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Jól

by shukyou (主教)

It was difficult to believe in such a chill, even as Hrolf stepped out into it. Breathing it in was like taking a blow to the chest every time. With his hands, hobbled as they were in fur-lined mittens, he redoubled the scarf around his mouth and nose. The morning sky was the clear blue-grey of a bird’s egg, but he would not see the sun’s weak winter face today, not this late in the year. It would give him enough light, though, to do what was needed.

There had been no snow yet this year, and in some ways that made the cold worse; even if its dense white blanket was the opposite of his wool one, Hrolf could pretend it was like a blanket, and thus feel better when he looked out at the landscape from within his cozy cottage. Without it, there was no pretending that the ground was frozen solid. He left no footprints behind as he set off into the forest, his small pack hitched up on his back. No one knew he was going, and if he froze to death out here, no one would find him until early spring at least.

That thought, to Hrolf, was a comfort. He’d chosen the cottage for solitude, after all, and if that meant quietly decaying among the animals as the winter rose and melted around him, well, that was all right too.

Though he’d made some modifications to it since coming to live there five years ago, he hadn’t built it himself; it had been the home of one of his mother’s brothers, a loner much like Hrolf himself. Uncle Throndr had been found that spring at the bottom of a ravine with a broken neck, which had given Hrolf the idea of taking the cabin for himself. His mother had been worried sick and cried at the idea of sending her baby of barely fourteen summers out into the wild, but he’d also seen her calculating in her head how much easier rations would divide now among only twelve children instead of thirteen. He still went to visit often, and to bring them the bounty of the woods to fatten their stews. But it was winter now, and even without snow, travel was inadvisable, when the night took up so much of the day and the scold could steal the heat from your bones before you could blink an eye.

That was all right, Hrolf reasoned, because he wasn’t going far.

Uncle Throndr hadn’t left much behind beyond the basics of survival, except for a small wooden chest at the end of his bed. Everything else in the cottage was plain, utilitarian, but this box was lovely, with a mistletoe design carved across its lid. That chest was what was in Hrolf’s pack now; he supposed he could have taken its contents and left their heavy wooden shell behind, but somehow that seemed improper.

His face was warmer now than it had been in years past, in part because this was the first year he’d managed to work up a proper beard. From reflections in the well on sunny days, he could tell that it was rust-red, a deeper color than the reddish hair atop his head. He supposed he looked quite handsome with it, for all that no one was out here to appreciate the effect. He’d once been a rather vain young man, but solitude had cured him of that vice. What did he hope to impress out here, the deer? The game birds? The wolves that kept a respectful distance from his fire?

His breath poured out of him in great white clouds as he walked. Everything was harder at this temperature, in this milky grey light that served as day in the deep winter. The path he took had become overgrown during the year; late autumn storms had also washed it over with mud in places, leaving Hrolf to squint in the dimness at times and wonder where he was going. He tried to hum a cheery tune to himself, but that took more air than he had to spare, so he chose to walk in silence. There was no birdsong, and Hrolf smiled to think of them all buried in their little nests, huddled together to wait out the long dark. He made no effort to disguise his walk, letting frozen grass crunch and fallen branches snap under his feet. Stealth was as valuable to him at the moment as vanity. He was not hunting, so why not give the little animals fair warning to keep their distance? He wasn’t hunting today.

At last he came upon the circle. It was so well-hidden by the dense forest around it that every time, Hrolf wondered if he had gotten on the wrong path right until the moment it deposited him in the clearing. Twelve ash-pale stones stood in a ring, all of them taller than he was, and he was not a short man. The ground nearby and the mountains in the distance were made of a different rock; he had no idea where they must first have been cut.

Hrolf rolled a little towel on the ground and placed his knees on it, protecting them from both the hardness and the temperature of the ground. With no small difficulty, he managed through mittened hands to get his pack open and the box out. At rest in the quiet center of the ancient ring, he began.

Uncle Throndr had left no instructions, and as such, Hrolf had no idea if what he was doing was correct, or vital, or even harmful in some way. But as he set up the candles in a ring before him, twelve to echo the shape made by the stones around him, he decided as he had before that his worst crime in this was likely giving in to the unnecessary. He struck a flint and sparked one to life, then used it to light the others. Already the glow was the brightest thing he’d seen in what felt like months.

He took the other items in the box and placed them as gently as he could in the center: a long-dried sprig of holly, berries and all; a stone with a rune cut on it, one that Hrolf’s meager literacy did not give him the ability to understand; an iron knife with a bone handle, its ceremonial blade having never been sharpened; a silver bracelet that bore a wheel design all the way around. He’d thought more than once about wearing the last one on these treks, but the idea of metal against his skin in that temperature had made him think better of it.

At this point, he had to admit he was not wholly certain what to do.

Devotion to the old gods had never been much of Hrolf’s life before leaving home. Indeed, general sentiment had considered it superstition at best and blasphemy at worse, and Hrolf himself had never felt strongly about it one way or another. But there had been those few in the village who maintained their small shrines and their midwinter gatherings, so while Hrolf had never participated, he had known what he was seeing when he opened Uncle Throndr’s mistletoe box.

There were no words there, though, or if there were, Hrolf could not read them. But he could remember the words to a hymn his maternal grandmother had sung to him when he was a child, and he supposed they were better than nothing:

“Bless darkest winter, longest night,” he began, speaking instead of singing, as he had never been particularly able to carry a tune and did not wish to insult anyone with an off-key rendering. “Bless bitter chill and pale moonlight.” The moisture in his breath gathered and froze on the scarf in front of his lips, so Hrolf pulled the fabric down, exposing his face. “Bless death and sleep and time and tide.” He cleared his throat. “Bless waking on the other side.”

