had been made.
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——
To distill the elixir of forgetfulness is a great skill. I have this skill. But it is of
no use for me. I have never been able to forget my childhood friend. Or her death.
Nor can I forget how, not long after the Thaw Gruel, my brother was due to
depart for our maternal uncle’s house where he would finish becoming a man and
fulfill whatever Fate spelled for him. In order to read that fate which had hung over
everything in Angle-Land since the events in the Bog, Mother had called for a seiðr,
a scrying invoking the time-spinning Norns and the Vanir Earth gods.
Mother’s own fate was as pale and pudgy as her face, as shapeless as
pudding, with only two permanent spots of feverish color to pick out the cheeks one
might otherwise miss. Her body, too, was pudding-like from much childbearing, and
she still knew the grief of my younger brother’s death that winter. A fate that
removed one of her children from the pudding texture of her life might be a curse as
surely as if she’d read death in the scrying bowl. And so she had sent for the old
women as she had done when each of us was born and when my little brother’s death
had overpowered her attempts to fight it off.
The voice of seiðr was the voice of the gods. Even more anciently, it was the
word of the timeless Norns, and they couldn’t lie. I imagined that those three old
crones spinning the fate of the world between their wrinkled fingers were as tired as
everybody else was of calling me down from the ridge pole. And on that day we had
the three old crones in our very house, impersonated by the three priestesses of the
Bog.
They came, toiling up the hill from the Bog, leaning on their knotted sticks
with hands swathed in white cat fur. Their blue eyes darted about and fixed a little
too often on me, even though I tried my best to avoid them. They had known my
name at the ceremony of the Thaw Gruel, in spite of the fact that such women
usually kept their distance from mundane things, such as the names of this season’s
little girls. What else did they know? Well, that was what they’d come to tell us.
Now, our farmstead was not large. We shared the roof with our grain, out of
reach of the rotting weather, letting it ripen on the broad dirt floor where we would
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thresh it. We shared it with our stock, too, their stalls separated from the single
room where we ate, worked, and slept, by a wicker wall that missed a few more
canes every year. In winter, the smell of chaff and the warm breath of our cows, the
sound of their great bodies shifting and their cud-chewing drifted cozily through the
missing canes as our fire drifted back to them.
For this day of seiðr, the house and yard about it were packed with folk, for
no one in our hamlet or the next two would miss it. I wished I could. Uddrun’s
absence among the usual faces was to me like an amputated hand, but nobody else
gave any sign that they even remembered her. Of course, acknowledging her would
be courting her return to haunt us all, if any reference to a Devoted One passed our
lips. Some even thought all it took was to let her image shadow one’s mind.
I did not want to face the old crones – I, who’d been afraid of nothing in my
life before. I tried to hide in the crowds, but I was much in demand to fulfill our
house’s guest-due for the priestesses. I was glad my sister, as eldest daughter, had to
serve them their special dish. I could not meet their eyes as she did. Their special
food was the roasted hearts of every animal we could find. We all knew a dragon’s
heart lent to anyone who partook of it the ears to understand the speech of birds and
to know the future and the past. People said these crones had once eaten dragon
heart. Having no access to a dragon ourselves, we had to kill a dog, a cat, a sparrow,
a pigeon, a frog, a rabbit, and a mouse, as well as the more commonly eaten hearts
of chicken, pig, sheep, horse, and cow for our sacrifice. Beyond that, we hoped that
the high priestess had enough power to make up for a lack of it on our part.
When they had pecked at their meal – all our efforts appreciated only by the
appetites of three withered, birdlike old women – the priestesses took up their
positions.
Two great alder trees supported the high point of our roof. In my great
grandfather’s time, the trees were alive, and the house had been built around them.
Being trees, they outlived my great grandfather. But being mere trees, no divine
Yggdrasill, they had in the meantime died, an evil omen for the fortunes of our
family, an omen which had certainly come true in the last few years.
Still, the whitening trunks held up the roof, and between them stood the
room’s high seat, a substantial bench with arms and a back, where my father sat and
presided when he was home, and Uncle Erik in his absence. Some crude carvings
had been made in the trunks over the years, commemorating special events in our
family’s history – a slash for the birth of a son, nothing for that of a daughter. Other
signs called down special favor for the gods when that was needed. Uncle Erik had
nicked a sun wheel with six quick strokes of his knife before he went to dig peat from
the Bog.
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While we’d been cooking hearts, Uncle Erik had knocked together the wooden
platform between the two skeletal trees, over the high seat. Here, the high priestess
sat, mediator between Heaven and earth, on a cushion stuffed with only the feathers
of hens. Her two associates flanked her on stools, lower to the ground. And I, after a
box on the ear for trying to get out of it, was plumped down on a bench next to my
brother, facing her directly across the fire pit, which the press of people did not
require to be lit that day. The assistant priestesses sang and drummed the ancient
chant that mesmerized the entire gathered room, heating it as if there had been a
fire. It didn’t take the high priestess long to enter her trance. She told what she saw,
and this was what she said. “There is a tall old linden tree outside the door of his
boyhood home. The fallen warrior can see it against his burning lids, as if he were
even now walking under it to the close meadow to see a new colt – Greyfell, that
little colt. Greyfell, who’d only that day been cut from under him...”
“No,” I whispered, wanting to speak up and tell the priestesses they had it all
wrong. “Greyfell is still but a frisking colt–” My brother gave me a kick to keep me
from interrupting their scrying of his vision. And a vision it became for everyone in
the room, including me...

