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      Introduction by Michael Dirda


‘Perhaps the finest American heroic fantasy’ – so E.F. Bleiler, the great scholar of supernatural and fantasy literature, summed up The Broken Sword.  Poul Anderson (1926-2001) himself felt that the original version of the book was too ‘savage’ and, for a revised edition published in 1971, smoothed out its sentences and slightly altered one important section. Yet most readers prefer the brutal, lyrical excess of the 1954 text and it is that which is reprinted here. In the era of A Game of Thrones, we can handle a bit of savagery.


Most critics characterise The Broken Sword as a homage to ‘the Northern thing’, as W.H. Auden called his own fascination with the Icelandic sagas and Norse Eddas. (A character named Audun actually appears in the novel.) But this simple label isn’t quite right. Yes, overall the book may be, to borrow Tolkien’s words about Beowulf, ‘a drink dark and bitter; a solemn funeral-ale with the taste of death’.  But Anderson actually recreates nearly all the primary forms of medieval literature – French romance, Celtic fairy tale, Norse myth, Teutonic epic.


The Broken Sword begins with the same kind of sentence one finds at the start of Njal’s Saga or Laxdaela Saga: ‘There was a man called Orm the Strong, a son of Ketil Asmundsson who was a great landsman in the north of Jutland’. After this brisk introduction to Orm, we follow him briefly on his Viking adventures until he decides to settle down in England:


‘He found a green and fair tract beside a little bay where he could keep his ships. An Englander already dwelt there, but Orm ringed his house with men one night and burned it. The man, his brothers, and most of his household perished then. Some say that the man’s mother, who was a witch, escaped the fire…’


Thus Anderson quietly signals the source for all the bloodshed and heartbreak that will blight the family of Orm. Later, however, he hints that there is more to the story than just an evil crone’s desire for revenge. The Aesir themselves, especially Odin, may be moving human pawns for dark purposes of their own. ‘As flies to wanton boys are we to the gods, they kill us for their sport’. Not only that; they also manipulate our destinies.  In Wagner’s Die Walkure, Siegmund and Sieglinde must fall in love so that their incestuous union will produce Siegfried.


Shortly before his Christian wife Aelfrida is about to give birth, Orm quarrels with a priest and sends him away, then sails off to do a bit of looting in Ireland and Scotland. As a result, when a son is born, no priest resides nearby to christen the baby – which perfectly suits a sudden impulse of  light-hearted Imric, the elf-earl. In short order, the unbaptized infant is swapped for a half-troll, half-elf changeling, the product of a violent rape. The soulless Valgard will be brought up as Orm’s first-born; while the human Skafloc will join the elves.


Imric gives the boy to his sister Leea to nurse. ‘She was as beautiful as her brother, with thinly graven ivory features, unbound silver-gold tresses floating in the air under a jeweled coronet, and the same moon-flecked twilight blue eyes as he. Tenuous spider-silk garments drifted about the slender white wonder of her body, and when she danced in the moonlight it was a ripple of light and madness to those who watched. She smiled on Skafloc with pale full lips, and her milk was sweet fire in his mouth and veins’.


As in Tolkien’s Fellowship of the Ring, which was first published the same year as The Broken Sword, the elves are long-lived and perennially youthful. Anderson’s Alfheim – the Other World of Imric and Leea – is a summer realm of sensual pleasure, of love-making and music and poetry. Compared to the hard-scrabble Iron-Age mortals, the graceful, heartless elves are as coolly elegant and amoral as 18th-century French aristocrats. In one of several daring developments in the novel, Leea’s feelings for the grown Skafloc will be anything but maternal.


Soon after Imric brings his new foster-son home, a messenger of the Aesir appears, bearing a present from the gods: a broken and rusty sword. ‘The day will come’, says the rider, ‘when Skafloc stands in sore need of a good blade, and this is the Aesir’s gift against that time’.  He also explains that only the giant Bolverk, who originally forged the sword, can make it whole again. Since the elves cannot touch iron, they order two dwarfs to wall up the weapon, then mark the spot with rune signs.


So, two babies, two halves of a sword, two realms of being (faerie and the world of men), two religions (Norse paganism and Christianity) – these and several other dualities run through the novel. Skafloc soon grows up more elf-like than the elves, showing the triumph of nurture over nature; but Valgard proves the opposite, as his brute self overwhelms any tender family feelings. And yet Valgard isn’t merely a berserker killing machine: he is prey to tears, regret and even existential angst. When not swinging his axe on the battlefield, he invariably turns inward, brooding on his shattered life and the nature of things. No matter what he accomplishes, it seems hollow. ‘What am I’, he asks himself in agony, ‘but the shadow of Skafloc?’ As for gaining power or even a throne: ‘What use is that? What use is anything?’ At times, Valgard resembles and sounds like his near contemporary, Macbeth.