That was it. He didn’t know what else there was, or could be, especially alone. With twelve short, plumed breaths, he blew out each of the tapers, then put them and the objects back in the box. The box went back in his pack, the pack went back on his shoulder, the scarf went back around his face, and Hrolf set off for home.

The first year he’d done it, he’d felt stupid. He had, in fact, taken most of the year dithering about it, caught between not being able to ask anyone and not being able to figure it out on his own. The whole while, he’d felt like looking over his shoulder, waiting to see if his brothers had gathered to laugh at their foolish, quiet sibling. They hadn’t been shy about letting him know they gave no credence to the idea that the same boy who would not play their roughhousing games could survive one his own. He would never admit aloud how much of the first year he’d given himself courage by remembering that he was proving them wrong.

He didn’t feel stupid now. He felt at peace. If it meant nothing to the world, it meant something to him, and that was what counted. Hidden from the elements, a smile curved his lips.

That smile, however, began to fade as he took stock of the sky. The earlier clear blue was gone, replaced with a high bank of clouds. Tucking his pack on his back, he focused on his feet and hurried home as fast as the chill air would let him. He had to make it back to more familiar territory, at least, or he would be stranded with nothing more than a dozen ceremonial tapers to light his way. Cheery as they were together inside a cozy grove, they would not do much against the coming night. Hrolf sank his teeth into his lower lip with concentration. This part of the path had been washed out by a small mudslide, but he thought he recognized the way on the other side — didn’t he? He had to believe that he did. He hopped a small ravine and set off on the other side.

Not too long after, he realized he’d made a wrong decision. The trees were now completely unfamiliar to him, and there were no signs of the directional marks he and other hunters had left in their bark. He thought about retracing his steps, but as he looked back in the fading light, he wasn’t sure he could do that either. His teeth were chattering; had he noticed that earlier? Best to take what little daylight he had left and build himself a makeshift shelter, get a fire going, try not to freeze before the sun rose again.

Just off the path there was a rocky outcropping, one which would cradle a stream in the summer, but was now dry and barren. He had a small axe in his pocket and set to hewing down some of the lower branches, looking for protection against the storm. There was no real place that would protect a fire from the wind, but he could at least curl up and trust his own heat to hold him through the night. There was a little notch about the size of a man; Hrolf pressed himself into it before drawing up the branches around him. It wasn’t much, but it would do.

Closing his eyes, he thought of his uncle. He had barely known Throndr, though he supposed men of their kind didn’t need to know much of one another to know one another anyway. Despite his tall, powerful frame, Throndr had not participated in the sports and games enjoyed by his brothers and brothers-in-law. He had always been quiet, reserved, Hrolf remembered, willing to exchange a few words or even a tale with the children, but no more. He had no wife, nor did anyone expect it of him. He appeared from time to time during the warmer months, but came and went as he pleased, and stayed no longer than he wished. No wonder life in such solitude had suited him so well. No wonder it suited his nephew as well.

Hrolf had few illusions about his cursory attempts at shelter; he would likely die here tonight, and so far off the path that maybe not even spring would have his family find him. He tried not to be afraid. His teeth chattered, and he chose to believe it was wholly from the cold.

In the absolute blackness, one could lose all track of time, place, self. Hrolf closed his eyes and dozed, not knowing how long he slept or if he would ever wake again.

But he did wake, as a noise caught his attention. Despite the din of wind through bare branches and dried leaves, his ears caught a different sound — something plodding, more deliberate. His eyes scanned the darkness, seeking information despite the utter lack of light — and yet he saw a tiny light bobbing in the distance. As he stared at it, he realized it was coming closer, and that it was swinging in the manner of a lantern carried on a tall stick. “Hello!” he called, hearing his voice echo through the trees. “Hello there!”

“Hello yourself!” called back a voice from the direction of the lantern. It was a man’s voice, deep and rich, with an accent Hrolf did not recognize. “Storm’s coming!”

“Well, yes, I–” Hrolf stepped forward toward the light, not caring that what little sense he had of the path or his sheltering outcropping was disappearing behind him. “I’m afraid I got lost.”

The lantern was closer now, and in its light Hrolf could see the shadow of a figure, a man broad and sturdy as his voice was. He appeared to be covered in a hundred different pelts, the clothing of a hunter, and he carried over his shoulder a sack much like Hrolf’s. The heavy hood of his cloak hid his face. “Is that little cottage yours, the one I passed back a ways? With the well out front and the stone fence?”

Hrolf had never heard such sweet words in his life. “Yes!” he said. “Yes, can you … would you point me the way there?”

“I’ll do better than that, friend,” said the stranger. “If you’ll let me ride out the storm with you, I’ll take you there myself.”

“Of course,” Hrolf promised. “Of course.”

“Then follow me!” laughed the stranger, turning on his heel and stomping back in the direction he’d come, and Hrolf tucked his head against the growing wind and followed as instructed.

For all he’d been sure he’d been lost forever in the deepest part of the wood, Hrolf was somewhat perturbed when after only ten minutes’ worth of walking, they came upon the edge of his stone wall. Hrolf hurried ahead on half-frozen legs to throw open the door to his rescuer and guest. The fire in the hearth had flickered down to little more than embers, so Hrolf threw kindling and logs alike on the coals, then fanned them until they caught into a warming blaze.