It was Midsummer, the linden a mass of yellow flowers and yellow bees dusty
with pollen until one couldn’t tell the pollen from the bee. Mead made from the
honey of those bees would have the same wild, sweet flavor on a winter’s night. The
smell of linden, so sweet he thought he’d swoon with it, did not fill his nose. Rather,
it was the scent of blood – his own blood from the wound in his neck that smelled
strange and sweet. And the loss of that blood and the agony made him light-headed,
made him keep his eyes closed. Suddenly, a wild, high-pitched cry slashed the hum
of bees in his head. His eyes, which he’d thought never to see with again, wrenched
open of their own will at the sound. There it was, the battlefield...
Across the room, my mother stifled a cry. So, now she knew. My brother
would die in battle. Others would tell her it was an honor, but she could never see it
that way, nor know whether it would be on his first ride out, or much later in life,
after his sons stood at her knee to replace him. Women near her told her to be quiet
and listen to the gods...

At dawn, the field had spread an even carpet of summer flowers, still and
empty. Now it was roughly strewn with boulders, boulders of horse and human flesh,
still and empty again. With his final morsel of will, he did not want this to be his last
view of the earth. Much better the linden–
But the hoarse, wild cry came again. He had to look and, as he looked, he
saw. First, a flitting of shadow crossed the field. Other shadows. Then, with a stiff
ruffle of feathers, the shadow dropped to one of the nearby boulders. That boulder
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was Greyfell. The shadow was a blue-black raven, messenger of Odin and of death.
He watched with frozen fascination as the bird side-stepped along that dear
grey backbone, cocking its bright-eyed head this way and that in a grim appraisal of
the many wounds along that back. At last it began to peck. It found a stringy, bloody
morsel and seemed satisfied, for it gave its wild call of triumph to the sky. Other
shadows dropped. Eight, ten, a dozen at least. One landed very close, on the boulder
he knew was Arne, his boyhood companion.
A shift in the room let me know where Arne stood, but I’d become so
enthralled by the seeress’s sight and her high-pitched drone that I didn’t care, even
should he be dying now.