Skafloc, by contrast, is no deep thinker; he’s merry and light-hearted, happy in his skin (or even the skins of animals when he transforms himself into a wolf or eagle). To convey the sensual dream-like ambiance of faerie, Anderson abandons the hammer-blow prose of the sagas for a Lord Dunsany-like lyricism. The growing Skafloc plays with gnomes and brownies, and one afternoon even encounters a lonely faun exiled by Christianity from his sunny Mediterranean groves. Other signs of a pagan world on the wane are hinted at in the sea-faring adventures of Imric and his fosterling:


‘Sailing north and then east through a weird white land of mist and cold and drifting icebergs, Imric and Skafloc and their men at last rounded the cape and went south. Here they fought dragons, and harried among the demons of the land. They followed the continent westward again, until it turned south, and then north anew. Their hardest fight was on a desert island with a troop of exiled gods, grown thin and shrunken and mad in their loneliness but still wielding fearsome powers. Three elf ships were burned after the fight, there being none left to man them, but Imric was the victor.’


Meanwhile, back in our harsh world, a green-eyed beauty with lips as red ‘as new-spilled blood’ has completely enthralled the now-grown Valgard.  She readily persuades him that he will rule all England and revenge himself on Imric if he unites with the trolls in their war against the elves. Of course, he will first need to win King Illrede’s favor with gifts. Such as? The trolls are lustful, whispers the temptress, and  Valgard’s two sisters are not really his sisters.  Lovely Freda, especially, will do quite nicely for the troll-king’s insatiable appetite.


Revenge may be the driving force in The Broken Sword, but Anderson never overlooks its bigger brother, politics (including sexual politics, at which Leea excels). When war approaches, both elves and trolls seek allies. Who will side with whom? And when? At the same time, the gods are playing a desperate game of their own, one that involves their ancient enemies, the giants of Jotunheim.  The broken sword is obviously a crucial element in some long foreseen design.


When that mysterious gift is finally reforged, the blind giant Bolverk tells Skafloc, in suitably archaic diction: ‘Many heroes have owned this sword, because it brings victory to the wielder. There is naught on which it does not bite, nor does it ever grow dull of edge. Venom is in the steel, and the wounds it gives cannot be healed by leechcraft or magic or prayer. Yet this is the curse on it: that every time it is drawn it must drink blood, and that in the end, somehow, it brings the bane of him who uses it’.  It will, in short, turn on its owner.


No matter.  By this time, a desperate Skafloc is as weary and broken-hearted as Valgard: despite his elfin upbringing, he has been undone by love, by deep human love, and cares little whether he lives or dies. When Skafloc grasps the evil weapon a strange energy flows into his arm and body. ‘The sword’, says Bolverk, ‘is loose and the end of the world is nigh’.


There is much more in Anderson’s magnificent, fast-paced novel: diabolical pacts, the depiction of a seemingly endless winter, a moving love story, the resurrection of the dead (an episode derived from the eerie Norse poem known as ‘The Awakening of Argantyr’), a perilous voyage into a land of ice and mist, the gathering of the Irish fairies (the Sidhe), a sea battle as thrilling as those of Patrick O’Brian, scenes of seduction and torture, and finally …


When Poul Anderson ended The Broken Sword he hinted strongly at the likelihood of a sequel. Alas, he never wrote it. But, as I said, he did later revise the novel and rework one scene. At one point a witch summons the Devil, who grants her the power she needs to set up what crime writers call a honey-trap. Such an encounter isn’t out of place, given that major plot developments turn on the opposing ethics of paganism and Christianity.  But in this instance Anderson neatly reconfigures the implications of the scene, while also tying it in more tightly with the rest of the story: when the Devil leaves, the witch peers out her window ‘and what she saw departing was not what she had seen within. Rather the shape was of a very tall man, who strode swiftly albeit his beard was long and wolf-gray. He was wrapped in a cloak and carried a spear, and beneath his wide-brimmed hat it seemed he had but a single eye. She remembered who also was cunning, and often crooked of purpose, and given to disguise in his wanderings to and fro upon the earth; and a shiver went through her’.


But then Odin – if it is indeed he – is soon gone and, of course, it might all have been just ‘a trick of the starlight’.


Poul Anderson, as prolific a writer as any in science fiction and fantasy, was once asked to name his five favorites among his books. He didn’t choose this one. As a minor character in another fine, albeit quite different fantasy – William Goldman’s The Princess Bride – was wont to exclaim: ‘Inconceivable!’  The Broken Sword is a masterpiece, as bleakly beautiful as the northern landscape in winter.