He turned back to his guest, who had removed his enormous coat, but who had not diminished in size much because of it. He was a tall, broad man with wild black hair streaked through with silver, and his lush, full beard made Hrolf more than a little envious. The man had also opened his pack and was pulling out a number of tins and sacks, setting them on the table like he was preparing for a feast. Balancing curiosity with the desire not to be impolite, Hrolf cleared his throat.

The man looked up at him with a broad grin. “I thought you might be as hungry as I,” he said, gesturing to the spread on the table. “Unless you had in mind another dish?”

Stew and dried meat for the whole winter was nothing Hrolf would ever complain about, but it seemed insufficient to serve to a guest — and besides, he wanted to know what was in the tins. “If you don’t mind,” said Hrolf, taking the seat opposite the man.

“Of course not! Wouldn’t have offered otherwise.” He pushed a tin towards Hrolf, and Hrolf was surprised to find that inside were strips of roast pork gleaming with fat. What kind of a man traveled with a feast like these? It was an excellent question, and one that Hrolf would answer as soon as he was done eating. “I knew the man who lived here before,” said the stranger as he pulled open a sack of walnuts, pouring them out on the table as a merchant might spill coins. “Are you any relation?”

Manners were a thing that disappeared in the wilderness, and so Hrolf had to remind himself to chew and swallow before responding: “My uncle,” he told the man. “My mother’s brother Throndr.”

“Throndr, yes,” said the man, unwrapping a paper parcel that contained several slices of thick-buttered bread. “There, have some of this. My cousin’s wife makes it, it’s very good.”

Hrolf didn’t have to be told twice. His fingers still greasy from the pork, he snatched up a piece and shoved it in his mouth. He felt ravenous, like a starving man, though he’d eaten just before he’d set out on his journey, and that hadn’t been so long ago. Or had it? When there was so little light to the day, all but the most general measures of time began to lose meaning. “It’s very good,” Hrolf agreed through a half-full mouth.

The man just laughed at that. “I’ll have to tell her, then! What a pleasure it is, to see someone enjoying food.”

Feeling a bit self-conscious, Hrolf bowed his head. “Thank you,” he said. “For this and for the guidance home.”

“That was also a pleasure,” said the man. “As I said, I knew Throndr, but I do not know his nephew.”

“Hrodulfr, son of Leofsige, son of Raginhard,” offered Hrolf by way of introduction. “But most call me Hrolf.”

“And what do you like to be called?” asked the man.

No one had ever asked this before. “Hrolf, I suppose.”

“Then Hrolf, I shall call you,” said the man. “It’s important to call people what they like.”

Hrolf supposed it was. “And you?” he asked, gnawing at a bit of pickled carrot. “What do you like to be called?”

“Oh, I’ve picked up many names in my travels,” the man said with a laugh, “and I’m amenable to them all. What would you like to call me?”

This was an even stranger question than the one before, and perhaps the strangest part of it was how normal it seemed from the man’s lips, as normal as Hrolf’s impolitely gorging himself on delicacies while his guest and provider of the feast only watched, his brown eyes twinkling. “I don’t know,” said Hrolf. He looked at the man for a moment, considering his massive frame and his dark hair. “Perhaps … Bjarni?”

His answer made the man — Bjarni, he supposed it was now — light up with laughter. “Very well! I suppose I am a bit bear-like, especially in this condition.” He rubbed at his beard to make the point.

Pleased by the positive response, Hrolf relaxed a little. There was a hard cheese amongst the dishes, and Hrolf set to peeling off its waxy casing. “And what brought you out into the woods on such a night as this, friend Bjarni?” asked Hrolf.

“Oh, the same thing as brought you, I imagine.”

“I somewhat doubt that,” said Hrolf, less under his breath than he meant to.

Instead of replying, Bjarni looked around the cabin. “Have you any wine?”

Pushed on this point of hospitality, Hrolf’s face fell. “A single skin, but it’s gone to vinegar. It burst a seam and is hardly drinkable now. I should just have poured it out.”

Bjarni chuckled. “Bad wine seems less of a crime this evening than no wine, does it not?”

Hrolf could hardly argue with such logic. He stood, finding the food and warmth had left him feeling almost completely restored, and went for the skin hanging by the pantry. “I keep my larder better-stocked in the summer,” he said by way of humble apology as he poured his guest’s measure into his one fine cup and his own into a small soup bowl. At least he’d washed it recently.

“And who doesn’t?” Bjarni raised his glass high. “To my fine host, who has made me feel welcome on such a long night as this.”

“To my rescuer,” Hrolf added, lifting his bowl in kind. He turned his ear to the wind, which was already whipping branches against the roof. “Who has brought me in from a very unpleasant night.”

“To us!” Bjarni tapped their drinking vessels together, then put his to his mouth and gave no noise of complaint. Hrolf did the same and was shocked to find that the wine was still good! Indeed, despite how rank it had been only a week earlier, this was some of the best wine he’d ever tasted. Surely he’d been mistaken earlier, and what a lucky mistake it was for them both. He ate and drank in equal measure, and every tin he finished, Bjarni seemed to be able to open a new one, full of some new delight: mushroom and lamb sausage, smoked trout in oil, brined eggs, dried apples with honey.

At last, Hrolf was full. He almost didn’t recognize the sensation, as a full belly was not a sensation he had associated with the winter months. But he was well and truly stuffed, until he couldn’t eat another bite. “I feel so heavy, I might break my chair,” laughed Hrolf, patting his belly.