Arne’s helmet had fallen askew so the deer horn emblems by which he had
always known his friend in a fray could not be seen. Still, he knew Arne’s blue eyes,
open to the sky, but dull and lifeless. And he knew that tawny hair, even spiked with
sweat and grime. Amongst those spikes the grey talons landed. This bird did not
hesitate a moment, but went at once for the tidbit of the eyes.
Another shadow, another cry, and this one was upon the warrior himself.
‘Wait but a moment, All-Father, Odin,’ the warrior wanted to shout. ‘I am not
dead yet, not yet.’ But he found the wound in his throat left him no voice. Then he
saw that the bird coming at him had landed on – or came with – a great golden
breastwork. He remembered the breast of his mother’s grey woolen dress when she’d
been gathering linden blossom among the bees to dry and later steep against winter
sore throats. If only it were his mother with such a brew now, for the pain in his
throat...
Now he saw that the bird meant for him was not alive. Instead it was a black
featherwork upon a golden helmet, cunningly fashioned so the dead wings seemed
about to alight and still flapped stiffly in the wind.
And then, between helmet and breastplate, his focus found the face. No dark
and crowishly angled face such as had been coming at him all day with merciless
eyes. It was a fair face framed with braids of gold, with blue eyes, icy, but not
unkind. Such a bloom of life tinted the cheeks as the dark elves of the South could
never muster. And on the lips, bloom and a little half smile.
“Here is one, one for me!” the lips called to unseen companions in a wild,
birdlike crow. Then those lips dropped to his in a kiss with the power of dark mead;
it quite took his breath away.
His heart leapt with joy and unearthly passion. More than a minute had to
pass before it came to his mind, slowly, that it was to be his last heartbeat. But now,
lanced as he was on that golden breast, it no longer mattered. For he knew one of
Odin’s fair battlemaids had chosen him. Eternity waited ... in Valhalla.
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The company turned with whispered awe to gaze on my brother Bjorn. Bjorn
stirred next to me on the bench under their scrutiny. Clearly he was trying to take on
that hero’s agony and death with all the courage a twelve-year-old could muster.
Our older sister sitting on Bjorn’s left, and I, younger, sitting on his right,
looked at him with awe due to one the gods had chosen. At least in my sister’s eyes,
the awe was total. Jealousy dragged claws through my own awe. I would never be
chosen thus for eternal glory, even though I would undertake any physical challenge
presented to my brother more readily than he. I had been born a girl. The three
Norns had given a linen thread at my birth rather than a boy’s woolen one.
Presently the high priestess wiped the seiðr sight from her eyes. Her
assistants helped her back down to the ground. She met my brother’s eyes first and
smiled at him encouragingly. No doubt the idea of death from a cut throat as seen in
the vision, for all its glory, was something for which he’d have to muster courage.
But she did not stop before Bjorn and did not speak to him. Nor to my sister,
although the old rheumy blue eyes did wander to that side for a moment, disoriented
by the scene to which the magic had called her. Another quick smile. I did my best to
shrink behind my brother’s shoulder.

The stone. I hadn’t claimed the stone.

