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    The split church tower of Haraldskirkja reigns proudly over Reykjavík, a splendid monument to the holy royal lineage of Kalmar. Even on this remote northern island, the divine might of the king’s bloodline manifests itself.


  




  

    




    A Kalmar Commonwealth Citizen’s Primer to Hrímlandic


  




  

    So you have found yourself on the very edge of the Commonwealth, away from familiar sights and comforting languages, stranded on a sorcerous island and surrounded by unwelcoming faces speaking a savage tongue that seems to have avoided the passing of time and ignored progress. Welcome to Hrímland, traveller.




    This short primer will aim to assist the newly arrived citizen of the Kalmar Commonwealth in their attempts to make sense of this archaic tongue and the peculiar peoples that eke out a living on the edge of the known world.




    Regarding Orthography & Pronunciation




    Hrímlandic is an old language, believed to be largely unchanged since times of settlement approximately a millennium ago, due to the island’s extreme isolation from the civilised world. Academics believe that Hrímlandic’s vocabulary and pronunciation is derived from the old Nordic as well as a significant Gaelic influence. This combination, when left alone for centuries, has resulted in the language currently assaulting your ears and eyes. But do not be dissuaded, this primer will help you decipher and master this inbred linguistic beast.




    Alphabet




    Hrímlandic special characters that might seem wholly unfamiliar are: Æ/æ, Ð/ð, Þ/þ. Some more familiar variations of vowels are: Í/í, Ý/ý, Ú/ú, É/é. Hrímlandic also uses special diphthongs, such as au and ei/ey. An accent over the vowels does not indicate that they are stressed; the stress is always on the first syllable in Hrímlandic. They are different sounds from unaccented vowels.




    Vowels




    Following is a list of the Hrímlandic vowels, including an accurate phonetic transcription for the diligent students reading this, along with a few examples which attempt to approximate the sounds in question. Note that the examples from other languages are usually not completely accurate, only an indication of the pronunciation.




    A a [a] is pronounced as in ‘alphabet’ and ‘bar’.




    Á á [au] as in ‘found’ and ‘loud’.




    E e [ɛ] as in ‘bed’ and ‘head’.




    I i [ɪ] as in ‘inside’ and ‘inn’.




    Í í [i] is an ‘ee’ sound, as in ‘eerie’ and ‘fully’.




    O o [ɔ] is pronounced as ‘o’ in ‘bore’ and ‘bolt’.




    Ó ó [ou] as in ‘sole’ and ‘go’.




    U u [ʏ] is an unfamiliar vowel to the Kalmar speaker, who might have to look to foreign languages. ‘Über’ has a similar u-sound, also ‘cul’ (as in cul-de-sac).




    Ú ú [u] is an ‘oo’ sound, as in ‘zoo’.




    Æ æ [ai] as in ‘I’, ‘life’ and ‘bye’.




    Ö ö [œ] as in ‘u’ from ‘urgent’, ‘fur’, ‘thunder’; ‘i’ from ‘bird’.




    Au [œi] = A diphthong made from the Hrímlandic sounds for Ö and Í, so effectively the ‘uh’-sound from ‘thunder’ combined with ‘ee’ from ‘see’.




    Ei/ey [ei] = As in ‘stay’.




    Th- sounds




    Ð/ð is not, as many Kalmar citizens assume, a ‘funny shaped o’, but instead considered to be a ‘funny shaped d’ by Hrímlanders. It has a soft ‘th’ sound, as in the words ‘feather’ and ‘that’. Ð is never found at the beginning of words.




    




    Þ/þ is not a variety of ‘p’. It has a very similar ‘th’ sound to ‘Ð’, but considerably stronger, as in ‘think’ and ‘thorn’. It is never at the end of words.




    Hr- /Hl- sounds / Voiceless sounds




    The first sounds in words like ‘Hrímland’ and ‘hljóð’ are not found in many languages. They can sound rather strange and can be hard to pronounce for a foreign speaker. The spelling can indicate that these words begin with an h-sound, but the first sound is in fact an unvoiced variety of the following sound, in these words a voiceless ‘r’ and ‘l’. These voiceless varieties could be described as a combination of ‘h’, which is a voiceless sound, and ‘r’ or ‘l’. Instead of using the vocal cords, as when pronouncing the voiced varieties of these sounds, one must try to pronounce ‘h’ at the same time as pronouncing ‘r’ and ‘l’ in order to reach the correct pronunciation. The tongue is placed to pronounce ‘r’ and ‘l’ while ‘h’ is produced. These sounds are rather common in Hrímlandic pronunciation, as you can see in the glossary list. Hrímlandic also contains voiceless varieties of ‘m’ and ‘n’ which can be found in certain words, such as ‘seiðmagn’ and ‘stiftamtmaður’.




    General notes




    Only a limited number of Hrímlanders have family names. Usually these are people of a higher class than others, but this is not a formal rule by any means. Most humans in Hrímland follow the ancient tradition of deriving their last name from the first name of their fathers. A woman called Bríet Bjarnhéðinsdóttir has the first name Bríet and is Bjarnhéðinsdóttir (the daughter of a man named Bjarnhéðinn). If a man is called Ingólfur Arnarsson his first name is Ingólfur and he is Arnarsson (son of Arnar). In these examples, the patronyms Arnarsson and Bjarnhéðinsdóttir are not names as such and are never used to refer to someone. As such, Hrímlanders are almost always addressed by their first names, regardless of their formal or informal station in society, and there are no polite forms of address which use the patronymic alone. Other peoples, such as the huldufólk, have adopted this naming convention.




    




    I and Y share the same pronunciation, as do Í and Ý.




    The HV- sound is pronounced as KV.




    




    The double LL- sound gives Kalmar citizens considerable trouble. The sound is pronounced like ‘dl’ or ‘tl’, with a flattened tongue and a slight click. It is sometimes pronounced as a long L-sound in certain words.




    




    R always has a trilled pronunciation.




    




    If unable to type in the Hrímlandic letters, then they can be substituted as follows:




    




    Ð/ð = D/d




    Þ/þ = Th/th




    Æ/æ = Ae/ae




    




    A full glossary can be found at the end of this book.
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    Island
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    One of the most disturbing variants of Hrímlandic galdur, the tilberi is a vile creature of darkness. This servant will do its master’s bidding, without soul or conscience to question its purpose.


  




  

    Eitt




    Garún removed her mask and stepped away from the wet graffiti to see clearly the whole of the hex sigil she’d painted. It was difficult breathing through the filters on the leather mask and it felt good to taste the fresh air. It was dark, the only light coming from the pale moon that sat low in the sky. She relied on insight and feeling when she painted, so the dark didn’t bother her. She didn’t need to see to know if the graffiti was good or when it was ready. She simply felt it, but it was a raw feeling. She wanted to be sure, so she slipped the goggles over her eyes in order to see the sorcerous seiðmagn bleeding from the paint.




    Sharp geometries jutted out unexpectedly from the red and obscure graffiti, and even though the paint wasn’t dry yet the seiðmagn already radiated powerfully into the environment. Exhausted from the work, Garún felt dried up after using so much delýsíð paint in such a short time. While she painted, the emotions expressed within her art were amplified by the delýsíð in the paint and cast back to her in a vicious psychedelic cycle: she was the snake that fed on itself. Now, it was complete. Garún turned down the volume of the electronic music booming in her ears and focused on letting the painting speak to her.




    The graffiti was in a good location atop the store Krambúðin and with luck it would be weeks until it was discovered. All the while it would continue to bleed seiðmagn into the environment, where it would infiltrate the subconscious of those nearby. It would slowly infect their minds and sow the seeds of discord. If left undisturbed, the painting would become as a death mask over the building and its neighbourhood.




    Krambúðin was a store owned by Sigurður Thorvaldsen, a merchant who ran several enterprises in the greater Reykjavík area. The one below Garún’s feet had become one of the most popular colonial stores in the city since Sigurður had moved to Reykjavík and set up shop almost the same day as the occupation of the Crown began. Not for the soldiers, but for all the people from the countryside flooding to the city to work for the army. The Crown needed a large working force, especially to build the forts in Viðey and the barracks on Seltjarnarnes. Sigurður had pushed those out who threatened his business, threatening, blackmailing and maiming – but, above all, profiting. By the time occupation became colonisation and the forts of the colonial masters were built, Sigurður Thorvaldsen had become a wealthy man and Reykjavík a fully grown city.




    The graffiti Garún had sprayed on the roof was an anti-prosperity hex. It was intended to drive away the establishment’s elite customers who prized Krambúðin’s imported luxury products. Exotic spices, delicate fabrics, handmade soaps, candies and perfumes were only a small fraction of the merchandise available. Those who did not subconsciously avoid the store would become victims of the hex. Pushy customers would argue with the staff, who in turn would be unhelpful and patronising. With luck the influence would spread over the whole street as the graffiti fed on the people’s negative emotions and spewed them back out. She hoped that it would be able to remain unharassed for longer than her other work, which had all been found within a few days.