Michael Dirda is the author, most recently, of Classics for Pleasure and the 2012 Edgar Award-winning On Conan Doyle. He is at work on a book about late 19th and early 20th-century popular fiction.



      
      1

      
      There was a man called Orm the Strong, a son of Ketil Asmundsson who was a great landsman in the north of Jutland. The folk
         of Ketil had dwelt in Himmerland as long as men remembered, and were mighty landowners. The wife of Ketil was Asgerd, who
         was a leman-child of Ragnar Hairybreeks. Thus Orm came of good stock, but as he was the fifth living son of his father there
         could be no large inheritance for him.
      

      
      Orm was a great sea-farer and spent most of his summers in viking. When he was in his twentieth winter, he went to his oldest
         brother Asmund and said, ‘Now you have been sitting in Himmer-land and having the use of the farm for some years, and your
         brothers grow restless for a share. But it is plain that if we divide it five ways our family will sink from great landsmen
         to smallholders, and soon be lost and forgotten.’
      

      
      ‘That is true,’ replied Asmund, ‘and if you will not yield the inheritance it were best we steered it together.’

      
      ‘I will not be fifth man at the rudder,’ said Orm, ‘and so I will make you this offer: give me three ships, and outfit them,
         and supply arms to all who will follow me, and I will find my own land and quit all claim on our father’s.’
      

      
      Asmund was well pleased with this, the more so since two more of the brothers said they would go with Orm, and ere spring
         he had bought longships and all their outfit and found many of the younger and poorer men of the neighborhood who would be
         glad to fare westward. On the first clear day of spring, when the seas still ran high, Orm took his ships out of the bay,
         and that was the last Asmund ever saw of him.
      

      
      The dragons turned their tails to the low gray moors and the high cloudy sky of Himmerland. With wind piping in their riggings and sea-gulls screaming about the mastheads and the strakes
         foaming, they pointed their heads westward. Orm made a verse:
      

      
      White-maned horses

      
      (hear their neighing!),

      
      gray and gaunt-flanked,

      
      gallop westward.

      
      Wild with winter

      
      winds, they snort and

      
      buck when bearing

      
      burdens for me.

      
      By starting thus early, Orm reached the western islands ahead of most other vikings and had a good plundering. With this he
         bought more ships and gathered a following while he lay in Ireland over the winter.
      

      
      Now for some time Orm harried the western lands and had a great booty. But he wished for land of his own, and so one summer
         joined his fleet to the great one of Guttorm, or Guthrum as the English called him. For some time he was with Guthrum ashore
         as well as at sea, and when peace was made with Alfred, Orm went into the Danelaw to seek land.
      

      
      He found a green and fair tract beside a little bay where he could keep his ships. An Englander already dwelt there, but Orm
         ringed his house with men one night and burned it. The man, his brothers, and most of his household perished then. Some say
         that the man’s mother, who was a witch, escaped the fire – for the burners let all women and children and thralls that wished
         leave first – and laid the curse on Orm that his eldest son should be fostered beyond the world of men, while Orm should in
         turn foster a wolf that would one day rend him.
      

      
      Now Orm built a great house and other buildings on his newly gained land, and with the wealth and fame he had he was accounted
         a mighty chief in the Danelaw. When he had sat there a year, he felt it were well if he had a wife. He rode with a great following
         to the English ealdorman Athelstane and asked for his daughter Aelfrida, who was said to be the fairest maiden in England.
      

      
      Athelstane dared not refuse, but Aelfrida said to Orm’s face: ‘Never will I wed a heathen dog, nor indeed can I. And while
         it is true you can take me by force, you will have little joy of me – that I swear.’
      

      
      She was small and slender, with soft ruddy-brown hair and flashing gray eyes, while Orm was a huge bulky man with face burned
         red and hair nearly white from years of sun and sea. But he felt she was somehow the stronger, so after thinking for a while
         he said: ‘Now that I am in a land where folk worship the White Christ, it might be well if I made peace with him as well as
         his followers. Indeed, most of the Danes have already done so. I will be baptized if you will wed me, Aelfrida.’
      

      
      ‘That is no reason,’ she cried.

      
      ‘But think,’ said Orm slyly, ‘if you do not wed me I will not be christened, and then, if we may trust the priests, my soul
         is lost. And you will have to answer heavily to your God for losing a human soul.’ He whispered to Athelstane, ‘Also, I will
         burn down this house and throw you off the sea-cliffs.’
      

      
      ‘Aye, daughter, we dare not lose a human soul,’ said Athelstane very quickly.

      
      Aelfrida did not hold out much longer, for indeed Orm was a not ill-looking man, and he was known to be rich and powerful.
         So Orm was christened, and the next day he wed Aelfrida and bore her home to the Danelaw. They lived together contentedly
         enough, if not always peacefully.
      