Her darting gaze finally settled on my face. And now, though perhaps she
attempted it, no quick and easy reassuring smile came to her lips.
The priestess reached hesitatingly through space until she caught my face
between her hands. The hands were old, frail, swathed in cat fur, skin side out. But
these were also hands that had dispatched a Devoted One with a single quick twist. I
felt there were claws hidden in those paws. They dug into my cheeks and drew me
toward her.
“Brynhild,” she said, pouncing on my name like a cat on a mouse. “Brynhild,”
again, as if it were strange to her, as if she herself had not given me that name,
which means ‘battle armor,’ when she’d attended Mother’s lying in. “Brynhild,” she
said. “This is the face I saw.”
“What? On the fallen warrior?” I spoke as well as I could with my face caught
in such a vise. “But we don’t even have a linden tree in our yard. Our family trees
are alders...”
On the next bench, Mother frantically tried to teach me proper reverence with
shushing sounds.
“Not on the warrior,” the priestess hissed. “Beneath the feathered helm.”
There was a silence. Even the two subordinates stopped their low chanting
and drumming to listen. After a long moment, and in a hush, only I dared to break
the spell. “Me? A Valkyrie?”
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The priestess let my face go as if it were a pan so hot, she could not hold any
longer. She plunged her hands into her sacred cauldron of steeping herbs to cool
them.
A Valkyrie! A Valkyrie! I had such questions to ask, such things to wonder.
But the priestess was clearly not going to answer them for me. She might have
pronounced a curse. After all, the Valkyries were daughters of Odin, battle lord of
the Aesir Air Gods, and she, the priestess, a mouthpiece for the Vanir Earth Gods.
Before she had a chance to dry her hands, she fell back from the cauldron.
Then, with froth on her lips, came a great tirade. “Odin, by guile, sleeps with the
daughters of men. Beware, oh daughters of men. And on them he gets beings to join
his host. Takes them from our ranks, from the ranks of Vanir, to exact his
untempered revenge. Odin, Odin, this one you have won, snatched from us what was
ours. But in the end, old one-eyed man, you will know the bounds of the earth –
Vanir. And she, she like an old worn battle corselet tossed in the Bog, she will
return to us where she belongs.”
Mother wept in the same frenzy as the priestess; so did many of the women
who hadn’t fainted dead away. On our bench, my brother and sister clung to one
another in terror, and the men were grave, ashen-faced, and silent. Give them a fear
to fight with the sword or the axe any day – not this, not this wild, writhing thing of
another world.
But I sat silent, unmoving and alone – inhuman, one might say – and listened
as if I had known these words all my life. My face, after all, which I had never seen
but which truly represented me to the world, was doing all the prompting.
The high priestess croaked with exhaustion and thirst. She brushed the floor
rushes out of her skirt, took a deep draught from the magic in her cauldron, then
remounted her platform without another word. The chanting and drumming began
again. Quickly the trance was reached, this time answering for Bjorn, next time for
my sister, and then the priestesses departed as they had come.
Later in life, the truth would come out, but not that day of prophecy, and not
for some time to come. That day was full of magical dread and sadness for knowing
the fated future. Bjorn was to die in battle from a slit throat, and dear Greyfell
nearby, fallen also. My sister would live and die as most of her sex lived and died,
toiling at the hearth and in the fields, bearing children and burying some of them.
For me, the unknown of my own fate fled with heightened excitement. I was to
be a Valkyrie! But my future... Well, they hardly knew how to mark it on the trunks
of the great alders when the platform was taken down, and lives – some of them –
went back to normal. What the Norns meant for me might indeed happen. No
mistake had been made in the sanctuary before the Bog. I would indeed manage to
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escape from the confines of the Bears and win myself a glorious future.

But ... a Valkyrie? What did that mean? A daughter of the god Odin? How
did that happen?

I noticed the change already, the morning we packed up my brother to set off
for his manhood. As they folded up the new clothes they’d woven for him and packed
them in a sack, Mother, my sister, and the maid did not chat about Bjorn’s future.
And Father, he too grew grave and solemn and neglectful of his oldest son on this
very important day of a boy’s life. I doubt Bjorn ever forgave me for cheating him of
that morning.
Although no one mentioned it again to me, my life became instantly unlike any
other’s who’d ever lived in that house before, or I’m sure, who would ever live after.
The daily and yearly rounds of work continued to circle about me. I don’t remember
too much of them, for they, I realize now, had never had reality for me. What did
change was that my elders ceased their futile attempts to bring my mind into that
reality with sharp words and an occasional sting of their hands. No one dared to
cross a Valkyrie, even if she was but a child and Valkyrie in scrying alone. If I
climbed on the ridge pole now, that was an expected thing. My boy cousins who had
come to us to find manhood would hand me their practice swords and shields if I but
looked in their direction. They let me practice with them, but they also let me win,
which spoiled it for me.
Ever since the seiðr, everyone tiptoed around me. Giving me my every desire
was the easiest way to separate from me. I had become like an enemy from a far
land, a Dedicated One never to be stoned. Valkyrie, Chooser of the Slain. Might not
a Chooser of the Slain, unlike an ordinary child, hold a grudge for some act of
discipline and come for the punisher too early? Certainly the battlemaids were
known to be dependent on the will of All-Father and the Norns, never their own
wills. But to everyday mortals, they seemed capable of some influence at least. Cross
her, I read in everyone’s eyes, and no, the Valkyrie might not come too soon. She

might whisper in the Sky-God’s ear some word, and he might not send her at all.
Then death would be in truth what it seemed ... the end, a cold mound of earth and
worms.