Bjarni stood and offered Hrolf his hand. “Then perhaps it is time to retire.”

Hrolf took Bjarni’s hand, amazed at how warm and soft it was. The backs of his knuckles were furred with dark hair, but his palms were soft as a child’s. What hunter could have kept his skin so smooth? He allowed Bjarni to pull him to his feet, and then to pull him into a kiss.

Kissing had always seemed to Hrolf something ridiculous at best and off-putting at worst, and he’d never been able to join in his brothers’ and cousins’ fantasies of kissing one particular village girl or another. This, though, was entirely different. He could taste the last of the honey on Bjarni’s lips and opened his mouth wide, taking it all in. He realized his hands were gripped in the skin of Bjarni’s tunic, holding himself upright. He could have let go, though, because Bjarni’s hands against his back were an even better defense against falling. And indeed, falling didn’t seem so bad.

They did not fall, though, but settled gently into the pile of furs Hrolf kept by the fire. He’d thought before about fashioning himself a proper bed, but had never seen the need. Now he felt he needed it even less, as his body was pressed against the soft pelts by Bjarni’s sturdy frame. One of Bjarni’s thick knees was between Hrolf’s thighs, pressing forward in a way that made Hrolf moan aloud. With a chuckle, Bjarni did it again.

That Hrolf was a flustered virgin seemed to bother Bjarni none. In fact, his large guest seemed more than happy to take charge, wrapping his soft hands around Hrolf’s wrists and holding them back against the furs. Hrolf did not struggle, or at least did not mean to put up any resistance. Some portion of his mind knew that he should have at least given protest — the same portion that knew he should not have eaten so impolitely, taking all his guest’s delicacies for himself. But the rest of him could not care. In a life of austerity and discipline, he felt indulgent, decadent. And the more he showed visible pleasure, the happier Bjarni seemed to be. Who was he to deny his guest such happiness?

“I’ll keep you warm, little hermit.” Bjarni’s voice rumbled in Hrolf’s ears as Bjarni kissed and nuzzled them. His beard had looked so coarse before, like a bear’s indeed, but on contact it was as curiously soft as his hands were. “Nice and warm, through the long night.”

“Yes,” gasped Hrolf, not knowing if there was some more proper response. He let his arms be gathered above his head, then left them there as Bjarni pressed them against the furs and began unfastening Hrolf’s trousers. When he opened the flap, Hrolf’s cock sprang up, throbbing and ready. Hrolf was nearly stirred to embarrassment, except for how Bjarni stroked its head with his fingertips and smiled as though he’d accomplished something great. Thus, Hrolf decided not to disguise his reactions any further. If this was what Bjarni wished to accomplish, why deny him the satisfaction of his victory?

Bjarni shed his own tunic then, and oh, he was a mountain of a man, his pale skin covered in the same soft, dark hair that dusted his knuckles. He was solid, his shoulders broad, his limbs and chest muscled. The sight of him made Hrolf sigh and lift a hand to press against Bjarni’s chest, right over his heart.

Bjarni looked down at him and smiled, then pressed a kiss to the tip of his nose, a playful gesture for someone so large and manly. But if there was one thing Hrolf was learning about his guest, it was that he was a man who could embody several contradictions without breaking a sweat. He let his hands search Bjarni’s skin, in awe of being able to touch anyone like this, much less another man. He ran his hands across Bjarni’s shoulders and arms, up his throat and through his hair, indulging in the sensation.

All the while, Bjarni watched him with a smile, looking untroubled, unhurried. “Are you warm, little wolf?”

Hrolf nodded. He was warm out to the tips of his toes, which were never anything but ice, even in the summer months. He was warm inside his belly as well, full of good food and unexpectedly good wine. Beneath Bjarni’s strong body, everything was cozy and safe.

So when Bjarni nudged him to roll onto his stomach, Hrolf complied. He lifted his hips as Bjarni stripped him bare from the waist down, and as his skin hit the air, he did not feel cold. Instead, he felt excited, a sensation that doubled as he felt Bjarni’s body press over him. In the process, Bjarni had shed the rest of his clothes as well, until his bare cock rested in the cleft of Hrolf’s ass.

“Do you want me to fuck you?” asked Bjarni, his lips pressed to the back of Hrolf’s neck.

Surely the rules of hospitality said something about this sort of situation, but Hrolf had no idea what, so he chose his answer based on his own desire: “Yes,” he gasped, even though this very thought had given him pause when considered in the past. That was then, though, and here he was with a beautiful man atop him, ready and waiting for him. How could he say anything but yes?

The sensation was strange at first, at once friction and oil-slickness as Hrolf felt himself entered from behind. He pressed his mouth into the furs, crying out as the sensation overwhelmed him. He wanted to beg Bjarni to hurry it up, to give it to him, but Bjarni was slow, easing his cock inside with gentle pressure. One of his hands held on to Hrolf’s hip, holding him steady as he pushed deeper and deeper, until Hrolf was not sure how much deeper Bjarni could go or how much deeper he himself could take. But at last he felt the weight of Bjarni’s hips against his ass as Bjarni buried himself wholly inside. There he was, panting and whimpering, mounted by this amazing bear of a man.

Then Bjarni began to move, pulling out again before plunging in deeper. He was not slow, now that he had stretched Hrolf to fit him, but neither was he fast. He fucked with a heavy, measured pace, enough to keep the sensation going, but not so much that Hrolf’s own pleasure was lost in it. For his own part, Hrolf whimpered and rutted against the furs, looking for any friction that he could for his aching cock. It was not enough and too much all at once.

