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      HAMMERED

      
      “Druids are lesser beings, you see. But so far as such lesser beings are concerned, I do believe I’m the last one walking
         the earth. Unless you want to count all the happy hippie neo-Druids who do seem to love the earth but lack any real magic.”
      

      
      “No, I meant Druids like you.”

      
      “Then there are none like me. Until you become one. If you live long enough.”

      
      “I’ll make it,” Granuaile said. “You gave me this completely unsexy amulet to make sure I do.” She lifted a teardrop of cold
         iron strung on a gold chain out from her shirt. The Morrigan had given it to me, and I had passed it on to my apprentice.
      

      
      “That’s not going to save you all the time,” I reminded her.

      
      “I know. It seems to me that the thing to do is to simply disappear.”

      
      “No, they’ll still look for us.”

      
      “Who are they?”
      

      
      “The remaining Norse and any other gods who want to make a point that you can’t kill gods with impunity.”

      
      “What if they think we’re dead? Will they still be looking for us then?”

      
      I sighed and smiled contentedly. “You’re a constant relief to me, you know. Every time you say something smart it gives me
         hope that you might become the first new Druid in more than a thousand years.”
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      Pronunciation Guide

      
      One of the problems you run into when using Norse mythology is that you’re messing with the languages of Norway, Sweden, Denmark,
         and Iceland—plus Old Norse. Old Norse hasn’t been spoken aloud by the hoi polloi in seven centuries or so, but scholarly folks
         like to think they have a decent clue about how things might have sounded. I’ve used Anglicized spellings for Odin and Thor
         so that English speakers will have a pretty decent shot at saying them correctly by getting hooked on phonics. And though
         I use the Icelandic spelling and pronunciation for most things, it’s not universal. Sometimes I use what the Old Norse pronunciation would be, and here and there I mess with the
         vowel sounds merely because I want to. You’re free to do the same; this guide is not intended to be prescriptive but rather
         descriptive of the way the author would say things, and you are welcome to adopt them or to make fun of me on language bulletin boards.
      

      
      The Norse Gods

      
      Baldr = BALL dur

      
      Bragi = BRAH gi (I use a hard g sound so that the last syllable rhymes with key. In Icelandic, the g is pronounced like a y when it’s between a vowel on the left and the letters i or y on the right—but I’m doing the Old Norse thing here. God of poetry)
      

      
      Freyja = FRAY ya (goddess of beauty and war, twin to Freyr)

      
      Freyr = FRAYr (I’m using an Old Norse/Icelandic spelling. There’s a rolling of the first r, which makes the f sound like its own syllable, sort of like a musical grace note. Sometimes the last r is dropped in spelling and pronunciation and it’s simply FRAY. God of fertility)
      

      
      Heimdall = HAME dadl (Icelandic looks at a double l and pronounces it like a clicking dl sound, much like the English word battle. Heimdall is kind of like a watchdog god, amazing senses.)
      

      
      Idunn = ih DOON (goddess of youth, keeper of golden apples)

      
      Odin = OH din (allfather, runecrafter. You’d actually say the d like a th if you wanted to get old school, but most English speakers say it with the d sound.)
      

      
      Thor = thor (god of thunder)

      
      Týr = teer (god of single combat)

      
      Ullr = OODL er (god of archery)

      
      Vidar = VIH dar (god of vengeance, Odin’s son)

      
      Adorable Animals of the Norse

      
      Gullinbursti = GOODL in BUR stih (This is Freyr’s golden boar; the name translates to golden bristles. Technically it’s a construct of the dwarfs, not an animal, but indistinguishable from a boar by sight—except for the size
         and the shining mane o’ gold.)
      

      
      Hugin = HOO gin (Thought, one of Odin’s ravens. Not following the Icelandic rule about the g on this one either; this is an Old Norse name with an Anglicized spelling, because I’ve dropped the second n you see in the Prose Edda and the Poetic Edda, the sources of most Norse mythology.)
      

      
      Jörmungandr = yor MOON gan dur (the world serpent that will kill us all!)
      