Mother suffered frequently from stitches in her side, and the only thing that
seemed to help was the recitation of a little verse:

Loud were they, lo, loud, riding over the hill.
They were of one mind, riding over the land;
Shield thyself now, to escape from this ill.
Out, little spear, if herein thou be.
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Under shield of light linden, I took up my stand,
When the mighty women made ready their power
And sent out their screaming spears...
The gist of the verse was that the spears of the Valkyrie were responsible for
the pain, and one must praise them so they would go away and leave all in peace.
Obviously, Mother found it difficult to recite this verse with any effect if I happened
to be in the room.
And Father, when a fine swarm of bees did their ritual dance in the branches
of a crab tree, set after them with bundled straw and smoking rags in a pot. It was
just after Walpurgis, early May. A hive begun so early would have surely provided us
with a massive amount of honey for baking and for mead by wintertime. But he failed
to get them, where he’d never failed before. He always said he’d called the swarm
sigewif, ‘victory-women,’ a euphemism both for bees and for Valkyries, and one of
us, either I or the queen bee, must have taken offense and caused his failure.
So, everyday life detached itself from me as much as ever I detached myself
from it. And if my life, by rights, should have ended in the Bog that spring when I
was ten years old, I had somehow cheated – changed – my fate. It would only be
much later that I would learn how Fate has a way of turning out not always as
expected, even when cheated.
Bjorn would become a warrior like his father and father’s father before him,
but he wouldn’t distinguish himself either in cowardice or with enough bravery to win
the honor of a heroic death to be immortalized in Valhalla. For all my later dealings
with battlefields, I never saw him again. Mostly he was a farmer, farming the land of
our fathers’ valley into deeper and deeper exhaustion, until he himself was exhausted
and died, not as he had feared from a cut throat, but in the bed where he’d been
born.
My older sister’s life would not go the way of the unexpected either. I suppose
she brought her plentiful sons and daughters to a similar seiðr and read similar fates
for them when the time came.
But for me, I can say for certain that my life, my future, began anew that
spring at the Thaw Gruel, when Uddrun gave her life for me.
All-Father? Me – a Valkyrie? The Norns had decreed I would ride with the
Daughters of Odin. But how did that happen? And when?
I knew no one who knew the answers to my questions; no one had even seen
such a being, except the priestess in her vision. And how much of that was because
she suspected I’d let Uddrun die in my place at the Thaw Gruel?
My father went every year to his small desperate fields of war where men
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fought and died with never a visitation from a battlemaid to let them know their
sacrifices were to some greater purpose. All I knew were the myths. Valkyries rode. I
did not ride. No girl did. My family owned only one horse, my father’s. He and it
were often away from home, seeking to become Valhalla heroes. When he did
return, the horse was needed on the farm, the work falling on it as a famished man
on food.
Had I spoken the word, of course, the horse would have been instantly
bequeathed to me, work or no. But the work horse was not a really striking example
of horse flesh, not material for Valhalla, for all my father’s imagination. So I never
did speak for it, being content to hoist myself up on bareback at widely separated
times when I thought no one was looking, to spare my dignity. I was loath to appear
the fool, which I might have without lessons, had the horse not been so stupefied
with labor.
What else was I to do? I awaited the word of an entranced priestess, and
nothing came. The world, I knew, was full of myths. This world where battlemaids
selected the dead might well be another. How else to get men to fall on enemy spears
when sense would say, ‘Run!’ But what other choice did I have? Only that, or to
await another Thaw Gruel. Without belief, that seemed an acceptable fate. Unless
the myth were true. Unless the god came.
And then, come fall...
The god came.
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——
I don’t remember what mundane errand I was about when he came, what
basket of new wool I was carrying to my aunt in the next hamlet, or what herbs I had
just gleaned from the heath for winter drying. But I do remember where I was – on
the path of dust that ran along the lower field my ancestors’ ancestors had cut from
native woods, where we’d grown, or tried to grow, oats that year.
And I do remember that I had a premonition of his presence before he even
appeared. Something in the field made me look up from the path and in that
direction. A sudden stillness, perhaps as the birds forgot their usual carefree chatter
while gleaning the new-cut field. I stopped to see what this presence might mean and
saw only dusty heat waves rising from the denuded field. In the next plot, still uncut,
the grain became possessed by the shadow of a single cloud blowing by and shivered
the way a dog’s coat does when you scratch his spine – nothing more.
They used to tell us, when we were children, that an old woman in the wheat
might steal you away if you ran off in the grain to play. I was old enough to realize
that this ruse kept children from trampling and ruining the crop. So might all the
Vanir gods be, simply boggles. So might Odin be.
I turned back to the path. I had learned that keeping my hands full made the
time pass quicker, and my time was always spent in waiting. Three more steps ...
waiting for what, I knew not. Until he came.
Something made me scan the field again that afternoon and there, feeding at
the last sheaf, the sheaf left for Odin, stood a horse. My first thought was, Who
dares such sacrilege to eat from Odin’s sheaf? Then I saw it was no ordinary horse,
but a monstrosity, a horse with eight legs. Then it became clear this was no
monstrosity, but divine – Sleipnir, the magic fleet-footed horse of Odin, the horse
for whom the sheaf was left.
And then, there was the god, leaning on his staff before the horse and
watching me. He was tall with solid width in proportion, and not the slightest stoop
to his shoulders, although his beard lent him age. It hung like a massive clump of
grey-blue icicles spun from the house eaves on a day fit only for whittling wood by
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the fire. His cloak was a blue that matched the sky. I later learned that it always
matched the sky, whether lowering grey or smiling like forget-me-nots, as it did this
day with one of the last bright skies of autumn. The wide brim of his hat he wore
sloping over the right side of his face, but from where I stood I could still see the
eye. Or rather, the eye that wasn’t, for the right lid hung slack over an empty socket.
As soon as his one eye – blue, like his cloak, changeable like the sky – met
mine, he gave me the closest thing to a smile I ever would see come out of that
glacier of a beard.