    She took the spray cans and the painting mask and stuffed them into her backpack along with the goggles. Before climbing down from the roof she double-checked that she’d left no empty cans behind. She slid down the fire-escape ladder in the back and turned up the volume again. It was calm and slow, the bass steady and comforting, telling her that nobody was around, nobody was watching. She ran silently through empty yards, vaulted over the fences in her path. The beat became faster the closer she got to the Hverfisgata Road and the stressed rhythm hinted that the police might not be far down the street. She weaved through alleys and backyards alongside Hverfisgata’s busy road. The evening traffic had barely started to trickle downtown. Sudden breaks and booming basslines told her if someone was about to cross her path or about to look out of their window, and she reacted instinctively, ducking into cover and waiting for the threat to pass. She could never be absolutely sure that she had not been seen, and often it was hard to read the music, but after endless practice it had become almost second nature, a part of her natural reflex. She let go and let the music speak to her subconscious.




    The closer she got to Hlemmur the more uneasy the music grew. Patrol automobiles were lined up in front of the police station, which was fused with the central station like a tumour grown outside a body. The beat was thick and murky, the music absolutely deafening. She turned down the volume so it was barely audible, pulled her hoodie up and tried not to think about what would happen if she was stopped for a random search.




    The central station was home for those who had nowhere else to go. Hobos, junkies, a few blendingar. She made sure not to glance towards them as she felt them notice her walking past. As if they resented her for not sitting with them in the gutter. Policemen stood by the ticket booth and gates, docile but formidable. She tried to keep a low profile, but without it being suspicious. Just as would be expected from a blendingur like her.




    She took the train to Starholt. Most working people had got home by now and the nightlife didn’t pick up until after midnight, so the train was relatively empty. The city lights took on a blurred halo in the grimy windows.
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    No one greeted her when she came home. She missed Mæja. What was she thinking, leaving the cat with Sæmundur? He could barely take care of himself, let alone a cat. She was unsure what her intention had been, exactly. She’d wanted him to feel guilt or remorse, or anything at all, there at the end. But he had been simply too numb and now her little cat was probably starved to death underneath worm-eaten manuscripts and dirty socks. One more thing she tried not to think about.




    Her studio flat was a bedroom, kitchen, working area and living room simultaneously. The sink was filled with paintbrushes and squeezed paint tubes were found on almost every surface. Half-completed paintings were scattered around in stacks leaning against the walls. The air smelled of paint, oil, acrylics and spray mixed in with a faint, sour reek of delýsíð. It was probably good that she was rid of Mæja. The cat would have been long dead from all the toxic chemicals in the air.




    Garún took off her large headphones and removed the audioskull from the backpack. Sæmundur had summoned the noisefiend himself and bound it into the skull when she’d started to tag small, powerful delýsíð staves here and there. Wires stuck out of the bare headphones, an old operator’s headset she had converted. She had always meant to make a casing from wood or brass, but had never got around to it. The headphones were plugged into the forehead of the audioskull. The skull had a blue shade to it, covered in runes and esoteric symbols coloured a dark red. It was both illegal and dangerous to summon demons, but Sæmundur never cared about risks. She’d got a used portable transistor radio cheap and had been listening to it on the go, carrying it around in her backpack. That’s what had given him the idea. Transmundane beings were incredibly dangerous even when bound in bone, and Garún had absolutely lost it when he gave her the skull. Still, she had used it.




    She took off the black clothes and emptied her backpack. She hid the clothes, along with the backpack and audioskull, under a loose board in the closet. Inside there was a hidden compartment where she put the nearly empty delýsíð spray cans. She was practically out, and she needed more. She’d gone tagging a bit too frequently these last weeks, excited for the upcoming protest they had planned. She would have to get more. The bright and unnatural colours had stained her fingers. She turned on the shower and washed her hands with strong and coarse soap before stepping in. The water smelled faintly of sulphur, a familiar and soothing feeling.




    After the shower she dried off with a towel and wrapped it around her head to dry her shoulder-length hair. She stirred a raw egg into skyr and read a book while she ate. The book had come free from a nearby café; many of the coffee houses in Starholt had various kinds of free shops and trade markets. Many of the local residents were artists and it aided them in their never-ending pursuit of inspiration and materials. Almost a century had passed since the book was written, long before the occupation by the Crown. The novel was about a huldukona who wanted to become a poet, but her poems were rejected by the Hrímlanders because of who she was. Because of what she was. All her life was one long struggle. The book was a handmade reprint some decades old. It was singed and burned and many pages had been ripped out of it. There still remained some readable parts and Garún devoured them. She’d never found a novel about huldufólk before.




    When she finished eating she wrapped the towel around herself, sat out on the balcony and rolled a cigarette. Just a bit too tight, so she had to work her lungs to inhale the livid smoke. Winter had begun smothering autumn and the evening dark was sharp and deep. The apartment buildings surrounded a playground where a few children played in an old wooden play castle that had once been multicoloured, but the paint had peeled off long ago. No one was monitoring them. Late as it was, this was a common sight. She looked over to the other balconies. Clean laundry hung out to dry on taut clothes lines everywhere, among the junk that artists and collectors had gathered: old fishing nets, rusted iron and driftwood, sheets of corrugated iron and other garbage that was a gleaming treasure in some eyes.




    Garún threw the butt over the balcony and went inside. She had to get more delýsíð spray paint. Viður would hook her up. She put on a pair of old jeans and a plain black top, grabbed a moss green coat on the way out. She took her time walking to the central area of Starholt, the epicentre where the artistic types and other ideological outcasts, self-declared or not, met each night with the common goal of gossip, flattery, drink and dope in various degrees. As she got closer to the heart of it all, the neighbourhood came to life. Massive cement towers gave way to lower, friendlier houses. Electric lamps with stained glass lit up the streets, twisted modern sculptures that were a welcome change from the Crown’s uniform standard issue lamps everywhere else in the city.




    Gangs of náskárar sat on eaves over dark alleyways, selling drugs. They were adorned with markings of their tribe, all of them warriors with iron claws or beaks. Bright laughter moved through the crowd like an infectious cough and occasionally glasses of beer shattered. Huldufólk and humans hung together in separate groups outside bars and clubs.




    The huldufólk’s attitude towards her was reserved when she walked past them, all of them reflexively reaching out to see who was there. Garún barely noticed, having grown used to shutting it out long ago. Not that humans considered her an equal either – on the contrary – but some huldufólk had a vicious way of upholding what they considered the old ways, and she served as an offensive reminder to them of how far they had fallen.




    She shook off these thoughts and lit another cigarette to clear her head. Those strangers didn’t matter. She had found her own people. And above all, she had herself.


  




  

    Tvö




    Sæmundur reached out on the floor and fumbled around for the carved wooden pipe. He tapped last night’s ashes out of it and stuffed it with moss, finishing the rest of what he had. Started the day with a smoke, as usual.




    Sometimes he woke up and thought for a moment that she was lying next to him. Between waking and sleeping his mind and body reached out for her. The sting of waking up alone didn’t seem to be fading. If anything, it had grown to reach deeper with time.




    Mæja climbed on top of him and purred loudly. He petted her and somehow she managed to purr even louder. His mind wandered to Garún and he thought about what she was doing now. She had left the cat behind and it only reminded him of her. He pushed the cat off his torso.




    He stretched out in the bed and smoked, scratched his balls. It was time. A big task to do today. He couldn’t reschedule the hearing again.




    When he finished the pipe he sat up, sniffed his clothes and found those that stank the least. It took him a long while to get dressed properly. The moss was starting to work and rippled the waters of his mind. Next to the mattress was a bass amplifier that served as a nightstand, desk and dining table. Half-empty beer bottles, an ashtray, notebooks and dirty plates were stacked on top of the amplifier. Sæmundur turned it on and lit a badly rolled cigarette. He picked up the bass from the floor and tuned it, started playing.




    The room vibrated with music. He felt the way each object echoed the sound and warped it through itself, how his body fell in tune. He stretched the note, drew it deeper and the world sank into the deep with him. He sang along, preparing the galdur incantation in his mind.




    He started chanting. Each syllable had its tone, which was amplified in the pounding bassline. The light faded, becoming grey and pale as it retreated slowly. The incantation grew stronger and clearer, the notes of the bass heavier, and the room appeared to bend under the pressure of sound. Dirty clothes, which lay scattered about on the floor, trembled like a wild growth and began moving in a convulsive dance around the mattress. Sæmundur sang louder and louder. He warped and stretched each sound that came from him, rode the chaos of galdur and gave it form, reined it in.




    He drew these sounds inside himself, into his voice and the bass, then transmuted them and locked them into the incantation, bound them with rhythm and words of power. Everything sounded with transformation. Drenched with galdur, the rags on the floor crawled into small piles that slid together into a single mass of clothing in front of him. The melody grew stronger, the beat faster, and the dirty laundry rose up and shaped itself. Shirtsleeves and dirty socks became jutting limbs that grew erratically from the central body. Sæmundur stopped playing, handed the creature a wad of crumpled bills and commanded with a strong voice:




    ‘Go to Rotsvelgur. Buy moss. Return.’




    Immediately the thing collapsed and rolled out towards the window. Underwear, shirts, jackets and jeans, stretched up to the window ledge and pulled themselves up. Woollen socks and hoodie sleeves grabbed the ledge and the creature rolled itself out of the window.