Bjarni kissed the back of Hrolf’s neck again, up and down the curve of his spine to the point where his hair began. “Are you warm?” he asked again, and if Hrolf had said yes before, well, that had only been that he hadn’t known what true warmth was. This was it, the sensation of being filled by heat and pressure as he was fucked. It was like summer inside of him, spreading out from his nether regions to the rest of him, filling him to the tips of his fingers and the tips of his ears. He wasn’t hot, per se, not so that he felt like he might break into a sweat at any moment. No, it was simply that on the coldest, darkest night of the year, he was pleasantly, gloriously warm.

It was then he felt the weight of the day crash upon him at once: the trek to the stone ring, getting lost in the dark, fear of death and rescue, the heavy food, Bjarni’s warm embrace. Put together, it all so much that Hrolf felt his eyelids begin to fall and his head start to nod. It seemed utterly impolite — Bjarni had not reached his release yet, after all, and though Hrolf was still a novice to the ways of sexual congress, he understood basic fairness — but the basic fact of the matter was that he could not keep his eyes open.

With a chuckle, Bjarni kissed the back of Hrolf’s neck again and eased him down into the furs. “Sleep, sweet host, gentle priest,” he said, and his voice was such a rumble that Hrolf did not so much hear it as feel it through where his back pressed against Bjarni’s chest. Bjarni had not pulled out of him, yet this caused less discomfort than Hrolf might have imagined. Instead, Bjarni was like one more blanket, the finest blanket, holding him snug and fast. Hrolf reached for Bjarni’s hand, twining their fingers together, and Bjarni squeezed right back. “Sleep, and when you wake, everything will begin to wake again with you.”

Hrolf only had enough time to register that this was a curious thing to say; then he was lost to sound, warm, untroubled sleep.

~*~

His first thought upon opening his eyes again was to wonder how on earth so much snow had gotten inside his home. His second was to realize he wasn’t home.

With a start, he kicked out his legs, knocking back the branches that had been set to shield him. All around him was snow, great piles of it, but those few branches seemed to have done a heroic effort of keeping it away. In the dim, pale light, the closest thing there would be to a full dawn for some months now, he saw that the storm had indeed come and gone. Meager as his shelter had been, it had been enough.

Most curiously of all, he wasn’t cold. Of course, where the wind raked across his exposed face, he felt the chill, and there was no mistaking the air around him for high summer. But in his core, he was warm.

He stumbled to his feet, hearing his knees crack with the effort of straightening after so long huddled tight. He took his hand and ran it over the top of his hat, shaking loose the few stray flakes that had piled there. Around him was unfamiliar, and yet — and yet, he could remember the direction in which he’d seen the lamplight, or at least the direction in which he remembered seeing it. There was a ridge down that way, with a rut cut through the snow like the path of some great animal.

Hrolf wasted no time in following it.

No more than ten minutes later, he was standing in front of his cottage, which was as empty as he’d left it, and twice as dark, the fire having gone out in the night. That would be restoked easily enough, though, and was a task he’d done many times before. It would only take him a moment, once he stepped inside, to complete such a very necessary chore.

Instead, he sat on the stone wall surrounding the house and stared back out into the woods around him. Everything was white now, deep and impassible and quiet. A snowfall like this would keep him tucked up here at least until the first break of spring, perhaps even later. It would make the ground soft to walk upon, and every time Hrolf looked out at it, he would feel at least a little warmer for its being there.

He did not know the old gods or their ways; he supposed he could name perhaps two and a half of them if pressed, and even those were the more important ones, those unlikely to take forms that dirtied the soles of their feet with common earth. He also did not know what had started the world or kept it spinning, and whether mortal interaction kept it going, or if mortal inaction could somehow stop it. If everyone had slept through the day before, with no moment of commemoration or reflection, would they still have had a world to wake up to the day following? Hrolf supposed they would. He wasn’t a vain enough man to believe that the whole continuance of the universe rested on his shoulders.

But one was not hospitable because it changed the course of history; one man welcomed another because it was kind, and through that kindness each man remembered what it was to be human. At least, that was what Hrolf believed, and if his choice was wrong, so what? It was his.

Hrolf sat there a long time, watching the sky brighten first, then slowly begin once more to pale. It was a little more than he had had the day before, and the day after there would be even more, and more again, until one day the sun itself would again show its face through the trees. The long night would come again too, but he would make it known it was always welcome in his house, as welcome as death and sleep and whatever light came after.

Read this piece’s entry on the Shousetsu Bang*Bang wiki.


Try to keep it all the year

by Hyakunichisou 13 (百日草 十三)

Half-frozen rain ticked against the windowpanes, trailing watery smears and blurring the colours of the traffic lights and gas station neon outside. Inside, everything was dark leather and maroon damask. A real wood fire burned in a real fireplace; candle flames drew sparks of gilt from wine glasses and silverware and sequined holiday dresses. Swags of greenery were hung and heaped in every conceivable location, accented with red ribbons, golden glass balls, striped cones of nuts and frosted fruit, and the inevitable white fairy lights.

Peter slumped in the corner of the booth. His own Christmas decorations were still packed away in the basement–or rather, his grandmother’s, his Babcia’s, were. Hers were dime-store Sixties glitz: honeycomb paper bells, tinsel garlands, multi-coloured lights backed with foil reflectors, jovial snowmen with clumps of glitter glued on top of their black plastic hats. Peter had put them all away alone, last January; the thought of opening those boxes again was like a punch in the stomach.