Would he speak? What would a god sound like? How could I know?

He said, “Do you begin to observe my beckoning, oh tree of the Traveler’s
trappings?”
I laughed out loud, then quickly stifled myself. I saw from the look he gave me
that he meant his words in earnest. The god always spoke thus; often the verses were
riddles as well, full of dark kennings. It was part of his power, his magic. It took
some getting used to for mortals to understand him – and for me to understand that
no pomp sat here that didn’t belong.
Very well. ‘Traveler’ was another name for the god himself, like ‘All-Father .’
And ‘tree’ was a term for a mortal, a woman in this case. He spoke to me. He called
me his own, as if indeed I were. I did feel proud to unravel the gist of his speech on
the first pass. I knew I was destined for higher things. What would have happened if
I’d failed to figure out the puzzle? I would not find out.
“Yes,” I replied.
I dropped whatever I was carrying and walked toward him over the field’s
stubble without a backward glance. When I arrived a comfortable distance from him
– not too close – I stood there for a moment before I realized he wanted me to
kneel. I did, every new-cut straw like a needle beneath my knees. Then he drew from
the bosom of his cloak a twisted noose. My heart raced, my innards churned with
panic. Here I was in the same attitude Uddrun had taken in front of the high
priestess in the mud before the Bog. Here he was, reaching around my throat with
his cord. I must confess I struggled a bit and made a little squawk of protest. A
sharp kink of pain caught the flesh of my throat as in a vise and twisted to
accommodate the noose. I struggled again, trying to regain my feet, but the strength
of his hand on me was too great.
Then I relaxed, realizing at last that the cord was of gold alloy, not rawhide.
Warm from having ridden inside his cloak, the hard metal had been forged in the
shape of a sacrificial garrote. Inflexible, it could not be made to constrict any more.
“Repeat,” he commanded.
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I am prepared to plight
All liberty, limb and even life.
By this torc, my troth,
And by Traveler God.
me.