      
      There were no churches near, so at Aelfrida’s wish Orm kept a priest on the land, and for atonement of his sins he paid the
         priest well. But being a careful man with no wish to offend any of the Powers, Orm continued to sacrifice to Thor in midwinter
         and to Freyr in spring for peace and good harvests, as well as to Odin and Aesir for luck before each sea-voyage.
      

      
      All that winter he and the priest quarreled about this, and in spring, not long before Aelfrida’s child was born, Orm lost
         his temper and kicked the priest out the door and bade him begone. Aelfrida reproached him greatly for this, until he cried that he could stand no more of that woman-chatter and now would have
         to flee it. A few days later, earlier than he had planned, he left with his ships and spent the summer harrying in Ireland
         and Scotland.
      

      
      Scarce were his ships out of sight when Aelfrida was brought to her bed and gave birth to a child. It was a fine big boy who
         after Orm’s wish she called Valgard, a name old in that family. But now there was no priest to christen the child, and the
         nearest church lay a good two or three days’ journey away. She sent a thrall there at once.
      

      
      Meanwhile she was proud and glad of her son, and often she sang to him as her mother had to her—

      
      Lullaby, my little bird,

      
      of all birds the very best!

      
      Hear the gently lowing herd.

      
      Now the sun is in the west

      
      and ’tis time that you should rest.

      
      Lullaby, my little love,

      
      nodding sleepy on my breast.

      
      See the evening star above

      
      rising from the hill’s green crest.

      
      Now ’tis time that you should rest.

      
      Lullaby, my little one.

      
      You and I alike are blest.

      
      God and Mary and their Son

      
      guard you, who are but their guest.

      
      Now ’tis time that you should rest.

   
      
      2

      
      Imric the elf-earl rode out one night to see what had happened in the lands of men. It was a cool spring dark with the moon
         nearly full, rime glittering on the grass and the stars still hard and bright as in winter. The night was very quiet save
         for the sighing of wind in budding branches, and the world was all sliding shadows and cold white light. The hoofs of Imric’s
         horse were shod with an alloy of silver, and there was a high clear ringing in the gloom as they struck the hard ground.
      

      
      The elf-earl rode into a darkling forest. Night lay heavy here, but from afar he saw a ruddy glimmer of fire. When he came
         there he saw it shone through cracks in a little hut of mud and wattles huddled under a great gnarly oak from whose boughs
         Imric remembered the Druids cutting mistletoe. He could sense that a witch lived here, so he dismounted and rapped on the
         door.
      

      
      A woman who seemed old and bent as the tree opened it and saw him standing there, the broken moonlight sheening off his helm
         and byrnie and his horse shimmering-white and mysterious, cropping the frosty grass behind him.
      

      
      ‘Good evening, mother,’ quoth Imric.

      
      ‘Let none of you elf-folk call me mother, who have borne tall sons to a man,’ grumbled the witch, but she let him in and hastened
         to pour him a horn of ale. Imric had to stoop inside the tiny hovel and clear away a litter of bones and other trash ere he
         could sit.
      

      
      He looked at her with the strange slant eyes of the elf-folk, all cloudy-blue without pupil or white. There were little moon-flecks
         drifting in Imric’s eyes, and shadows of ancient wisdom, for Imric had dwelt long in the land when the first men came. But
         he was ever youthful, with the broad forehead and high cheekbones, the narrow jaw and the straight thin-chiseled nose of the elf
         lords. His hair floated silvery-gold, finer than spider silk, from under his horned helmet down to his wide red-caped shoulders.
      

      
      ‘ ’Tis long since the elves have been abroad among men,’ said the witch.

      
      ‘Aye, we have been too busy in the war with the trolls,’ answered Imric in his voice that was like a wind blowing through
         ancient trees far away. ‘But now there is truce, and I am curious to find what has happened in the last hundred years.’
      

      
      ‘Much, and little of it good,’ said the witch. ‘The Danes have come from the east, burning and plundering and breaking English
         lords. They are nigh to overrunning all the western islands.’
      

      
      ‘That is not bad.’ Imric stroked his long mustache. ‘Before them the Saxons came with fire and death, and before them the
         Picts and Scots, and before them the Romans, and before them the Brythons and Goidels, and before them – but the tale is long
         and long, nor will it end with the Danes. And I, who have watched it almost since the land was made, see naught of evil in
         it, for it helps pass the time. I were fain to see these new folk.’
      

      
      ‘Then you need not ride far,’ said the witch, ‘for Orm the Strong has taken land here and his hall is but the ride of a night
         or less to the east on a mortal horse.’
      

      
      ‘A short trip for my windy-maned stallion. I will go.’