He’d accepted the invitation in spite of the date. Christmas had always been the best time, the season of crowded and noisy family gatherings, threadbare plush stockings filled with joke gifts and ridiculous socks, rambunctious carol sings fuelled by spiked hot cider and drug store chocolate assortments. His year orbited out from and circled back to it. But three hundred and sixty-five days ago, he’d been sitting in Babcia’s hospital room for the last time, hands shaking around an untasted cup of cafeteria coffee, and right now all Christmas carols sounded strained through a cheap speaker at a nurses’ station, and he couldn’t get the smell of institutional disinfectant out of his memory.

“Peter, good to see you.” Asad Rashid, one of the junior real estate agents, slid in beside him. “How’s it going?”

“Good.”

“Are you sure? Because I’ve got to tell you, my man, I can see the little black cloud above your head from across the room.”

Peter made a sheepish face. “Yeah, okay, I’m having issues with the festive. It’s nothing, it’s fine. Hey, how did you do on that Forest Hill place?” The expansive chef’s kitchen had been the site of something very unpleasant, once upon a time, and Peter had helped clear out the spirit that was making the room reek of rot whenever strangers stepped into it.

Asad grinned. “That got me a nice bonus.”

A waiter stopped to offer them a tray of phyllo triangles. Peter took one and bit into it, scattering shards of pastry across the tablecloth.

“Not to mention…” Asad’s voice trailed off. Peter looked up to where Felicia Saunders, another agent he’d worked with, had just entered the room. Her red satin dress covered her to elbows and ankles but framed the garland of birds, snowflakes and keys tattooed across her collarbone.

“You should go offer her some eggnog or something,” he suggested, as Asad audibly swallowed. As an intermittent consultant, Peter wasn’t up on all the office drama, but Asad’s long-standing crush on Felicia was visible from space. “I mean, that’s what office Christmas parties are for.”

“Big talker,” Asad grumbled, but he slid out of the booth again. “I do need a drink. Can I get you anything?”

“Nah, I’m fine.” He nodded at his cranberry-and-ginger-ale.

“Right, then, catch you later.”

The room was getting lively. Peter waved to a few people he’d met before, but the growing agency had three or four branches now, and more people than not were strangers to him. Not that that bothered him. That was why you went to parties, after all–to meet people you didn’t usually hang with, to hear new opinions from and have new arguments with and listen to new far-fetched gossip about. His social life had kind of withered this past year, between his regular job and carrying on Babcia’s work, and his group of college friends all scattered in the quest for gainful employment, and the extended family’s collective noses being out of joint about the will that had left Babcia’s creaky wooden two-up two-down to Peter alone. Not to mention that he hadn’t so much as shared hot eye contact with a guy since…was it seriously the summer before last? Well, except for Duncan, and the thing the two of them had together, which was taking an increasing percentage of the dictionary to describe.

So it was high time Peter started leaving the house more, putting himself out there. Which did not include slouching in a shadowy corner when he was lucky enough to be at a Christmas party featuring full catering and an open bar. Babcia would have clucked her tongue at him and shoved him out of the booth to bring her deep-fried appetizers and a double gin-and-tonic.

Peter cleared his throat and took a gulp of his ginger ale. For half a second he was tempted to make his excuses and go watch classic Christmas movies at home with Duncan. Then he drew in a steadying breath, got up, and wandered over to say hi to the agency’s staging expert and a couple of women he’d never met.

Workplace in-jokes, a meme involving some advertising catch phrase gone viral, a movie Peter had watched the trailer for but never seen, a show he’d never even heard of. Fifteen minutes later, Peter dropped out of the orbit of another group without having done much more than smile and nod and fail to have anything topical to contribute.

He snuck a hopeful look at his phone, but no one was having an otherworldly emergency on this drizzly December night. Maybe he should just get a real drink, toast Babcia, mark the end of a turbulent year, and settle in to enjoy several thousand steakhouse calories on someone else’s tab.

The bar, tucked under the staircase in the black-and-white-tiled vestibule, was three people deep. Peter sighed, and headed upstairs to the washrooms.

According to the historical plaque outside, the mansion had been a number of things over its one hundred and fifty years, but it still retained some characteristics of the stately family home it had been built as. The broad, glossy wooden staircase paused at a landing, where poinsettias in more shades Peter had known they even grew in massed over a curving built-in bench, and then doubled back on itself to lead up to the second-floor hallway. Gothic arches led into more more intimate rooms, the upward continuation of the stairs, and doors labelled Menand Women. In the centre of the hallway between the two washrooms was a wide oval cut into the floor, ringed with a railing that was twined with greenery and lights, looking down onto the dining room below.

The washroom was empty except for one other guy, vaguely familiar and about Peter’s age, who was staring into the mirror above the sinks with the expression of someone realizing he’d gotten much drunker much faster than he’d intended.

“Um,” said the guy, as Peter pulled a paper towel from the stack after washing his hands.

“Are you all right?” Peter asked. The guy’s face was pallid to the point of being greenish, though Peter suspected he was pretty pale on a regular basis, with hair the colour of unbleached linen and grey eyes, though the ice-grey suit he wore was certainly adding to the effect.

“You’re that consultant, right? For the agency?” His eyes flicked between Peter’s reflection and a point in the mirror beyond his own shoulder.

That consultant, yes, the one who dealt with the nameless complications that everybody liked to pretend they didn’t believe in. “That’s me.”