“I am prepared...” Swallowing hard over metal, I repeated the oath he gave

If I acted according to rite, it was because I had been taught the myth from
childhood. I would wear this torc as a sign of my dedication to the god, dedication to
death, if need be, yes, as the sacrificial garrote Dedicated One. But dedicated to life
and work as well. The gold had the benefit of serving as a sort of gorget: a blow to
the throat by an enemy would be deflected.
Wearing the torc of Odin was an honor. But my momentary flash of
misunderstanding set it in my mind that the honor was not untainted. Until that
moment, I had looked to the arrival of Odin as my escape. I was free, yes, from the
constraints most other girls must live and die under. I was free to carry weapons,
free from skirts and grinding stones. I was free from marriage, free from
childbearing. I was free, most importantly, from the bounds of our valley and the
Bog. But I was also marked now as Odin’s slave. I hadn’t considered before what
that might mean.
“Brynie and breastplate of battle,” Odin said. “It’s Brynhild your by-name
may be?”
He was asking if my name was in fact Brynhild. “Yes.” I was somewhat
relieved to find I could still speak with the weight of the torc around my neck.
He nodded his head and confirmed that I was what he was looking for. “The
well-grown rowan is the rune for right.”
I breathed with relief around the tight torc.
Then he threw back his head and gave a long, wild cry. In answer, two great
black ravens descended from the sky and perched, one on each shoulder. Having
done that, he waved his staff. Before my eyes, the horse Sleipnir divided itself and
became two normal horses. Perhaps that is why he is called Sleipnir, ‘Slippery,’
because he has that ability.
As I think back to that day, I reason that perhaps the horse had always been
two, one standing behind the other, and my eyes were fooled into believing magic.
But I have become older and more doubting – not always the best way to be.
“The bridle-burden can you break and sway the saddled scion of Sleipnir?” he
asked.
Could I ride? he was asking. In truth, I did not ride well. Could I ‘sway the
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saddled scion of Sleipnir?’ Everyone knows Valkyries ride. I answered according to