      
      ‘Hold – hold, elf!’ For a moment the witch sat muttering, and only her eyes had life, gleaming red out of the firelight’s
         monster shadows. Then of a sudden she cackled in glee and screamed, ‘Aye, ride, ride, elf, to Orm’s house by the sea. He is
         gone a-roving, but his wife will guest you gladly. She has but newly brought forth a son, and he is not yet christened.’
      

      
      At these words Imric cocked his long pointed ears forward and his ivory-white face tautened. ‘Speak you sooth, witch?’ he
         asked then, low and toneless like wind blowing through unpeopled heather.
      

      
      ‘Aye, by Sathanas I swear it.’ The old woman rocked to and fro, squatting in her rags before the dim coals that spattered
         her face with red. The shadows flowed out of corners and chased each other across the walls, huge and misshapen and noiseless. ‘Go
         see for yourself.’
      

      
      ‘I would not venture to take a Dane-chief’s child. He might be under the Aesir’s ward.’

      
      ‘Nay, elf, nay. Orm is a Christian, but an indifferent one, and his son has yet been hallowed to no gods at all.’

      
      ‘Ill is it to lie to me,’ said Imric thinly.

      
      ‘I have naught to lose,’ answered the witch. ‘Orm burned my sons in their house, and my blood dies with me. I do not fear
         gods or devils, elves or men. But ’tis truth I speak.’
      

      
      ‘I will go see,’ said Imric, and stood up. The scales of his byrnie rang together like little silver bells. He swept his great
         red cloak around him and went out and swung onto the moon-white stallion.
      

      
      Like a rush of wind and a fleeting blur of moonlight he was out of the forest and across the fields. Far and wide the land
         stretched, shadowy trees and silent hills and rime-whitened meadows asleep under the moon. Here and there stood a lonely croft,
         dark now, huddled beneath the great star-crusted sky. There were presences moving in the night, but they were not men – he
         sensed a distant wolf-howl, the green gleam of a crouched wildcat’s eyes, the scurry of furtive feet under the mighty oak-roots.
         They were aware of the elf-earl’s passage and shrank deeper into the shadows.
      

      
      Erelong Imric rode up to Orm’s garth. Here the barns and sheds and houses were big, of rough-hewn timbers. The great hall
         stood with its carven dragon heads like a hill-ridge against the shining star clouds, but after Imric had overleaped the fence
         it was to a lesser dwelling that he rode. The dogs smelled him and snarled, hair a-bristle, but ere they could bark he had
         turned his terrible blind-seeming gaze on them, and they crawled off whimpering in fear.
      

      
      He rode like a wandering night-wind up to the house and looked in a window. Moonlight shafted in over the bed, limning Aelfrida’s
         lovely slumbrous face in soft silver and a cloudiness of unbound silken hair. But it was on the babe beside her that Imric gazed.
      

      
      The elf-earl laughed within the locked mask of his cold beautiful face, and rode north again. Aelfrida moved in her sleep,
         woke, and looked at the little one beside her. Her eyes were still clouded with uneasy dreams.
      

   
      
      3

      
      In those days the elves and other folk of faerie still dwelt upon the earth, but even then a strangeness hung over their holdings,
         as if these wavered halfway between this world and another; and there were places which might at one time be a simple lonely
         hill or lake or forest and then at another gleam forth in all the ancient splendor of the true dwellers. Now and again the
         gaunt bare crags of the northern highlands known as the elf-hills might be seen by men as halls and castles, and thus they
         were shunned.
      

      
      Imric rode to the grim form of Elfheugh, which he saw as a castle tall and slender-spired, having gates of bronze and floors
         of marble, hung with the fairest shifty-patterned tapestries of magic weave and crusted with great blazing gems. In the moonlight
         the faerie folk were dancing on the green before the castle, but Imric rode by into the courtyard. His horse’s hoof-beats
         echoed hollowly from the massive outer walls, and the dwarf thralls hurried forth to attend him. He swung to the ground and
         hastened into the keep.
      

      
      The clear unwavering light of the tapers was broken into a shifting, tricky dazzle of many colors by the gems and the gold
         in the walls. Music breathed through the vaulted rooms, rippling harps and keening viols and the voices of flutes like mountain
         brooks under darkling pines. The patterns on the rugs and tapestries moved slowly, like live figures. The very walls and floors,
         and the groined ceiling in its dim blue twilight of height, had a fluid quicksilver instability, they were never the same
         and yet one could not say just how they changed.
      

      
      Imric went down a staircase, his byrnie chiming in the stillness. Of a sudden it grew dark about him, save for the occasional
         bloody light of a guttering torch, and the cold dark air of the inner earth filled his lungs. Now and again a clash of metal or a shuddering wail echoed down the rough-hewn water-dripping corridors,
         but Imric paid no heed. Like all elves, he had a rippling liquid cat-grace in his movements, he went swift and silent and
         easy as a questing wind down into the dungeons.
      