      
      Munin = MOO nin (Memory, another of Odin’s ravens)
 
      Ratatosk = RAT a tosk (squirrel who lives on/in the World Tree)

      
      Sleipnir = SLAPE neer (eight-legged steed of Odin, spawn of Loki and a stallion)

      
      Cool Norse Weapons

      
      Gungnir = GOONG neer (magic spear of Odin)

      
      Mjöllnir = meYOL neer (first syllable rhymes with roll; that me is almost like a grace note)
      

      
      Sweet Norse Halls and Furnishings

      
      Bilskirnir = BEEL skeer neer (Thor’s hall)

      
      Gladsheim = GLADS hame (hall of the Norse gods)

      
      Hlidskjálf = HLID skyalf (silver throne of Odin)

      
      Valaskjálf = VAL as skyalf (Odin’s hall)

      
      Valhalla = Vahl HALL ah (lots of ways to say this one, but I’m going with the easy one for English speakers. Not doing the
         dl sound here for the double l, nor for Idavoll)
      

      
      Place-names in Asgard and Iceland

      
      Alfheim = AHLF hame (translates to elf home)
      

      
      Hnappavellir = NAH pah VEDL er

      
      Húsavík = HOO sah week

      
      Idavoll = IH dah vahl

      
      Jötunheim = YOT un hame (the first syllable rhymes with boat. That translates to giant home. A single giant is a Jötunn, and the plural is Jötnar.)
      

      
      Muspellheim = MUS pel hame (realm of fire)

      
      Mývatn = ME vat n (translates to Midge Lake)
      

      
      Nidavellir = NIH dah VEDL ir (realm of the dwarfs)
      

      
      Niflheim = NIV uhl hame (translates to mist home, often equated with Hel and the land of the dead)
      

      
      Reykjavík = RAY kya week

      
      Svartálfheim = SVART ahlf hame (translates to dark elf home)
      

      
      Vanaheim = VAHN ah hame (I’d like to say this translates to home of the vans, but no, it’s home of the Vanir.)
      

      
      Vigrid = VIH grid

      
      Yggdrasil = ig DRAH sil (try to roll or trill the r, it’s more fun. Name of the World Tree)
      

      
      Icelandic Town Name with Which You Can Win a Bar Bet

      
      Kirkjubæjarklaustur = Kir kyu BYE yar KLOW stur (Watch all the English speakers try to pronounce the j the way they’re used to; it’s a good time. If they get that right, they’ll still screw up the æ sound and pronounce it like
         a long a or long e instead of a long i. You can win a beer or two with this, guaranteed, and drink all night for free if the bar is full of suckers.)
      

   
      
      Chapter 1

      
      According to popular imagination, squirrels are supposed to be adorable. As they scurry about on this tree branch or that
         trunk, people point at them and say, “Awww, how cuuuuute!” with their voices turning sugary and spiraling up into falsetto ecstasy. But I’m here to tell you that they’re cute only
         so long as they’re small enough to step on. Once you’re facing a giant bloody squirrel the size of a cement truck, they lose
         the majority of their charm.
      

      
      I wasn’t especially surprised to be staring up at a set of choppers as tall as my fridge, twitching whiskers like bullwhips,
         and tractor-tire eyes staring me down like volcanic bubbles of India ink: I was simply horrified at being proven so spectacularly
         right.
      

      
      My apprentice, Granuaile, had argued I was imagining the impossible before I left her back in Arizona. “No, Atticus,” she’d
         said, “all the literature says the only way you can get into Asgard is the Bifrost Bridge. The Eddas, the skaldic poems, everything agrees that Bifrost is it.”
      

      
      “Of course that’s what the literature says,” I replied, “but that’s just the propaganda of the gods. The Eddas also tell you the truth of the matter if you read carefully. Ratatosk is the key to the back door of Asgard.”
      

      
      Granuaile gazed at me, bemused, unsure that she’d heard me correctly. “The squirrel that lives on the World Tree?” she asked.
      

      
      “Precisely. He manically scrambles back and forth between the eagle in the canopy and the great wyrm at the roots, ferrying
         messages of slander and vitriol between them, yadda yadda yadda. Now ask yourself how it is that he manages to do that.”
      