“So, uh.” He swallowed. “Do you see a guy behind me?”

Peter looked in the mirror, then turned to check in person. “No. You do?”

“He’s, um. He’s kind of transparent.”

“I’m guessing you don’t usually see that kind of thing?” The guy shook his head, keeping his eye on the same featureless spot in the mirror. Peter took a stab in the dark. “You’re pretty buzzed right now, am I right?”

Another nod. “They’ve opened some really good wine.”

Yeah, Toronto real estate prices had gone stratospheric; it had been a profitable year for the agency. “So, you’ve probably got a mild spot of talent, and drinking too much triggers it and lets you see spirits. It works that way for some people. Don’t freak out. It’ll go away when you sober up.” He kept his voice matter-of-fact. “Can I get you a cup of coffee or something?”

“No, but uh, he…” A flinch. “He’s not real happy.”

Peter turned again and contemplated empty space. He didn’t see a thing, but then, he wouldn’t. “Not happy as in sad?” Depressed ghosts were a drain on anyone with talent; endurable for restaurant patrons here for just an evening, but possibly a hazard for already overworked, underpaid waitstaff…

“Not happy as in he looks like he’s trying to set me on fire with his brain.”

That was different. Given enough time, hostile spirits could do real damage. “What’s he unhappy about?”

“It’s…his house?” The guy’s forehead wrinkled. “And he doesn’t like what we’re doing to it?”

Peter looked around the restroom, which was almost as large as and had been redecorated way more recently than the first floor of his house. “It doesn’t look like it’s in too bad a shape.”

“No, it’s that people are drinking? Like, alcohol? And they used to smoke in the bar, and sometimes there’s even dancing, he thinks they might as well be…uh, he really doesn’t like the dancing.”

Grouchy old sex-negative ghost with a grudge against the living and the passage of time, then. Peter couldn’t help feeling inappropriately cheerful at the prospect of work that needed doing. “What’s your name?”

“Jacob.”

“Hi, Jacob, I’m Peter. Can you tell from his clothing when he’s from? Like, does he look like a movie gangster, or more like Sherlock Holmes, or is he really oldey-timey?”

Oddly, the question seemed to perk Jacob up. “Let’s see. He’s wearing a wide-lapel black wool sack jacket with bound edges and a matching vest. His trousers are a lighter grey with a woven stripe. So that’s early to mid eighties, but he’s an old guy, he could be wearing a conservative style. His shirt’s a later cut, his collar’s got small points, and his tie’s a wide one, striped silk, with a Windsor-like knot. So, mid-nineties, say? Eighteen-nineties. No later than the turn of the century, probably. Uh, does that help?”

Okay, that had been a weirdly specific answer, but Peter could work with it; Victorians often responded to the classics. “Yes, that’s very helpful. Jacob, I’m going to try to lay this spirit to rest. Want to help?”

“…Sure?” Jacob said, wary again.

Peter hadn’t brought his bag with him; he’d thought he was just coming to a damn party, though in retrospect he probably should have given more credence to the restaurant’s standing on the annual Hallowe’en “most haunted places in Toronto” lists. But there were some basics that one could usually put one’s hands on, and heaven knew he, with his complete lack of talent, ended up doing a lot of improvising. “Would you mind going back downstairs and getting a few things from the dining room for me? I need salt, a clean glass–a nice wine glass, preferably–a candle, and, hmm, a knife should do it.”

The bathroom door creaked as another man came in. Once the newcomer’s back was turned, Peter made a shooing gesture at Jacob with his hands. Jacob left, making a wide detour around the spot where the spirit stood. Peter washed and dried his hands again, taking his time, until the man left.

“I know it was your house,” he said to the air. “It’s got to be galling to watch other people take it over and do things you don’t approve of. I get that. But it hasn’t been yours for over a hundred years now. It sounds like you tried to do what was right in your life, but hanging out here is–how should I put this?–it’s corrupting your good intentions. It’ll be better for everybody if you move on to what’s next. I’m going to help you find a way to do that.”

Jacob returned with his hands full and his jacket pulled awry by awkward things in the pockets. He set a steak knife and a tealight in a frosted glass jar on the counter, followed by a wine glass and a salt shaker.

“Good stuff,” Peter said. He pictured where he was, and put the steak knife–athame, the air–to the east, on the floor, and arranged fire, earth–the salt–and a wine glass of water at the appropriate compass points around it, encircling the spirit. He would have liked to have had a Bible, preferably King James, but he would do his best by memory.

“This shouldn’t take too long.” He’d either be successful, or have to come back another time and try again. “Stand by the door, and if anybody tries to get in, tell them we’re cleaning up a mess. How’s our spirit looking?”

“Well, he’s not staring at me anymore,” Jacob said, with a discomfiting emphasis.

“Great. Okay, here we go.”