    Sæmundur threw himself back on to the mattress. He felt as if he was coming undone from the reverberation of the world’s composition.
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    Sæmundur slept while the highland moss wore off. He dozed on his mattress in a fugue and didn’t come around until noon had passed and the cloth-golem returned. Rotsvelgur had put a rat’s tail in the bag with the moss, a sign that this was his last chance – it was time he paid his dues. A problem for another day. Sæmundur commanded the filthy pile of clothes to go and wash themselves in the laundry room. He really should have done that yesterday, he thought. The hearing was today, after all.




    He moved to the kitchen and prepared a simple breakfast. Oatmeal and a few slices of liver sausage. While he ate he scanned through a yellowed manuscript, one of the countless documents that lay scattered around the apartment. Bruise-coloured patterns and symbols decorated the page and even though Sæmundur could read the ancient scribble well, his mind couldn’t stick to it.




    No one could use galdur like he did. The cloth-golem made that obvious. It never occurred to anyone to make a golem any way other than with the traditional methods, which Sæmundur found preposterous. Cowards. All he had done was combine the foreign tradition of golem-making with a Hrímlandic svartigaldur – the thieving tilberi. To properly fuse them together one needed not only the exact esoteric language, but a new cadence, a new rhythm, which belonged to both incantations equally. He had looked outside academia to find the methodology to combine these two incantations: music. It was very risky, yet he’d made incredible progress.




    Still – it wasn’t enough. Not for Sæmundur. He still couldn’t comprehend the source of galdur’s power or how it worked. But he was closer. He just had to risk pushing the limits a little bit further.




    But he’d get nowhere without Svartiskóli.




    After Sæmundur’s expulsion from the university he had discovered a remarkable wellspring of ambition within himself. He’d dived head first into his independent studies, inspired by a sense of liberation from the dogma and distractions of the university’s overbearing bureaucracy. He’d used all his available resources to get the manuscripts he needed for his research, or at least copies of them.




    Then he’d reached a dead end and with no favours left to call in, nor allies to lean on, he’d made no progress for weeks. Admittedly, he had learned something before getting stuck, but it wasn’t nearly enough. He had to get back into Svartiskóli.




    Sæmundur had studied galdur at the Royal University of Reykjavík. The School of Supernatural Sciences was housed in a special building, called Svartiskóli after the Hrímlandic school of old. Svartiskóli was split into two faculties: seiður and galdur. To the public these two were basically interchangeable; sorcery was sorcery, no matter what you called it. But that was not the case within the walls of Svartiskóli.




    It was once believed that seiður transcended human understanding; that it was an unpredictable and esoteric force, which did not abide by the rules of the natural sciences. This force was found in certain places of power, where seiðskrattar drew seiðmagn from the land like water from a well and used it for supernatural works. Few such places remained in the world. And where seiðmagn could be found in sufficient quantities, the energy source was violent and primal. Hrímland, mostly the highlands, was such a source for seiðmagn, but had been considered too dangerous and unworkable up until a few decades earlier, when Vésteinn Alrúnarson stepped forward with his theories on seiður and built the first sorcerous power plant on the forested hill of Öskjuhlíð. The esoteric rituals of seiður became supernatural science. Seiður became a force of supernature that could be understood, controlled and harnessed.




    Galdur was fundamentally different; it could not be drawn from nature like seiður. Unlike its supernatural cousin, the force that powered galdur was unmeasurable and unknowable. It did not belong to this world. All you needed to use galdur was the right incantation and words of power, an uncomfortably low threshold for the dabbling kuklari – the slightest error could result in terrible consequences. If a slight warping in pronunciation or the smallest syntax error crept into the incantation then the effects were unpredictable. Many galdramenn had doomed themselves because of a simple mistake or a lack of precision. When rituals of galdur took a turn for the worse, demons tainted the bones of the unsuspecting galdramaður, sometimes resulting in their becoming possessed. The threat of the demonic was always there, even in the most innocent galdur. This fact resulted in a strict ban on experimentation and research in galdur at the university. Only studying tried and true rituals and maintaining an age-old tradition was permitted. That was the only way to be safe from the devouring outer dimensions.




    Naturally, this core edict was what Sæmundur had set his sights on bringing down.




    From the beginning, his questionable theories turned the whole of academia against him. He had dangerous theories on the true nature of galdur and wanted desperately to find out what really made it work through the use of the ultimate taboo – experimentation. He wanted to unspool the thread of words and incantations and get into direct contact with their primal, chaotic source.




    In Svartiskóli this was considered borderline heresy by any stretch of the imagination. It bordered on treason to bring up such blatantly dangerous ideas. His fellow students nicknamed him Sæmundur óði – Sæmundur the Mad – and soon he heard even his lecturers use it. They flunked every critical essay, every thesis he put forward. Even the most menial assignments were scrutinised and rejected if he drifted ever so slightly from the established canon. They made it clear he was a deranged outcast who had no business in an institution of higher learning.




    It had been several months since his expulsion. The first thing he did was demand a hearing, but when the assigned date drew closer he kept on postponing it. As much as he resented himself for it, Sæmundur couldn’t help but be afraid. Afraid of rejection, afraid of feeling powerless and helpless at the mercy of the institution he both despised and loved for being the only venue for his academic ambition. But now he couldn’t run away from it.




    He’d finished eating and realised that he was reading through an entirely wrong manuscript. It didn’t matter, it was all there. All the knowledge he’d gathered was clear and organised in his mind, all neatly lined up to back up the false, dishonest argument to reassure the committee and allow him to be readmitted.




    Today Sæmundur would disown his previous theories entirely and pay lip service to the stagnant dogma the university had set itself to preaching. He’d play the well-behaved, disciplined student for them, at least for now. Begrudgingly he’d admitted it to himself: he needed them. He needed their facilities, their faculty, their library, for his research to progress further. He had to play the long game here. Convince them now to live to learn another day.
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    Sæmundur’s tie was askew and his jacket was stretched tight over his broad shoulders. It turned out that the dress trousers from his Learned School graduation five years ago didn’t fit him. But that didn’t matter. He looked presentable enough. It was about the work, after all. The shirt was relatively unwrinkled, at least. He’d glanced in the mirror before he went out and thought he looked mostly fine. Almost respectable.




    The sour glances of the hearing committee immediately smothered any meagre sense of self-worth he’d accrued from wearing his suit as soon as he walked in. The disapproving stares of all eight people in attendance told him in no uncertain terms that yes, he probably should have sent his clothes to be cleaned yesterday. The thought of the cloth-golem invoked a fierce sense of pride in him. No, to hell with them. To hell with what he wore. He was the best galdramaður to be found on Hrímland, and they knew it. No one could chant galdur like he did. This hearing would be over soon enough and he’d be able to continue his work in peace.




    They didn’t invite him to sit, even though there was a desk, a chair and a small cabinet nearby, apparently intended for his use. He was surprised at this – it seemed a practical test of some sort was in order. Each of them noted something down. Sæmundur took his place in front of them, trying to look serious.




    ‘This appeal hearing is now in session with the plaintiff, Sæmundur Sigfússon, the plaintiff’s head of department, Professor Almía Dröfn Thorlacius, and the appeal committee in attendance.’




    The chairman of the hearing committee was Doctor Laufey Þórhallsdóttir. Sæmundur didn’t know her personally, but he was glad to see her there. Laufey had a reputation of fair-mindedness and avoiding most of the politicking and power plays of academia. Next to her sat a sour-faced older woman, her jacket decorated with the golden esoteric sigils of high mastery. Professor Almía Dröfn Thorlacius. Sæmundur had butted heads with both her and her department’s faculty dozens of times during his studies. She was the lecturer of galdur at Svartiskóli and was considered the supreme authority on the craft. And, he suspected, the prime reason for his expulsion. The other members were unfamiliar to him, except for Doctor Vésteinn Alrúnarson. Almost everyone in the country knew who Doctor Vésteinn was.




    ‘Sæmundur Sigfússon, you were expelled at the end of last semester from Svartiskóli’s Department of Galdur for the use of illegal thaumaturgical narcotics, disorderly conduct when attending classes, failing to meet the academic standards for your thesis after having received two semesters to rework your thesis statement, as the university’s code dictates, and last but not least, inciting canonical dissent. You filed a request for an appeal on the grounds that your expulsion was not in line with the university’s rules. Please elaborate on the matter and submit any evidence you might have to further your case.’




    ‘Yes, ah, I do have some documents …’




    He opened up his suitcase and started rummaging around in it. Even though he was no longer a student himself, he still sold moss to a couple of the students working at the university press. They’d sneaked in a quick print run of a dozen copies for a few grams of moss. He handed each committee member a copy.




    ‘Here you have my expulsion defence and a new dissertation outline, rectifying the misconceptions –’ he paused to emphasise the word even further – ‘of the outline I initially submitted.’




    He glanced at Professor Thorlacius. She was leafing through the papers and slightly smirking to herself.




    Good.




    ‘We will get to your dissertation should your expulsion be reviewed,’ Doctor Laufey said in a flat tone. ‘What have you submitted in order to back up the appeal against your expulsion?’




    ‘Yes, well.’ Sæmundur cleared his throat, straightened his posture a bit. ‘In my report I’ve gathered a few points which I believe render the expulsion invalid. To begin with, the use of the highland moss was an infraction, I’ll admit, but not worthy of an expulsion in and of itself. It’s worthy of a stern reprimand and a log on my record, yes, but that’s as far as that should go. Every year students are apprehended with thaumaturgical materials charged with either seiðmagn or galdur of various degrees of illegality, and they are not expelled until repeat offences have come to light. I’ve noted which segments of the university’s code of conduct apply to this situation and provided excerpts in the appendix.’