the myth, a simple, “Yes.”
The god pointed to the younger, smaller chestnut mare that had divided
herself from the great white stallion any child would have recognized as his. This
other horse was mine.
I was pleased to find that a fine leather battle saddle helped the mounting and
maintenance of the seat over bareback. This compensated greatly for the start of
suddenly finding some intelligence and spunk snorting there beneath me. The trick of
hitching up my skirt I’d already mastered.
My companion nodded with approval. “More relevant riding array they’ll give
to the gold-tree at our goal.”
Tree. Woman again. Gold-tree, some honor attached. He promised me better
riding clothes when we arrived wherever we were going. I nodded, my neck pinching
in the torc.
The ease with which he climbed into his own saddle was like magic. “Then,
daughter,” he said, turning the reins, “let’s drive and no more dally.” Fortunately,
my mount followed his without any instruction from me.
As he knew my name, I knew his. And so would anyone from the hamlet who
might happen to see us ride out. But even if they didn’t see, they would find my
abandoned basket of wool and herbs by the nibbled-on Odin sheaf, and they would
know. We’d all been waiting for this for so long.
Without a backward glance at what had always been my home, I rode after
Odin. My kerchief blew off almost at once, and the wind through my hair was
freedom.
*****
On horseback we rode up and over the hills of the Little Bears in no time. It
wasn’t until then that I dared to speak to my Aesir companion, probing for what of
the myth might be true of my fate. “Are you taking me to Valhalla, All-Father?”
He didn’t answer. We dropped over the rise and found another valley beyond,
just denuded heath and bog like that place I’d called home. The blue cloak rode
silent as the sky above me.
My heart beating faster with the mere thought, I pressed, “Will we go across
the rainbow bridge to Aesgard?”
The single flint-sharp eye turned on me, cutting as if it would slash the very
heart from my chest. He thought my chatter the idle gossip of women. Either that, or
if I were truly the girl he’d come for, I’d already know the answers to such questions.
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However the matter, I knew I must keep my tongue behind my teeth.
In rare glimpses from a distance I spied arms of water. I wanted to ask if that
was the sea, for I had never seen it. But I kept that question and all the others to
myself.
We crossed another valley. And another. I couldn’t tell which rang louder in
my head, the silence or my hunger. Then I recalled that Odin never ate with mortals,
no matter how long the gift of his presence on earth might last. He only took swigs
from the skin strapped to his shoulder that left his breath smelling of mead, but I
supposed it must be more than ordinary drinking mead. In later days, when he would
be gone from Valhalla, we understood he had scooped up godhood again. Consorting
with his peers in Aesgard, he was eating the food that made them divine.
Like the horses, I began to help myself to the hard dry kernels of Odin
sheaves in each valley as we progressed. Again, Odin didn’t comment, but I surmised
from a raised brow that a girl who couldn’t forage for her own food would perish on
this first journey, and that would be the end of her calling. That night I slept saddlecrippled on the needles of a new-cut field.
By the end of the second day, a few more trees dotted the land, standing
sentinel before the whitewashed farmsteads we tried to avoid. The next morning, I
saw what I took to be the dark front of a storm rising from the south in front of us.
All-Father explained. “View the vested villeinage of Vidar, the averred Vanir.”
That took some puzzling until I understood that before us lay a forest, and the
god named it for his son Vidar, Lord of Forests. All-Father hadn’t said much before
that, and he said even less now, all his attention focused on attaining that dark cover
of trees.
My previous life, Bog and Bears and all, blurred in unreality, but I can recall
the minutest details of that first entrance into the woods. The entrance was sudden,
for men had clear-cut their own edge to the marvel for their fields. The cool, almost
frightening dark at midday, dappled and moving in the breeze, felt like something
alive. And the smell, the deep living humus scent of dirt and mushrooms and
moldering leaves blended with sticky-sweet pine sap odor, was like incense that
nearly stifled me in later years on entering the few Christian churches to which old
age brought me. Alongside pines stood oaks, sacred to the gods, and hazel and
hawthorn, even a few beeches. Not only were these upright and growing, their leaves
just beginning to turn, but many fallen trunks and limbs formed a network like fine
tatting across the forest floor. Such fall wood wouldn’t have lasted a day in our
valley before someone would have snatched it up and carried it home to her fire. It
was all I could do to avoid the long-taught reflex to drop down and help myself
before somebody else took a claim. But here, always more grew ... more and more,
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beyond every rise, more wood.
That first night in the woods, I found the leaf bed softer, but I was cold and
afraid, for the place seemed more alive at night with the hunting calls of wild animals
than it did during the day. In a desperate attempt for human companionship, I tried
once again to get All-Father to talk. I hoped he would tell me about Vidar the forest
god who was, after all, his own son. A human father would at least smile at the
mention of a strong and powerful son. And how would I know how to be a daughter
if I couldn’t learn how All-Father treated a son?
Here indeed is Vidar, I thought, the silent god. His head is crowned with sear

and yellow leaves, long white moss hangs from his brows and cheeks, and his
garments are rusted with age. On his feet are iron shoes, with soles made with
scraps of leather gathered through centuries past. I could easily see why only great

Vidar would be able to kill the Fenrir wolf at the end of time when the gods and the
world were doomed. Was this how myth worked?
But my attempt to engage All-Father in conversation about his son went
unacknowledged. The ice-cold beard didn’t even twitch. I sighed. “Can you tell me
then how you lost your eye?”
The single good eye winked at my impertinence. “Wrested at the well of
wisdom, for a sip of the sacred spring. In that burrow between the Bears, daughter,
do they dampen you in darkness?”
I wasn’t sure what he meant, but I wouldn’t let him know that. He was silent
again, teaching me that silence was part of the divine wisdom he had gained with ‘a
sip of the sacred spring.’ I fell asleep in the midst of the god’s silence, shivering with
fear and cold, but biting my tongue ferociously at both.
We traveled for four more days on no trail that I could see. I knew my
companion was leading us in ways far from human habitation. His ravens came and
went from his shoulders, telling him in the tongue of birds which directions to avoid.
I could not have found my way back to the valley if I’d wanted to. I knew we had
traveled south all the way when we crossed open heath, and I had a sense we kept to
that general direction. I almost supposed we might go so far south, we would enter
the dragon land of Rome. But I knew one had to cross a great river first, and as we
never crossed anything the horses couldn’t splash over with ease, I learned that the
world was even greater than I had imagined.
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