      
      Finally he paused before a great door of brass-barred oak. It was green with moss and dark with age and cold with the dew
         of the inner earth, and only Imric had the keys to the three mighty locks. These he opened, muttering certain words, and swung
         the ponderous door back. It groaned, for three hundred years had passed since last he had opened it.
      

      
      A woman of the troll race sat within the little cell. She wore only the bronze chain, heavy enough to anchor a ship, which
         fastened her by the neck to the wall. Light from a torch ensconced outside the door fell dimly on her huge squat mighty-muscled
         form. She had no hair, and the green skin moved on her bones. As she turned her great hideous head to Imric, her wolf-toothed
         mouth snarled. But her eyes were empty, two deep pools of utter blackness in which a soul could drown, sinking down forever
         into nothingness. For nine hundred years she had been Imric’s captive, and she was mad.
      

      
      The elf-earl looked down at her, but not into her eyes. He said softly, ‘We are to make a changeling again, Gora.’

      
      The troll-woman’s voice rumbled like thunder out of the earth’s inmost deeps. ‘Oho, oho,’ she said, ‘he is here again. Be
         welcome, you, whoever you are, out of night and unending chaos. Ha, will none wipe the sneer off the face of the cosmos?’
      

      
      ‘Hurry,’ said Imric. ‘I must make the change ere dawn.’

      
      ‘Hurry and hurry, autumn leaves hurrying on the rainy wind, snow hurrying out of the sky, life hurrying to death, gods hurrying
         to oblivion.’ The troll-woman’s crazy voice boomed hollow down the corridors. ‘All ashes, dust, blown on a senseless screaming
         wind, and only the mad can gibber the music of the spheres. Ha, the red cock on the dunghill!’
      

      
      Imric took a whip from the wall and lashed her. She cowered and lay down, and quickly, because he liked not the slippy clammy
         cold of her flesh, Imric did what was needful. Thereafter he walked nine times widdershins about her where she squatted, singing
         a song no human throat could have formed, a song which certain beings had sung once, shambling around a strangely carved monolith,
         to bring forth the fruits of a quaking steamy world. As he sang, the troll-woman shook and swelled and moaned in pain, and
         when he had gone the ninth time around she screamed so that it pierced his ears and rang in his skull, and she brought forth
         a man-child.
      

      
      It could not by the human eye be told from Orm Dane-chief’s son, save that it howled fiercely and bit at its mother. Imric
         cut its cord and took it in his arms, where it lay quiet.
      

      
      ‘The world is flesh dissolving off a dead skull,’ mumbled the troll-woman. She clanked her chain and lay back, shuddering.
         ‘Birth is but the breeding of maggots in the crumbling flesh. Already the skull’s teeth leer forth, and black crows have left
         its eye-sockets empty. Soon a barren wind will blow through its bare white bones.’ She howled as Imric closed the door. ‘He
         is waiting for me, he is waiting on the hill where the mist blows ragged on the wind, for nine hundred years has he waited.
         The black cock crows—’
      

      
      Imric locked the door anew and hastened up the stairs. He had no liking for making changelings, but the chance of getting
         a human baby was too rare to lose.
      

      
      When he came out into the courtyard he saw that a storm was brewing. A rising wind drove a wrack of clouds across the heavens,
         great flying black monsters from which the moon fled wildly over the sky. Like mountains in the east, the lightning-veined
         storm clouds boiled darkly over the horizon. The wind hooted and howled.
      

      
      Imric sprang to the saddle and spurred his horse south. Over the crags and hills they went, across dales and between trees
         that writhed in the gale. The fleeing moon cast fitful white gleams over the world, and Imric was like such a wind-swift flitting
         phantom.
      

      
      Swiftly, swiftly he raced, with his cloak blowing like bat-wings and the moonlight glittering briefly on his mail and his
         eldritch eyes. He rode along the eastern sea-cliffs with the surf roaring and snarling at his feet and spindrift blowing cold on his
         cheeks. Now and again a lurid lightning flash showed the waste of running waters and the storm marching out of the east. Thunder
         bawled ever louder in the darkness that followed the boom and bang of great wheels across the sky. Imric spurred his horse
         to yet wilder flight – he had no wish to meet Thor, out here in the storming dark with naught but loneliness around for many
         miles.
      

      
      Into Orm’s garth he leaped and up to Aelfrida’s window. She was awake, holding her child to her breast and whispering comfort
         to him. Her hair blew around her face, almost blinding her.
      

      
      There came a sudden glare of lightning like white fire. She could not see in that terrible flare, and the thunder that went
         with it was like a hammer-blow. But she felt the baby fall from her arms, she snatched for him, and then she felt the dear
         weight again as if it had been laid there.
      