Peter stood by the knife, just outside of the imaginary circle formed on the taupe tiles, and began to walk clockwise, passing the other three symbols in their turn. “Air, fire, water, earth. Of these things we are made.” He reached the knife again and continued his path. “Spirit, hear me and let me guide you. Your time has come and gone. To every thing there is a season…” He paused to let the jangly guitars and the Turn, turn, turn fade from his mind. “And a time to every purpose under the heaven; a time to be born, and a time to die; a time to plant, a time to pluck up that which is planted…” The words, which he hadn’t said in months, flowed as if they were a daily prayer. “A time to break down, and a time to build up…” He almost felt Babcia across the circle from him, stout and grey-haired in scuffed white running shoes, and when he looked up and didn’t see her, her loss seared him as if it were fresh. “A time to weep, and a time to laugh; a time to mourn…” He swallowed and cleared his throat. “A time to get, and a time to lose; a time to keep, and a time to cast away…”

He heard the door squeak again, and Jacob speaking, but didn’t look in his direction. “And a time of peace,” he finished, and came around to the east again in a few more steps. He faced the centre of the circle. “Well done, good and faithful servant.” His voice wobbled on the last words, and he swiped the heel of his hand over his cheeks. “Spirit–sir, I’m sorry, I don’t know your name–we all lose things we love. It sucks, but that’s life. Please don’t stay here and let the loss last forever. Move on.”

He heard Jacob’s swift intake of breath. Nothing else happened–the candle didn’t gutter, the salt didn’t trickle across the tiles–and Peter stood waiting until Jacob let out a long sigh.

“There was a…light?” Jacob said uncertainly. “A tunnel, or…something?”

Peter combed a hand slowly through his hair. “Did he go into it?”

“Yeah. He looked happier.”

“Good.” Peter took one last trip around the circle, in the opposite direction this time; he wasn’t sure how much it mattered, but liked his work to be tidy. “Earth, water, fire, air. To these things we return.” He bent and picked up the steak knife, which had the name of the restaurant burnt into its handle. “You know, I bet this makes a great souvenir. How many of these do you think they lose in a year?”

Jacob left his position in front of the door; three men walked in and looked at Peter strangely. Peter grabbed the salt shaker, and poured the water from the wine glass down the drain. Jacob blew out the candle, and stood staring down at it as smoke spiralled up. “Was that…heaven?”

“I’m told it’s all the same place. I don’t know. I think so. Pretty much.” Peter stuck his hand under the faucet and waited for the water to flow, then splashed it over his salt-stinging cheeks.

“Wow, that’s…wow. Wow.”

“Yeah.” Peter grabbed another paper towel, wiped his face dry, blew his nose.

“I so need another glass of wine,” Jacob said.

Peter wasn’t a big fan of the muzzy, loose feeling that alcohol gave him–what if he accidentally got hammered and missed something?–but right at this moment he could see the appeal. “Plus, they’re going to be serving dinner soon,” he agreed, and they left the washroom and headed back downstairs.

“So was that like a spell, or–” Jacob wove away from the staircase bannister and bumped against the wainscotted wall.

Peter put a hand out in alarm. “Whoa, take it easy. No more wine for you.”

“It’s cool, I just didn’t want to trip over the…children?” His eyes widened.

Instantly, Peter bounced over to put his back to the wall; even though he couldn’t see or feel spirits, the idea of going right through someone else always creeped him out a little. “Where?”

Jacob pointed. “Oh, now he’s gone upstairs. She’s still there.” He waved hesitantly at the greenery-swagged bannister.

“Tell me what they’re doing.”

After a few moments of observation, Jacob said, “I don’t think they’re doing anything. Just running around, you know, like kids do. They like the decorations, and watching all the people.”

“No rivers of blood or surprise turning-into-skulls or anything?”

“No. Uh, does that really happen?”

“Just checking. It does, but probably not here. If that kind of thing was going on, we’d have heard about it.” Peter continued down the stairs.

“So are you going to, uh, exorcise them or whatever?”

“Nah. Why?” Peter shrugged. “They’re happy. They’re not bothering anybody. Some spirits hang out for a while and then move on when they’re ready. Let them enjoy themselves as long as they want to.”

Jacob peeled off from him when they got to the line-up for the bar. In the dining room, people still migrated from standing cluster to cluster, or gathered at the tables; the noise level was rising.

“Mr. Wachowski!” Marijke Bast, one of the owners of the agency, clapped a broad hand on his arm. “I’m so happy you could attend! Come talk to me about your work. Your report on that house in the Annex was fascinating.”

He was explaining that he couldn’t always persuade a spirit to move on on the first try because it wasn’t his belief that mattered, it was the spirit’s–besides, people could hold an entire armful of contradictory beliefs at the same time, and Peter had had a devoutly Catholic, spirit-sensitive grandmother to prove it–when waiters came around to take their orders. Then Marijke excused herself to continue the rounds of her staff, and Peter ended up talking about superhero movies with another junior agent he hadn’t met before, on the basis of her Peggy Carter charm bracelet. People shifted around again once the food started arriving. Asad was over in the corner ragging on the Leafs faithful, and he couldn’t spot Jacob, but he and Felicia, who settled across the table from him, had a very informative conversation about what to look for in a high-efficiency furnace.

With Duncan staying with him, Peter had gotten out of the habit of bringing meat home with the groceries, and since his budget didn’t run much to eating out, he’d been practically vegetarian for a couple of months now. The medium-rare top sirloin, which was delicious, went to his head as much as the quarter-glass of Cabernet Sauvignon he allowed himself. He was slouching back in his chair, contemplating a waddle over to the dessert buffet, when Jacob slid into the seat beside him.

“Peter.” Jacob looked strained.

“What’s up?”

“Something’s wrong.”

“Wrong how?” Peter straightened and looked futilely around the room. “Is it a spirit?”

“I don’t know. I had this feeling while I was eating, like…like I’d forgotten something important and was going to get into real trouble. Then it went away. Now it’s back? I think? It’s…not a lot of fun.”

“Can you see anything? Is it something happening nearby?” Jacob shook his head, frowning in frustration. “How drunk are you right now?”
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