      
      Granuaile took a moment to think it through. “Well, according to what the literature says, there are two roots of Yggdrasil that drop below Asgard: One rests in the Well of Mimir in Jötunheim, and one falls to the
         Spring of Hvergelmir in Niflheim, beneath which the wyrm Nidhogg lies. So I assume he’s got himself a little squirrelly hole
         in there somewhere that he uses.” She shook her head, dismissing the point. “But you won’t be able to use that.”
      

      
      “I’ll bet you dinner I can. A nice homemade dinner, with wine and candles and fancy modern things like Caesar salad.”

      
      “Salad isn’t modern.”

      
      “It is on my personal time scale. Caesar salad was invented in 1924.”

      
      Granuaile’s eyes bugged. “How do you know these things?” She waved off the question as soon as she asked it. “No, you’re not going to distract me this time. You’re
         on; I bet you dinner. Now prove it or start cooking.”
      

      
      “The proof will have to come when I climb Yggdrasil’s root, but,” I said, raising a finger to forestall her objection, “I’ll dazzle you now with what I think so that I’ll seem fantastically
         prescient later. The way I figure it, Ratatosk has to be an utter badass. Consider: Eagles normally eat squirrels, and malevolent
         wyrms named Nidhogg are generally expected to eat anything—yet neither of them ever tries to take a bite of Ratatosk. They
         just talk to him, never give him any guff at all, but ask him nicely if he’d be so kind as to tell their enemy far, far away such-and-such. And they say, ‘Hey, Ratatosk, you don’t have to hurry. Take your time. Please.’”
      

      
      “Okay, so you’re saying he’s a burly squirrel.”

      
      “No, I’m saying he’s turbo-burly. Paul Bunyan proportions, because his size is proportionate to the World Tree. He’s bigger
         than you and I put together, big enough that Nidhogg thinks of him as an equal instead of as a snack. The only reason we’ve
         never heard of anyone climbing Yggdrasil’s roots to get to Asgard is because you’d have to be nuts to try it.”
      

      
      “Right,” she said with a smirk. “And Ratatosk eats nuts.”

      
      “That’s right.” I bobbed my head once with a sardonic grin of my own.

      
      “Well then,” Granuaile wondered aloud, “exactly where are the roots of Yggdrasil, anyway? I assume they’re somewhere in Scandinavia,
         but you’d think they would have shown up on satellite by now.”
      

      
      “The roots of Yggdrasil are on an entirely different plane, and that’s really why no one has tried to climb them. But they’re
         tethered to the earth, just like Tír na nÓg is, or the Elysian Fields, or Tartarus, or what have you. And, coincidentally,
         a certain Druid you know is also tethered to the earth, through his tattoos,” I said, holding up my inked right arm.
      

      
      Granuaile’s mouth opened in astonishment as the import of my words sank in, quick to follow the implication to its logical
         conclusion. “So you’re saying you can go anywhere.”
      

      
      “Uh-huh,” I confirmed. “But it’s not something I brag about”—I pointed a finger at her—“nor should you, once you’re bound
         the same way. Plenty of gods are already worried about me because of what happened to Aenghus Óg and Bres. But since I killed
         them on this plane, and since Aenghus Óg started it, they don’t figure I’ve turned into a deicidal maniac. In their minds,
         I’m highly skilled in self-defense but not a mortal threat to them, as long as they don’t pick a fight. And they still believe
         that merely because they’ve never seen a Druid in their territory before, they never will. But if the gods knew I could get
         to anyone, anywhere, my perceived threat level would go through the roof.”
      

      
      “Can’t the gods go anywhere?”

      
      “Uh-uh,” I said, shaking my head. “Most gods can go only two places: their own domain and earth. That’s why you’ll never see
         Kali in Olympus, or Ishtar in Abhassara. I haven’t visited even a quarter of the places I could go. Never been to any of the
         heavens. Went to Nirvana once, but it was kind of boring—don’t get me wrong, it’s a beautiful plane, but the complete absence
         of desire meant nobody wanted to talk to me. Mag Mell is truly gorgeous; you’ve gotta go there. And you’ve gotta go to Middle
         Earth to see the Shire.”
      

      
      “Shut up!” She punched me in the arm. “You haven’t been to Middle Earth!”