      
      Imric laughed aloud as he rushed back through the storm. But of a sudden he heard his laughter echoed, a howl in the raving
         darkness, and he reined in with his breast gone cold. Through a last break in the clouds came a shafting icy-white moonbeam,
         limning the figure which galloped with the east wind across Imric’s path. A brief glimpse he had, seated on his plunging horse,
         of the mighty cloaked form that outran the wind, the huge eight-legged horse and its rider with the long gray beard and the
         shadowing hat. The moonbeam gleamed on the head of his spear and on his single eye.
      

      
      Hoo, halloo, there he went through the sky with his troop of dead warriors and the fire-eyed hounds barking like thunderclaps.
         His horn screamed in the storm, the hoofbeats were like a rush of hail drumming on the roof; and then the whole pack was gone
         and the rain came raving over the world.
      

      
      Imric snarled, for the Wild Hunt boded no good to those who saw it and the laughter of the one-eyed huntsman had been mockery.
         But – he had to get home now, lightning was cracking all around him and Thor might take a fancy to throw his hammer at an elf. Imric held Orm’s son in his cloak and struck spurs into his stallion.
      

      
      Aelfrida could see again, and she clutched the yelling boy in her arms. He should be fed now, if only to quiet him. He suckled
         her, but bit until it hurt.
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      Skafloc, Imric named the stolen child, and gave him to his sister Leea to nurse. She was as beautiful as her brother, with
         thinly graven ivory features, unbound silvery-gold tresses floating in the air under a jeweled coronet, and the same moon-flecked
         twilight-blue eyes as he. Tenuous spider-silk garments drifted about the slender white wonder of her body, and when she danced
         in the moonlight it was as a ripple of light and madness to those who watched. She smiled on Skafloc with pale full lips,
         and her milk was sweet fire in his mouth and veins.
      

      
      Many great lords of Alfheim came to the naming of the child, and they brought goodly gifts: cunningly wrought goblets and
         rings, dwarf-forged swords and axes, byrnies and helms and shields, garments of silk and satin and cloth-of-gold, charms and
         talismans. Since elves, like gods and giants and trolls and others of that sort, know not old age, they had few children,
         perhaps centuries apart, and the birth of one was a great event; still more portentous to elves was the fostering of a human.
      

      
      As the feast was in progress, there came a tremendous clatter of hoofs outside Elfheugh, until the walls trembled and the
         brazen gates sang an answer. Sentries on the moonlit towers winded their clear-throated horns, but none wished to contest
         the way of that rider and Imric himself met him at the portals, bowing low.
      

      
      It was a great fair figure in flashing byrnie and eagle-winged helm, with a blaze in his eyes like lightning, and the earth
         trembled under his horse’s hoofs. ‘Greeting, Skirnir,’ said Imric. ‘We are honored by your visit.’
      

      
      The messenger of the Aesir rode across the moon-white flagstones. At his side, jumping restlessly in the scabbard and glaring
         like fire of the sun itself, was Freyr’s mighty sword, given him for his journey to Jötunheim after Gerth. He bore another
         sword in his hands, a huge rusted one still black with the earth in which it had long lain, and broken in two.
      

      
      ‘I bear a naming-gift for your foster-son, Imric,’ he said. ‘Guard well this glaive, and when he is old enough to swing it
         tell him the giant Bölverk who forged it can make it whole again. The day will come when Skafloc stands in sore need of a
         good blade, and this is the Aesir’s gift against that time.’
      

      
      He threw the broken sword clashing on the ground, whirled his horse about, and in a roar of hoofbeats was lost in the night.
         The elf-folk stood very still, for they knew the Aesir had some purpose of their own in this, yet Imric could not but obey.
      

      
      None of the elves could touch iron, but Imric shouted for his dwarf thralls and had them pick up the old weapon. Under his
         direction they bore it down to the inmost dungeons and walled it into a niche near Gora’s lonely cell. Imric warded the spot
         with rune signs, and then left it and avoided the place for a long time.
      

      
      Now some years went by and naught was heard from the gods.

      
      Skafloc grew apace, and a bonny boy he was, big and gay, with great blue eyes and hair like spun gold in the sunshine. He
         was noisier than the few elf children, and grew so much swifter that he was a man when they were still unchanged. It was not
         the way of the elves to show over-much fondness for their young, but Leea often made much of Skafloc, singing him to sleep
         with the wild ancient lays that were voices of sea and wind and soughing forest. She taught him the courtly manners of the
         elf lords, and also their corybantic dances when they were out in the night, barefoot in the dew and drunk with streaming
         moonlight. Much of what wizard knowledge he had came from her, songs which could blind and dazzle and enchant, songs which
         the rocks and trees sang back in shivering echoes, songs without voice to which the auroras danced on winter nights.
      