    His voice felt raspy and dry. He was starting to sweat. The committee leafed through his papers, uninterested, barely paying attention to him. Except for Professor Thorlacius. She stared him down with unwavering attention.




    ‘As regarding my supposed disorderly conduct, I argue that it has a direct correlation with the third reason for expulsion. My …’ The words caught in his throat like barbed wire. ‘My misconceptions about galdur in theory and praxis are what led to most of the more heated confrontations in the classroom. I regret my previous behaviour. I was arrogant in my misplaced theories and overreacted to criticism. I sincerely apologise for my behaviour and believe that my new, refined dissertation will show that my mind has changed completely.’




    Professor Thorlacius had been leafing through Sæmundur’s dissertation outline while he was talking, and the smirk on her face had now reached insufferable levels of smugness.




    ‘Sæmundur, in all seriousness – your theories on galdur verged on being blatantly heretical. And now you submit before us a mind-numbingly simple thesis about the grammatical nuances of the Seven Opening Incantations. You expect us to take this seriously?’




    Doctor Laufey leaned over and glared at Almía.




    ‘Professor Thorlacius, I will thank you to speak to the student in a respectful manner, as he has seen fit to himself, and to allow his new dissertation the benefit of the doubt.’




    Almía hand-waved the reprimand, squinting at Sæmundur.




    For crying out loud, Sæmundur thought to himself, she really wants to see me grovel.




    He nodded, swallowed back a snide remark.




    ‘Well, Professor, you are correct. It is a drastic change. But my theories were dangerous and …’ He struggled to finish the sentence. ‘Unethical. I now fully realise that.’




    ‘And what exactly,’ Doctor Vésteinn Alrúnarson suddenly interjected, ‘were those theories?’




    He arched his eyebrows at Sæmundur, who found himself at a loss for words. Part of his inspiration had come from what Vésteinn had done for the modernisation of harnessing seiðmagn and using seiður. Vésteinn was over sixty years old, although he barely looked fifty, and most of his groundbreaking work had been accomplished when he was a university student himself, a few years younger than Sæmundur.




    Professor Thorlacius jumped in before Sæmundur could possibly risk defending himself.




    ‘Sæmundur has theorised that by deconstructing a series of magister-level incantations, he could start practical’ – she spat out the word to a chorus of gasps around the table – ‘and experimental research on the very nature of galdur itself. A canonical truth which requires no further scientific testing! By unravelling the very essence of the grammatical and acoustic elements, he thought he would gain some insight into the underlying forces that dictate galdur and achieve some imagined mastery over it.’




    ‘I see.’ Vésteinn nodded slowly. ‘So, in short, a disastrous invitation to transmundane possession.’




    ‘Exactly,’ Almía added. ‘As if a mere postgraduate could conduct this series of experiments, which would elude the highest master of galdur in the modern world. And when faced with valid and – dare I say, sane – critisism of this mad endeavour, he quickly burst into a rage, spouting obscenities!’




    Sæmundur winced. She was exaggerating, but she wasn’t that far off. He’d lost his temper several times in class, once resulting in his being dismissed from the lecture. It wasn’t his fault, he reminded himself. It’s hard to hold one’s temper in check when people refuse to listen to sound logic.




    ‘Sæmundur here believed that he could revolutionise the way we think about galdur. That he could reach some imaginary heart of its power and return unscathed, bearing bountiful and profound wisdom for the rest of us mere humans.’ Almía scoffed. ‘I’ve spent hours arguing with you, Sæmundur. You are an insurgent and a heretic – you offer nothing but discourse where there is none to be had. Without the canon we lose control. Without control there is nothing but unchecked chaos and ruin. Do you seriously think you are the first young, arrogant galdramaður we’ve had who wants to revolutionise the craft? That other misguided galdramenn before you have not tried to achieve the same lofty results you are hoping for?’ She shook her head and stared him right in the eye. His gaze did not waver. He did not even blink. ‘This is a charade. A farce. I know your kind. Talented, intelligent, yes – but reckless. Misguided. You will not know when to stop when the forces beyond tempt you with more power. And it will turn your bones blue and bring disastrous ruin upon us all.’




    The room turned cramped from the oppressive silence that followed. After a short while, which felt like an eternity of time, Sæmundur spoke.




    ‘Thank you for the critique, Professor Thorlacius. I do empathise with your feelings on the matter, but I reiterate my point – I am completely serious in my change of mind. My current dissertation is something I stand by one hundred per cent. I have abandoned my previous …’ Mad theory. He bit his tongue. ‘Unorthodox theory of the origin and nature of galdur as a thaumaturgical force. I only wish to continue studying the craft and gain a deeper understanding and mastery of it, within the limits of the established and proven canon. It is as you say, Professor Thorlacius – it is what keeps us safe from demonic possession.’




    The board considered this for a while.




    ‘Thank you, Sæmundur,’ Doctor Laufey said. ‘We will review your documents and call on you within the next hour. Please wait outside the meeting room.’
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    Sæmundur waited outside for less than half an hour before he was summoned again. The board’s expressions were inscrutable – stone-faced and serious academics, the lot of them. Even Almía’s face was unreadable. In the middle of the room someone had placed a pile of irregularly shaped rocks. On the desk a thigh bone had been set out, along with a ball of rough wool yarn and an instruction sheet. Sæmundur already knew what was in store.




    ‘The board has decided to consider your request,’ Doctor Laufey said, ‘but feels that additional verification is in order. As such we’ve set up a practical test for you.’




    She pointed towards the desk and shelf Sæmundur had noticed when initially entering the room, which now had a variety of components in place.




    ‘A simple enough task for any postgrad student. Please.’




    Sæmundur shuffled over to the desk and picked up the instruction sheet which had been placed there for him. The galdur’s description, instructions and invocations had been clearly written out by hand, accompanied with a few galdrastafir. Those magical symbols were believed to ground the galdur and provide it with more structure, helping the galdramaður to keep his focus and control the incantation. Sæmundur had quickly found them to be a crutch – and a bad one at that.




    The galdur was intended to summon a tilberi, a mindless demon created for a single task. Traditionally it was used to steal milk from cows and sheep belonging to unsuspecting neighbours, writhing around like a bloated worm, the size of a newborn. It spat out the milk after having returned to its master, who fed the abomination on their own blood. It was a complex spell – for uneducated peasants – albeit with some practical applications. Sæmundur had used it as a basis when constructing the galdur for the cloth-golem, but it was a needlessly convoluted galdur. This made the incantation as a whole that much riskier.




    It was a trite, convoluted mess of a ritual. The incantation was full of needless gibberish. The sigils, the hand movements, the burning of certain alchemical mixtures – all nonsense. He’d figured that out long before. It was an insult to the craft.




    He took the end of the woollen thread and tied it around the femur. He fished out a knife from within his coat and ran it across his palm. He started reciting the incantation as he wound the thread around the femur while smearing blood into both.




    The words flowed through him. Language. Sound. Vibrations of his own voice, moving through him. The bone started to change shape. The blood-matted wool grew together, starting to throb and ebb as though the bone was breathing. The end of the femur twisted and deformed into a mockery of a face.




    He was doing it before he realised it. The traditional incantation was ugly, uncivilised, bafflingly idiotic in its coarseness. It was almost all superstition, there was no reason behind it. Reciting it like a mindless drone, without thought or intent, felt wrong. He knew better. He was better than this. And he would show them. He would prove to them how far he had come and how far he could go.




    He wove the elements of the cloth-golem’s incantation into the galdur. The bone started to elongate and took on a pale shade of blue. Ridges rose in waves, a spine growing underneath the grey wool. The wool thickened and spun itself into a myriad of limbs, making the tilberi rise from the table on thin, spindly legs. At the end of the femur the head grew bloated and lengthened, a sharp crack divided into a mouth. Thin and razor-sharp teeth glistened in the newly formed maw. It had no eyes, but it looked around, tendrils feeling the air around it. He’d never made a tilberi such as this one. This was no single-tasked automaton. This was a complex summoning, capable of complex tasks. A ritual worthy of a master. It was the culmination of his work so far, the promise of what could be in store. He stretched out the last vowel and started to weave the galdur into a different incantation. With more sense and intelligence the tilberi could be a promising servant, if he only utilised the—




    Sæmundur did not get any further. The words stopped in his throat. Professor Almía Dröfn Thorlacius was standing along with the rest of the committee, their clothes billowing in a wind unheard and unfelt. They were all speaking in unison, although he could not hear the words. He could not hear anything. Almía’s face was twisted in righteous anger. Sæmundur tried to combat them, but he did not stand a chance against their unified efforts. His vision faded out and back in, rhythmically. They were unmaking his galdur. All of them, in unison. They had been prepared for this. Perhaps even wanted this. The tilberi shivered and fell as its weak limbs gave under its weight, its thin back cracked and shrunk in quick spasms. It threw back its misshapen head and roared with a cacophony of voices that sounded almost human. Its chest rose and fell with its breath. Then it burst. And the screaming stopped.