      
      “Sure, why not? It’s bound to our world like all the other planes. Elrond is still in Rivendell, because that’s where people
         think of him being, not the Gray Havens—and I’m telling you right now he looks nothing like Hugo Weaving. I also went to Hades
         once so I could ask Odysseus what the sirens had to say, and that was a mindblower. Can’t tell you what they said, though.”
      

      
      “You’re going to tell me I’m too young again, aren’t you?”

      
      “No. You simply have to hear it for yourself to properly appreciate it. It involves hasenpfeffer and sea serpents and the
         end of the world.”
      

      
      Granuaile narrowed her eyes at me and said, “Fine, don’t tell me. So what’s your plan for Asgard?”

      
      “Well, first I have to choose a root to climb, but that’s easy: I’d rather avoid Ratatosk, so I’m going up the one from Jötunheim.
         Not only does Ratatosk rarely travel it, but it’s a far shorter climb from there than from Niflheim. Now, since you seem to have been reading up on this, tell me what
         direction I must go to find where the Well of Mimir would be bound to this plane.”
      

      
      “East,” Granuaile said immediately. “Jötunheim is always to the east.”

      
      “That’s right. To the east of Scandinavia. The Well of Mimir is tethered to a sub-arctic lake some distance from the small
         Russian town of Nadym. That’s where I’m going.”
      

      
      “I’m not up-to-date on my small Russian towns. Where exactly is Nadym?”

      
      “It’s in western Siberia.”

      
      “All right, you go to this particular lake, then what?”

      
      “There will be a tree root drinking from the lake. It will not be an ash tree, more of a stunted evergreen, because it’s essentially
         tundra up there. Once I find this root, I touch it, bind myself to it, pull my center along the tether, and then I’m hugging
         the root of Yggdrasil on the Norse plane, and the lake will be the Well of Mimir.”
      

      
      Granuaile’s eyes shone. “I can’t wait until I can do this. And from there you just climb it, right? Because the root of the
         World Tree has to be huge.”
      

      
      “Yes, that’s the plan.”

      
      “So how far from the trunk of Yggdrasil is it to Idunn’s place?”

      
      I shrugged. “Never been there before, so I’m going to have to wing it. I’ve never found any maps of it; you’d think someone
         would have made an atlas of the planes by now, but noooo.”
      

      
      Granuaile frowned. “Do you even know where Idunn is?”

      
      “Nope,” I said, a rueful smile on my face.

      
      “It’s going to be tough to steal an apple for Laksha, then.” Yes, the prospect was daunting, but a deal was a deal: I had
         promised to steal a golden apple from Asgard in return for twelve dead Bacchants in Scottsdale. Laksha Kulasekaran, the Indian witch, had held up her end of the bargain,
         and now it was my turn. There was a chance I’d be able to pull off the theft without consequences, but there was no chance
         that I could renege on the deal and not face repercussions from Laksha.
      

      
      “It’ll be an adventure, for sure,” I told Granuaile.

      
      An adventure in squirrels, apparently. As I faced the stark reality of being so stunningly correct, gaping slack-jawed at
         the colossal size of the rodent above me on the trunk of the World Tree, an old candy bar jingle softly escaped my lips: “
         ‘Sometimes you feel like a nut,’” I crooned, “ ‘sometimes you don’t.’”
      

      
      I’d really hoped Ratatosk would be on the other root, or even hibernating by this time. It was November 25, Thanksgiving back
         in America, and Ratatosk looked like he’d already eaten Rhode Island’s share of turkeys. He was properly stuffed and ready
         to sleep until spring. But now that he’d seen me, even if he didn’t bite off my head with those choppers, he’d go tell somebody
         there was a man climbing up the root from Midgard, and then all of Asgard would know I was coming. It wouldn’t be much of
         a stealth mission after that.
      

      
      I had been climbing Yggdrasil without tiring, binding knees, boots, and jacket to the bark all along the way and drawing power
         from it through my hands, because it was the World Tree, after all, and synonymous with the earth once I’d shifted planes.
         While I was doing fine and not in any danger of falling off, I could not hope to match Ratatosk’s speed or agility. I moved
         like a glacier in comparison, and Asgard was still miles away up the root.
      