      
      While yet a child, Skafloc had a merry time, at play with the elf young and with their strange fellows. Many were the presences
         haunting the hills and glens of that wild land; it was a place of sorcery and the men and beasts who wandered into it rarely
         returned. Not all the dwellers were safe or friendly, but Imric always had some warrior of his guard following Skafloc about.
      

      
      There were sprites dancing and whirling in the rainbowed mists about cataracts tumbling into the dells, with their voices
         shouting and booming back from the cliffs. Skafloc could dimly see them, a cloudy glimpse of white, graceful, water-gleaming
         bodies leaping in the foam and spray, haloed with rainbows. Of moonlit nights, drawn like other denizens of faerie by the
         cold mystic beams, they would sometimes come out and sit on the mossy banks, white and naked and streaming water, with weeds
         twisted into their long hair and garlands of cool pale water lilies; and elf children could then talk to them. Much could
         the sprites tell, of flowing rivers and the quick silvery gleam of fish in them, of the frog and the otter and the kingfisher
         and what those had to say to each other, of sunlit pebbly bottoms and of secret places where the water was still and green
         and alive with presences – and then the wild rush over cliff edges in a roar and a rainbow, shooting down to dance in the
         whirlpools!
      

      
      Other watery places there were from which Skafloc was warned away, certain quaking bogs and silent dark tarns, for the dwellers
         there were not good.
      

      
      Often he would be out in the forest to speak with the little old folk who lived there, the humble gnomes and brownies, with
         their gray and brown homespun clothes and their long stocking caps and the men’s beards down to their knees. They lived under
         trees, with a gnarly comfort to their simple abodes, and were glad to see the elf children. But they feared the grown elves,
         and thought it well that they were so small none of these could get into their dwellings. Unless of course he had shrunk to
         their size, which none of the haughty elf lords cared to do.
      

      
      There were a few goblins about. Once they had been powerful in the land, but Imric had entered with fire and sword, and those
         who were not slain or driven out had been broken of their might. They were furtive cave dwellers now, but Skafloc managed to befriend one and from him got much curious goblin lore.
      

      
      Once the boy heard a piping far off in the forest, and he thrilled to its eerie enchantment and hastened through the twilit
         trees to the glen from which it came. So softly had he learned to move, like a flitting shadow, that he stood before the creature
         ere it was aware of him. It was a strange being, man-like but with the legs and ears and horns of a goat. It blew a melancholy
         air on its reed pipe, and its eyes were great and sad and liquid.
      

      
      ‘Who are you?’ asked Skafloc wonderingly.

      
      The being lowered his pipe, seeming for a moment ready to flee, then he relaxed and sat down on a log. His accent was odd
         as he said, ‘I am a faun.’
      

      
      ‘I have heard of no such beings.’ Skafloc sat down cross-legged in the grass before him.

      
      The faun smiled sorrowfully in the twilight. The evening star blinked forth above his head. ‘There are none save me hereabouts,’
         he said. ‘I am an exile.’
      

      
      ‘Whence came you hither, faun?’

      
      ‘I came from the lands of the south, after great Pan was dead and the new god whose name I cannot speak was come to Hellas.
         There was no more place for the old gods and the old beings who haunted the land. The priests cut down the sacred grove and
         built a church – Oh, I remember the dryads’ screams, quivering voicelessly on the still, hot air and seeming to hang there
         forever. They ring yet in my ears, they always will.’ The faun shook his horned head. ‘I fled north,’ he said, ‘but I wonder
         if those of my ancient comrades who stayed and fought and were slain with exorcisms were not wiser. Long and long has it been,
         elf-boy, and lonelier than it was long.’ Tears glimmered in the faun’s eyes. ‘The nymphs and the fauns and the very gods are
         dead, dust blowing on desolate winds. The temples stand empty, white under the sky, and slowly they topple to ruin. And I
         – I wander alone in a foreign land, scorned by its gods and shunned by its people. It is a land of mist and rain and soul-freezing
         iron winters, angry gray seas and pale sunlight spearing through hurrying clouds. No more of blue sky and sapphire ocean, creamy-white in its gentle swells, no more of little rocky islands and the dear warm groves where the
         white nymphs waited for us, no more of grapes hanging from ancient vines and fig trees heavy with fruit, no more of the stately
         gods on high Olympus—’
      

      
      Of a sudden the faun ceased his crooning, stiffened, cocked his ears forward, and then turned and fled into the bushes. Skafloc
         looked around and saw the elf-guard approaching to take him home.
      

      
      Skafloc, who could stand the daylight which the elves hated, was much more about in the hills and dales than the other children,
         and came to know the land far better than a man who had lived there for a lifetime might.
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