    Sæmundur could hear again. He listened to the committee finish off the undoing galdur. When Professor Thorlacius finished the incantation and started her outraged tirade, he wished he was again trapped in that world of silence.
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    The committee exited the room, leaving Sæmundur by himself, bearing the weight of his failure on his shoulders. Only one of them lingered: Doctor Vésteinn. The man looked deep in thought.




    ‘It was … interesting, what you were attempting,’ Vésteinn said after a while.




    Sæmundur leaned against the desk, forcing his hands to remain still. Trying to calm himself down.




    ‘Crude, unfinished, but – inspired.’ Vésteinn took out a handkerchief and polished his glasses, giving himself a moment to gather his thoughts. ‘You have some potential. Don’t give up on your work yet, Sæmundur,’ he added quietly. ‘It could lead you to some very interesting conclusions.’




    Doctor Vésteinn put on his glasses and headed out, his footsteps the only sound in the room. As the door clicked shut behind him, Sæmundur slammed his fists on the desk, stifling a roar of frustration.


  




  

    Þrjú




    Karnivalið was one of the few places of entertainment in Reykjavík where humans and huldufólk drank together. Garún was familiar with the bouncers working the doors and slipped them a few krónur as they let her in. She’d had the cash ready in case someone unfamiliar was on shift, but decided to still slide them the money. The bouncers wouldn’t hesitate in deciding who to evict the next time she throat-punched some asshole, probably human, for groping her. Hopefully.




    The bar was filled with smoke and loud, drunk people, located in an antiquated house that was in no way built to house a bar of this scope. Every night Karnivalið filled up with people who called themselves artists, writers, poets, kuklarar, revolutionaries, and so on. Everyone was busy being seen and seeing others.




    Garún felt as if she vaguely knew everybody in there, as if the same night was on repeat weekend after weekend and everyone knew their designated role and lines beforehand. They identified as artists, but Garún felt they were more into saying they were instead of actually working at it. They talked ten times more than they worked; every sketch was an accomplishment, every idea pure brilliance. Some of them lived together in communes, usually as squatters. It was a source of pride to live on the margins of society, of not belonging. But for them it was a self-imposed exile, a choice. Many proudly identified as part of some grass-roots organisation, as radical revolutionaries, but when the call came to take real, dangerous action, there was always a sudden change of tone.




    Her friends were gathered in the same corner as usual. Or, she hoped that they were her friends. Most of them, at least. She did not know what they said about her behind her back and while she tried not to care, she sometimes couldn’t help it.




    Not all of them were like that, of course. But some. They were like most of the people in this bar, in Reykjavík. When it came to fighting for real change, to take action that truly meant something, they hesitated. They became afraid.




    Garún glanced at the group and tried to spot if Diljá, Jón or even Hrólfur were there. Didn’t look like it. She’d been avoiding most of them all summer. She really could have used Jón’s presence there to get into the conversation. Garún thought it was largely due to him that the others had accepted her so quickly when she’d started hanging around the same bars as them, seeing them at the same art openings. He’d always given her space to talk, to be heard. To exist. When she’d voiced the idea of staging a demonstration in front of City Hall, he had been first to back her up. Instead of giving in to their reflexive fear, dismissing her, they’d listened. He was a poet, called himself Jón Fjarðaskáld – poet of the fjords. A bit tacky, but it had stuck. He wrote beautiful, subversive prose, where opposition to oppression and injustice were hidden in naturalistic metaphors. Garún wasn’t much for poetry, but she thought she recognised the real deal when she read it.




    Garún was the prime agitator for the demonstration. It had been her idea. Not that it mattered, but still. It made her feel as if she was doing something that truly mattered. They were going to change things. The others hadn’t liked it initially, but Jón had supported her fully through the debate. He’d convinced some of them to take part. Make a difference. She’d been surprised at how even the most passive and content people had joined in. But she didn’t really feel comfortable facing them right now. She had other things on her mind.




    Garún tried to sneak past them unseen to the stairs that led to the upper floor. Lilja noticed her and waved, gestured for her to sit with them. A friendly sign, but Garún knew better. The looks on their faces as they noticed her told her everything she needed to know. She signalled to them that she was first going to the bar. She might as well start drinking now.




    At the bar she almost had to scream at the bartender to get service. Even though Karnivalið was open to blendingar, that didn’t necessarily mean that they were well treated. When she finally got her beer she was pretty sure that she paid considerably more for it than the other guests. But at least she was served.




    She made her way back to the table and grabbed a free chair. At the other end of the table people were talking politics at full volume. It overwhelmed any other discussion, as so often before.




    ‘The protest will just be the beginning,’ said Jónas Theium.




    He called himself a poet, a radical, and a revolutionary. He’d been adamantly against Garún’s idea when she first brought it up. He and most of the people at the table were unlikely to show up, she thought. It would have to be up to Jón. Garún wasn’t good at sucking up to people she hated.




    ‘The people have the power and we need to show it! It’s just a matter of gathering a crowd and marching back down to …’




    Garún stopped listening. She’d heard it a dozen times before. Others agreed with Jónas and rattled off hollow and meaningless clichés, inflating their own egos with a superficial discourse about equality and revolution. None of them had taken any part in the organising, in reaching out to people. They hadn’t understood her in the slightest when she started talking about how oppressive the city walls were, how they were intended to keep the ‘undesirable’ non-humans out, not to protect the city from the dangers of untamed nature. The walls were a comfort to them. Just like the Crown itself. The Crown meant stability and security – who cared if a few people got hurt in the process? Did they even consider huldufólk, marbendlar and náskárar to fully be people? None of them actually wanted change. Real change was painful and demanded a bloody sacrifice that these people were not willing to make.




    ‘Hi. Long time no see,’ said Lilja overenthusiastically, as she moved over towards Garún. She tried to hide her discomfort as she felt Lilja reach out and feel her surface emotions. She wasn’t really feeling sociable, but it would be incredibly rude to just block her off.




    ‘Yeah. I’ve been busy.’ Garún replied in turn by reaching out and feeling Lilja. Giddiness. Contentment. Joy. A thin trace of underlying smugness. Not good.




    ‘You don’t say? There’s been talk about that,’ Lilja said, and smiled.




    Garún wondered what Lilja herself had felt. If she had managed to obfuscate her own deeper emotions.




    ‘What do you mean?’




    Garún’s voice was lined with a cold edge, but it was contaminated by fear.




    Lilja was a huldukona and reminded Garún of the huldufólk from the old tales. Too beautiful and too dangerous. Ravenous for drama and disaster. Lilja had never liked Garún, although she’d always tried to hide it.




    ‘Oh, you know. The exhibition you’ve got going on is spreading like wildfire.’




    Garún relaxed. ‘Yeah, I guess so.’




    Lilja leaned in closer, smiling in a conspiratorial tone.




    ‘And haven’t you also started tagging all over town? Every week I hear about thaumaturgical graffiti that’s driving everyone crazy.’




    ‘I have no idea what you are talking about.’




    ‘Oh, well. Suit yourself. Dangerous to do such things.’ She put up an insincere look of worry. ‘You could end up at the Nine for that. Especially if you’re a blendingur.’




    Garún didn’t reply. She didn’t like the way Lilja had said that last word. It had not been meant in a nice, neutral manner. It had not been said like a regular word. She let her silence turn cold and angry. Tempered her anger into a sharp weapon. A calculated, ruthless strike.




    Lilja went on, mindlessly unaware of Garún’s body language. If she had reached out to her right then she would have recoiled, as if touching a burning hot stove.




    ‘But you know me. I’m known for my discretion.’




    She winked at Garún, as if they were just two friends bonding. Right.




    ‘Hold on a minute. I’ll be right back.’
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    Garún was stopped at the top of the stairs by a heavyset man. He was way too muscular for his height and it looked as if his suit was about to burst at the seams.




    ‘Closed upstairs. Private party.’




    His voice matched his appearance, heavy and slow. Everything about him resembled an unmovable boulder.




    ‘Is Viður in there? Tell him it’s Garún.’




    The slab of a man walked up to the door with heavy steps and knocked. A skinny huldumaður opened it immediately and looked down at Garún. His nasal septum was completely eroded. The grunt said something to the huldumaður, who sighed and told her to wait a minute. They stood there silently, the bouncer staring ahead at nothing, Garún sipping at her beer. In a few minutes the huldumaður returned and said Garún could enter. She squeezed past the bouncer, who didn’t move an inch to let her through.




    The top floor was thick with smoke. People lay numb and smiling on old sofas or piles of pillows, humans and huldufólk alike. On low tables were pipes and torn cigarettes, along with small piles of sorti, highland moss and white, crystalline delýsíð. A few couples were lethargically making out or perhaps copulating under thin sheets, others lay paralysed from an ecstatic high. People smoked and coughed, snorted delýsíð up their noses. Not many had their septums whole, on most of them it was burned off. The rich smell of sorti mixed with the mossy smoke had created a vile concoction, a thick and pungently sweet smoke that tore at her lungs.




    Viður sat by himself in a small room that just contained two couches up against a small table. Dirty ashtrays and various kinds of pipe decorated the table, which was laid out with drugs like a buffet. Garún was unsure if he was in the process of packaging it or about to use it himself. He was lithe for a huldumaður, almost like a teenager, his hands delicate and smooth. Viður had avoided hard work his entire life – but that didn’t mean he was soft. He smiled when he saw Garún in the doorway.




    ‘Well, well. Good to see you.’




    He spoke slowly and she noticed his dilated pupils. He didn’t have a septum either. Snorting delýsíð had burned it away completely.




    ‘Hello, Viður.’




    She sat on the couch against him. He felt around for her emotions in the customary greeting, clumsily, sloppily, like a drunken man trying to give a handshake but turning it into a hug halfway. She in turn felt around his feelings in a curt, distanced manner. He was fucking wasted and felt like a goddamn mess.




    ‘What the devil have you been smoking now?’




    ‘A-hahaha-haha-ha.’ His laughter was empty and erratic. ‘You can’t smoke a demon.’




    ‘I know, I was just—’




    ‘Unless of course you’ve got it in a bone. A femur, maybe. And you grind it into dust. And snort it.’ He looked as if he was dumbfounded by what he was saying. He wrote something down. ‘Actually … that’s not such a stupid idea. But you can’t smoke it!’




    He laughed again at the thought.




    ‘Anyway.’ She tried to bring him down to the ground with her. ‘I came because I need delýsíð. Liquid, same as last time.’




    Viður shook his head. ‘Nope. All gone!’ He smiled like a naughty child.




    ‘What do you mean all gone?’




    ‘Nothing left. No liquid, no powder. Nothing. Crown found the last shipment. All gone.’ He hung his head. ‘Poor lads. I hope they were hanged and not sent to the Nine.’




    ‘Damn it, Viður!’ Garún stood up, agitated. ‘If they trace it to you then I’m as good as dead, if I’m in luck! Why didn’t you let me know earlier?’




    ‘No, no, no, sit.’ He motioned to her to quieten down. She looked at him, livid. ‘Sit!’ he commanded in a harsh tone.




    She obeyed. She had a bitter taste in her mouth. Iron.




    ‘Relax a little.’ He dug around on the table for a pack of cigarettes. ‘You are always so wound up. They can’t trace it to me.’ He held up a finger before Garún could interrupt. ‘Because there are people at customs and the police that work for me. Not the Crown. Me.’ He lit himself a cigarette. ‘Don’t worry. It’s all good. Sometimes they just need to hit their smuggling bust quota.’




    He offered her the pack but she shook her head. He stared at her and smoked so intensely that the cigarette almost burned up all in one drag.




    ‘You really are tense tonight,’ he said, exhaling smoke slowly.




    She felt him suddenly fumbling around for her hidden emotions. It was aggressive, clumsy, a vulgar intrusion of her personal psychological space. It was repulsive. She pushed him back, hard, making him recoil visibly, and shut herself off from him. He looked surprised and then actually had the nerve to smile. Fuck that rotten son of a bitch.




    ‘Just had some trouble downstairs,’ she said. He nodded slowly, as if he knew exactly what she was talking about. ‘It’s nothing.’




    ‘Anything I can do? You just have to ask.’




    She knew that would be a dear favour to pay back.




    ‘It’s all right. I’m fine. I just need the delýsíð.’




    ‘I’m out, Garún, I told you.’




    ‘You must be able to hook me up. Do you know anyone else? Someone who can be trusted?’




    She emphasised the last word, even though she knew it wouldn’t matter in the slightest to Viður.




    ‘That you can trust, huh?’




    She felt him reach out again. Just on the surface this time. But she didn’t feel like letting him get close to her.




    He furrowed his brow. Garún held his gaze. She tried to keep her face completely neutral. Frozen. But who knew what he could see? She might try to close herself off, but the huldufólk could possibly still pick something up. She also knew that Viður smoked highland moss regularly – a thaumaturgical plant that had a unique effect on the conscious mind. It might make him more proficient with the huldufólk’s innate gift. She couldn’t stand it, but Sæmundur had used the moss unsparingly in his research. Or that’s what he told himself it was for.




    ‘Well,’ Viður said finally, when she didn’t let down her guard or reach out in turn. ‘I know people who know people, who … know people. I still can’t guarantee anything. You’re not buying directly from me as usual. And the price is higher. Considerably higher.’




    ‘Who are they? How do I reach them?’




    ‘It’s not easy. He’s in the Forgotten Downtown.’ He stopped her before she could say anything in protest. ‘I’ll give you instructions on how to get to the other side. Solid instructions.’




    He started scribbling something down on a wrinkled sheet of paper. It took him a long time to write, in long careful strokes.




    ‘Can I trust him?’




    She tried to catch a glimpse of what he was writing.




    He didn’t look up.




    ‘Can you trust me?’




    No.




    ‘Yes,’ she lied.




    ‘If you say so,’ he said with a smile, and looked up. The smile didn’t reach his dilated eyes. ‘It’s a big old house in Rökkurvík. You’ll find a huldumaður there. Odd fellow, with long hair, looks like he’s dying from hunger. Always wears the same torn leather coat. Name is Feigur. Tell him I sent you and you should be fine.’




    ‘How do I get through to the Forgotten Downtown?’




    He handed her the note. ‘These are solid gates both in and out. New ones, still hidden. Don’t let anyone see you cross.’




    She nodded and stood up. Handed him a few banknotes without being prompted. He took them without counting.




    ‘Thanks, Viður.’




    ‘Any time, Garún.’




    He watched her leave, never dropping his smile.
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    When Garún came downstairs Diljá had joined the others at the table. Styrhildur and Hraki were there with her. A strangely upbeat but sombre song blared from the speakers. Someone had put on a record. Diljá noticed Garún and looked concerned as she came closer and reached out for her emotions.




    ‘Are you all right?’ she asked, and respectfully dialled her emotional outreach back. Garún replied in turn, but only out of politeness. Diljá felt mellow, tired, and now, slightly anxious. ‘I’m sorry,’ Diljá continued, ‘but you look and feel like a goddamn mess.’




    Garún shook her head quickly, then nodded. She noticed Styrhildur and Hraki sitting quietly next to Diljá, trying not to look as if they were worried about Garún.




    ‘Yeah, I’m fine. Just need another drink.’




    As she moved towards the bar, Diljá placed a hand on her arm.




    ‘Don’t worry,’ Diljá said. ‘Let me do it. Cheaper, too,’ she added, and flashed a quick, apologetic smile.




    Garún returned it and went to sit down at the table. Diljá did that all the time. If something was easier for her because she was a huldukona, then she did it for Garún. If someone gave Garún shit because she was a blendingur, or just gave her shit in general, then Diljá always had her back. Always. Garún hadn’t known many friends like that in her life. The most beautiful thing about it was that it wasn’t exclusive to Garún. Although Diljá had taken more of a big sister approach to their relationship, she was also like this towards most people. She often helped or spotted other blendingar or huldufólk and backed them up in trouble. She stood up to injustice, regardless of whether it was major or minor – to her they were all gravely serious.




    Styrhildur and Hraki had made it into the city only a couple of years earlier. Garún was so relieved and happy that Diljá had somewhat taken them under her wing. She’d helped them find jobs in Starholt and a small apartment that the siblings rented together. Garún loved them, they were blendingar like her and she’d known them since they were kids, but she didn’t want the responsibility of taking care of other people. Taking care of herself was enough.




    ‘What’s up, guys? Aren’t you a bit too young to be drinking?’




    ‘You’re only a few years older than me!’ Styrhildur said in a scolding tone.




    Garún smirked and playfully pushed her shoulder against her. The girl smiled, but Hraki looked embarrassed. He was a few years younger than his sister. He couldn’t have been more than sixteen. The three of them quickly reached out to one another. Styrhildur felt excited and happy, Hraki a bit nervous, but still, that same kind of happiness. They were living independent lives in the city, at a bar surrounded by friends. This was good. Maybe better than any of them had ever expected. It made her feel pensive. Something so normal shouldn’t feel exceptional.




    Diljá returned with a beer and Garún reached for her purse.




    ‘No, no, not this again,’ said Diljá, but Garún didn’t let off until she’d successfully pushed the coins into Diljá’s hand. ‘All right, but this is the last time. One day you’ll have to let me buy you a round.’




    ‘Nobody buys anybody rounds, what are you even talking about?’




    They stared at each other, flaring out scans of each other’s emotions. This was a set routine between them by now. Each focused on mock feelings of stubbornness, trying to outdo the other.




    Finally Diljá caved in, as always.




    ‘Okay, maybe nobody really buys rounds. But still. One day I’ll buy you a beer.’ She grinned.




    Garún shrugged. ‘I don’t like owing anybody anything.’




    ‘Yeah, no shit.’ Diljá took a sip of her beer. ‘Lilja said you were upstairs.’ She lowered her voice and leaned in. ‘Is everything good?’




    ‘Viður’s out,’ Garún said in a low voice, ‘but he knows a guy who’s selling. I’m not sure if I should trust him on this.’




    ‘Who’s the guy?’




    ‘Nobody I’ve heard of. Apparently he lives in Rökkurvík – permanently.’




    The nickname was a bad pun, one that had stuck. The Forgotten Downtown was cast in unending darkness, its decrepit old-style houses reminiscent of faded photographs of the city that Reykjavík once was. So it was nicknamed Rökkurvík, literally meaning ‘twilight bay’ – as opposed to Reykjavík’s ‘smoke bay’.




    ‘Come on, Garún. The Forgotten Downtown?’




    ‘I have to try.’ She hesitated. ‘Will you spot me when I enter and exit?’




    ‘Of course,’ Diljá replied without hesitating.




    ‘We will help,’ Styrhildur said quietly. ‘With us three, you can cover a lot of ground.’




    Garún was more relieved than she expected at hearing that. She wanted to say no, to tell them that they should stay out of it. But they wanted to help, to make themselves useful.




    ‘Thanks,’ she mumbled. She handed them the note Viður had handed her. ‘Look over the points of entry and exit. I’ll go in at a specific time. I’m not sure how long this will take, but it shouldn’t be long.’




    They nodded and started perusing the notes, memorising them as quickly as they could.




    Then Garún recalled Lilja’s remarks earlier.




    ‘Listen,’ she said to Diljá, pulling her in and a bit away from the siblings. ‘You haven’t told anyone about the tagging, have you?’




    ‘No, of course not.’ Diljá suddenly looked extremely worried. ‘Why?’




    Garún glanced around. They sat next to each other, slightly away from the others at the table, who were deep in discussion about the latest theatre review to appear in the Tíminn newspaper. Garún focused on Diljá and instigated a deep reach out for her feelings. She felt her initial hesitation, which quickly gave way as Diljá embraced her with open arms. Garún felt uneasiness, joy, and both fear and worry in sharp, almost hurting pangs. Whether it was because Diljá had let something slip, or because she was worried that Lilja knew something, Garún had no way of knowing. Garún felt Diljá reach out in the same way and also gave in.




    They held their connection steady, holding each other by the hand, staring into each other’s eyes.




    ‘I’m worried,’ said Garún, still holding the connection, ‘that we have a snitch.’




    ‘Who?’ asked Diljá. ‘Katrín?’




    They let their connection search and probe their feelings on the matter until they reached a united conclusion.




    ‘I agree,’ Diljá continued, ‘that she’s a risk. But I believe she has the best interests of the cause at heart. She has her reasons.’




    Garún felt a sudden upsurge of pain and regret, empathy, anger, injustice. She knew something about Katrín. But there was also trust there. A feeling of a kindred spirit, a sister.




    ‘Hrólfur?’ she ventured. ‘He would hardly gossip to huldufólk.’




    Diljá smiled and Garún smiled with her. Diljá’s joy was her own joy.




    ‘Well, you never know,’ said Diljá.




    Garún felt something surprising. A hint of warm affection. The feeling invoked a quickening of her own heartbeat. Dangerous.




    Diljá sensed Garún’s hesitation at the new feeling she’d inadvertently broadcast and blushed.




    ‘It’s not anything, it’s just—’




    ‘I know,’ Garún said. ‘Don’t worry. I’m sorry I reacted that way.’




    ‘That’s all right, you don’t need to apologise.’




    They let their mutual understanding reinforce itself for a while. Then, Garún’s mind turned to Lilja. The dark cloud in her heart passed over Diljá’s face.




    ‘Garún … Oh no,’ Diljá said.




    ‘It doesn’t matter who it was. She still knows, when she shouldn’t. I have to do it.’




    Diljá couldn’t have possibly known from their connection what Garún was thinking about, but they knew each other well. Diljá knew what Garún had in mind.




    ‘You don’t have to—’




    ‘We can’t trust her. We have to remain safe. No matter the cost. And besides’ – Garún knew she didn’t say this with full conviction, and that Diljá would feel it – ‘she won’t remember a thing.’




    Diljá’s sadness and anxiety washed over Garún in strong waves. She let her own feelings show, feeling them echo in her friend. Fear. Determination. Anger. Hope. A strong, relentless fire.




    Diljá nodded. ‘Okay,’ she said.




    Garún finished her beer in a long gulp, then got up and walked straight to Lilja. She was chatting with a few people at the other end of the table, who all fell silent as Garún came and leaned in towards her.




    ‘Come with me to the restroom. Let’s have a little talk.’




    Lilja raised her eyebrows but stood up and followed Garún to the toilets. There were only two restrooms in the bar, in a narrow hallway. The line was long and coiled oddly around the tight space. Lilja was not interested in standing in line with Garún and bullshitted her way to the front of the queue, which was not a difficult task as most regulars at Karnivalið knew her. They went in together.




    The lock on the door clicked. Pipes and valves stood out of the walls. The seat was loose on the toilet, which didn’t look as if it had been cleaned in a very long while.




    ‘Ooh, what fun!’ Lilja laughed as she checked herself in the mirror. ‘It’s about time we caught up with some gossip.’




    Garún leaned against the door and felt the pulse from the music and the people outside.




    ‘Right,’ she said, and pushed Lilja down on the toilet. ‘We have to freshen up your make-up. Let me fix it.’




    An angry grimace flared up on Lilja’s face, which she tried to subdue. She reached out for Garún’s emotions, which she kept closed off as tightly as she could.




    ‘Aw. Thanks,’ Lilja replied.




    Garún opened her purse, took out a powder box and started painting Lilja’s face.




    ‘How did you know I was behind the delýsíð graffiti?’




    ‘I wasn’t sure. But I’m sure now.’




    ‘Did you hear it from someone?’




    ‘What?’ Lilja stared numbly up at Garún. ‘No. I … just … It made sense. You’ve always been so much … like that.’ She started to slur her words. ‘Don’t be scared, I … I won’t tell anyone. I was just joking earlier.’ Her eyes glazed, her voice sounded far off in the distance. ‘I just like to play around … and see what happens …’




    Garún rubbed her make-up sponge against the powder, crushing the microscopic delýsíð crystals that were hiding there. She stroked Lilja’s forehead delicately. She spoke to Lilja in a soothing voice as she painted her face.




    ‘When we go out, you won’t remember that this happened. You won’t remember our conversation earlier. You won’t remember that I painted that graffiti. You will never connect me to anything illegal. You would never believe that I would do such a thing.’




    Lilja nodded slowly while Garún painted over her memories.
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    Sæmundur slammed the door behind him and stood for a moment in his hallway, frozen with impotent rage. Then he kicked the wall, once, twice, cracking the wooden boards. He stormed into his room, kicking over his amplifier, sending the mess of ashtrays and dirty dishes on top of it crashing to the floor. He cursed. He screamed profanities, spitting with each word. He ripped off his tie and jacket, tearing them in the process. He grabbed his bass guitar and flung it across the room. It hit the wall with a thud.




    They’d undone his incantation before he was even able to finish it. Startled by the horror of the unknown, or perhaps by the capable way he’d woven a new galdur from seemingly nothing, they’d resolved to unmake his work instead of allowing it to be. They had summarily destroyed it. They’d screamed at him afterwards. Threats of lawsuit, of having his tongue severed and vital digits removed. Of severing his ties to galdur completely. He was too dangerous, Professor Thorlacius had said. Foolish. Naïve. Reckless.




    Worm-minded pieces of shit. Worthless, pathetic insects. They had no higher understanding of the craft they practised, and they did not even desire to seek any glimpse of it. They were content with fumbling in the dark, ignorant of the powers they messed with. They were the halfwits. They were the careless ones. How could civilisation ever progress without research? Experiments? Anything that was worth something demanded a sacrifice of equal measure. But they were too craven to make it.




    But he would. They would not stand in the way of enlightenment. If they would not hand him the tools he needed to hone his craft – to gain higher understanding of the nature of galdur – then he would seize them for himself.




    An idea resurfaced in his head. Something he’d given up long ago, deemed to be too dangerous, too mad. But that’s what they called him now. Sæmundur the Mad. He turned over a pile of books and manuscripts in the corner. It was there somewhere.




    His notes were in disarray, but they all seemed to be there. He didn’t have the manuscript any more, but he recalled it clearly enough. Coarsely copied illustrations of spores, twisted roots, wide mushroom caps littered the pages, which were covered in a nearly intelligible scribble. It wasn’t much. But it would do. He just needed the materials and then he would get what rightfully belonged to him.
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    He worked through the night, putting together a plan. He had an idea of how to make the gandreið mushroom non-lethal, of how to control the fungus so that it wouldn’t completely take over. But still, the galdur he was working on was a bit too theoretical even for his own tastes. He was assuming too many things and if he was wrong about any part of this the results could be disastrous. Not only for others, but for himself as well.




    He just needed some time to work on the formula. Structure a new kind of incantation. And when it was done it would be a masterful stroke. With an unseen hand he would swipe the most sacred texts of Svartiskóli’s library for himself.




    He would read the pages of Rauðskinna and live to tell the tale.




    Then there was a knock at his door.
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    Garún couldn’t stand art exhibitions, even less so when they were her own. For that meant she didn’t have the liberty of just disappearing when she’d had enough. Gallery Gjóta was a hole-in-the-wall establishment in central downtown, known to exhibit relatively unknown artists as well as the ones more established on the scene. She’d shown up at the opening for as long as was the absolute polite minimum – she didn’t want to be disrespectful towards the curator who’d brought her in all those years before – but she found it absolutely insufferable. Tightly wound, rich art snobs and pretentious hipsters all stirred together in a toxic cocktail. Diljá would usually keep her company, but she’d not been able to make it last time, and Garún had felt alone and stranded in a sea of disapproving human faces. The only other non-human there had been Bragi, a huldumaður who was one of the founders of the gallery. He’d been the one who’d brought her in when he saw her work for sale in one of the weekend flea markets in Starholt. It had been the first time someone paid her a real sum of money for her work. She wouldn’t forget that.




    This wasn’t an opening – her exhibition had been on for a few weeks now. Apparently a few clients had asked to meet her. It was not something she really did, but in this case it was for a very expensive painting. And she needed the money for the delýsíð. Her plans for the protest depended on it. So she’d agreed to meet them.




    She walked through the cramped alley into the hidden courtyard where the gallery was located. A few hipsters sat by a bench, gossiping while they smoked. They all stared at her unabashedly as she crossed the small yard and entered the gallery.




    Gjóta’s gallery space was bright and open, but still small enough that there wasn’t a clamour when a decent crowd gathered together. Bragi stood alongside an older man and his wife, both of them looking over one of the bigger paintings in the room. It was Garún’s work, something she called Untitled Mask of the God in the Stone, a massive, amorphous shape like something out of a cosmology book, a murky, swirling galaxy in formation. At a distance, if you relaxed your vision and focused on the work, it could almost resemble a face. Garún had laced the painting with microdosages of delýsíð. She hid the shape of the mask from the viewer, so that although it visually didn’t seem to be there, it was actually hiding there in the formless void. Your brain picked up the shape of a face, a mask, in the murky painting, but your eyes couldn’t see it. None of this was known to Bragi, of course, or if he suspected anything he’d at least kept quiet enough about it. It was the most expensive work Garún had ever had on display, and Bragi had asked her to come over today because the prospective buyer was apparently dropping by to view it for the third time. This time he was bringing his wife. Or more likely, his mistress.




    ‘… one of the most exciting artists in Starholt today. A true rarity among her—’




    Bragi stopped talking as he heard Garún’s footsteps approach in the hall.




    ‘Ah, speaking of the brilliant artist. Garún, pleased you could make it.’




    He flashed her an encouraging smile. She’d noticed when she was walking in that several of her paintings had been marked as sold in the last weeks. She found herself beaming, but her smile froze and her heart started pounding when the man and woman turned around to greet her.




    She recognised him instantly. She’d been tagging one of his stores not that long ago. Sigurður Thorvaldsen. One of the richest people in Reykjavík. He was well into middle age, impeccably dressed in a fine suit. The woman, markedly younger than him, was his wife, Anna Margrét Eydal Thorvaldsen. She was descended from finer folk than Sigurður, her mother’s side of the family having bishops and celebrated composers, and more than one goði on her father’s side, the Eydal family. Garún had a simple rule of thumb when it came to people with family names instead of the traditional patronyms: don’t trust them. Either they belonged to the upper classes, or worse, they wanted to be one of them.




    Her heart was pounding and her ears were buzzing.




    Run. Get out. He knows.




    She met his eyes, trying to remain calm. Did he know? Was this an elaborate trap? If so, the police were already waiting for her outside. No. Better to stand still. Frozen in front of a dumb, lumbering predator.




    Sigurður held out his hand. Garún shook it almost reflexively and immediately regretted it. Anna Margrét looked at her coolly and offered a stiff smile, the polite gesture not reaching her eyes.




    ‘Garún, yes? I am happy that you could take the time.’




    ‘It’s the least she could do with the price she’s asking,’ Anna Margrét interjected.




    Bragi replied before Garún could find the words to lash out at this stuck-up woman.




    ‘Yes, indeed! This is one of the finer pieces we’ve put on display in recent years. Truly a tremendous, authentic work of the huldufólk’s deity.’




    ‘Doesn’t look like much, does it?’ Sigurður approached the painting and squinted at it. ‘I thought their … or well, your god was supposed to be holding a hundred masks?’




    ‘Adralíen-toll has myriad depictions, one of them being with an uncountable number of masks, yes. This is a more modern take on this story.’




    Sigurður stared at the painting for a while. They stood in silence. Why had these people brought her over, Garún wondered. A power move? Because they were bored? She was finding it hard to believe that Sigurður had been made aware of her recent work. It shouldn’t even have triggered properly – that was supposed to take days.




    He sniffed and shook his head.




    ‘I don’t get it. I mean, I like it – but I don’t get it.’




    Sigurður looked at Garún expectantly. Anna Margrét and Bragi followed his cue. She stared at them blankly. Bragi gave her a hopeful look.




    Go ahead. Sell it. Sell them the damn thing.




    ‘It’s an interpretation of the huldufólk’s god,’ Garún said. ‘It’s not traditional in that sense. There’s not much to get. Just to … experience.’




    Anna Margrét shook her head. ‘Nonsense. I said so, darling. We’d be much better off with a Kjarval.’ She glared at Garún. ‘She’s not even one of them.’




    She almost spat out the last word.




    Garún bristled. Bragi looked alarmed, but most likely only at the thought of losing the sale. Typical. She felt herself clench her fists and forced herself to loosen her hands. She’d not let them see they had got to her. Those fucking pigs.




    Sigurður turned to the painting and took it in.




    ‘Just think of having it in the dining room for the next dinner party.’




    That painting could pay for five times the delýsíð she needed. It could pay her rent for the year. It could change her life, if it sold. If one person bought it, then another would surely follow. She knew how these circles were. Word got around quickly in Reykjavík, doubly so among the so-called elite. But she also knew where their money came from. She would change her life, but it wouldn’t be because of the patronage of people like Thorvaldsen. It would be on her own terms.




    ‘It’s not for sale.’ Garún’s voice turned cold. ‘It is not for the likes of you.’




    Now it was her turn to spit out the last word with all the resentment she could muster.




    Anna Margrét and Sigurður stared at her, incredulous.




    ‘Excuse me?’ he said, puffing up like a rooster. She stared him down.




    ‘You heard me. Not for sale. It’s as you said, you don’t get it. It’s not for people like you.’




    She walked away.




    Sigurður and Anna Margrét started yelling at Bragi, who started apologising profusely.




    ‘This is a misunderstanding, surely, Garún – wait! Garún!’




    He caught her in the alleyway outside the gallery.




    ‘Garún, come on, don’t fuck this up for us! We’re close – come in and apologise and make this better! This is an insane amount of money, we talked about this! This will be a game changer.’




    ‘I’m not apologising for shit, Bragi. That painting is not for sale to those assholes, got it? Now, I’ll be needing the commission for the pieces already sold.’




    Bragi stared at her, stunned.




    ‘Are you fucking kidding me? You show up here, fuck up all the hard work I’ve done on your behalf, and then demand to be cashed out? I’d be glad to, dear, but the payments are done on delivery of the artworks and this wreck of an exhibition is up for another month, remember?’




    She gritted her teeth in frustration.




    ‘What?’ he kept on. ‘Thought I’d do you a favour and pay you the advance? I’ll goddamn think about it – if you come in and put this right.’




    Garún considered this.




    ‘Right. I see how it is.’




    She walked away without sparing him a look back. Fuck them and their money. Her integrity was not for sale.
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    She hadn’t been to Sæmundur’s place since last spring, when it had all blown up and she’d finally recognised how toxic their relationship was. Nice as it had been, at certain moments. But in retrospect that’s all it had been. Moments.




    It was a raised single-storey house, with the basement floor being only half-sunken. The windows let in some light as a result, but it didn’t matter in Sæmundur’s case. He kept them curtained with heavy, dark drapes.




    The rush from telling off the Thorvaldsens and Bragi had quickly worn off as she’d walked from downtown to the university campus. She’d probably burned whatever bridge she had built with Bragi and the gallery in the process. How the hell was she supposed to pay for the delýsíð she needed now? The works already sold at the exhibition would pay her rent for a few months when she eventually got paid, but then what? How was she going to make a living after that? Word didn’t only get around fast with the money-hungry upper class – it spread like wildfire in Reykjavík’s tiny art world. The gallery had already been hesitant to take in a blendingur. If she got on Bragi’s bad side she’d be frozen out for good. Fucking hell. Goddamn assholes. She felt anxious, but also relieved. It had felt so good to walk away with her head held high. If that came at a price, then so what? She’d gladly pay it. She’d fought for everything her entire life. She’d made something out of nothing before. And she would do it again, if she needed to.




    That still left the current problem with the delýsíð.




    Shit.




    But one headache at a time. She needed to call in a favour. One she had hoped she wouldn’t have to ask for.




    Garún knocked on Sæmundur’s door, a bit harder than she intended. The whole encounter had left her a bit strung up. She saw movement out of the corner of her eye and lit up when little Mæja came trotting along the house, her tail straight up and curled at the end like a question mark, mewing in a complaining tone as Garún picked her up.




    ‘Hi, love.’ Garún pressed the cat against her, stroking her little head as she purred loudly like a broken engine. ‘I’ve missed you, baby.’




    She still regretted leaving her with Sæmundur, but at the time it had felt like the right call. There were too many noxious fumes in her apartment from the paints and the delýsíð, a cat could easily die when exposed to them. Or so she thought. At least with Sæmundur she got to go outside.




    Sæmundur opened the door wearing a dark look of anger that instantly faded into shock when he saw her. This is how they had last said goodbye to each other. Garún holding Mæja at his doorstep. Except then it had been in the pouring rain.




    ‘So,’ she said after a short silence. ‘Aren’t you going to invite me in?’
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