      
      He chattered angrily at me, and his breath blew my hair back, filling my nostrils with the scent of stale nuts. I’ve smelled
         far worse, but it wasn’t exactly fragrant either. There’s a reason Bath & Body Works doesn’t have a line of products called
         Huge Fucking Squirrel.
      

      
      I triggered a charm on my necklace that I call faerie specs, which allows me to view what’s happening in the magical spectrum
         and see how things are bound together. It also makes creating my own bindings a bit easier, since I can see in real time the
         knots I’m tying with my spells.
      

      
      Ratatosk, I saw, was very firmly bound to Yggdrasil. In many ways he was a branch of the tree, an extension of its identity,
         which I was dismayed to discover. Hurting the squirrel would hurt the tree, and I didn’t want to do that, but I didn’t see
         what choice I had—unless I could get him to pinky-swear he wouldn’t tell anyone I was on my way to steal one of Idunn’s golden
         apples.
      

      
      I focused my attention on the threads that represented his consciousness and gently bound them to mine until communication
         was possible. I could still speak Old Norse, which was widely understood throughout Europe until the end of the thirteenth
         century, and I was betting Ratatosk could speak it too, since he was a creation of Old Norse minds.
      

      
      I greet you, Ratatosk, I sent through the binding I’d made. He flinched at the words in his head and whirled around, the brush of his tail whipping
         my face as he scrambled up the root a few quick strides before whirling around again, regarding me warily. Maybe I should
         have moved my mouth along with the words.
      

      
      <Who in Hel’s frosty realm are you?> came the reply, the squirrel’s massive whiskers all twitching in agitation. <Why are
         you on the root of the World Tree?>
      

      
      Since I was coming up the root from the middle plane, there were only three places I could possibly be coming from. I wasn’t
         a frost giant from Jötunheim, and he’d never believe I was an ordinary mortal climbing the root, so I had to tell a stretcher
         and hope he bought it. I am an envoy sent from Nidavellir, realm of the dwarfs, I explained. I am not flesh and blood but rather a new construct. Thus my flame-red hair and the putrid stench that surrounds me. I had no idea what I smelled like to him, but since I was decked out in new leathers, with their concomitant tanning odors,
         I figured I smelled like a few dead cows, at least, and it was best from a personal safety perspective to frame my scent and
         person in terms of something inedible. The Norse dwarfs were famous for making magical constructs that walked around looking
         like normal critters, but often these creatures had special abilities. They’d made a boar once for the god Freyr, one that
         could walk on water and ride the wind, and it had a golden mane around its head that shone brightly in the night. They called
         it Gullinbursti, which meant “Golden Bristles.” Go figure.
      

      
      My name is Eldhár, crafted by Eikinskjaldi son of Yngvi son of Fjalar, I told him. The three dwarf names were mined straight from the Poetic Edda. Tolkien found the names of all his “dwarves” in the same source, in addition to Gandalf’s, so I saw no reason why I couldn’t
         appropriate a few of them for my own use. Eldhár, the name I’d given for myself, meant nothing more than “Fire Hair”; I figured
         since I was pretending to be a construct, it would be consistent with names like Gullinbursti. I am on my way to Valhalla at the Dwarf King’s request to speak to Odin Allfather, One-Eyed Wanderer, Gray Runecrafter, Sleipnir
            Rider, and Gungnir Wielder. It is a matter of great importance regarding danger to the Norns.

      
      <The Norns!> Ratatosk was so alarmed by this that he actually became still for a half second. <The Three who live by the Well
         of Urd?>
      

      
      The same. Will you aid me in my journey and thus speed this most vital embassy, so that the World Tree may be spared any neglect? The Norns were responsible for watering the tree from the well, a sort of constant battle against rot and age.
      

      
      <Gladly will I take you to Asgard!> Ratatosk said. He switched directions again and shimmied backward, courteously extending
         his back leg to me and carefully holding his bushy tail out of the way. <Can you climb upon my back?>
      

      
      It took me longer than I might have wished, but eventually I clambered up his back, bound myself tightly to his red fur, and
         pronounced myself ready to ride.
      

      
      <We go,> Ratatosk said simply, and we shot up the trunk with a violent gait so awkward that I think I might have bruised my
         spleen.
      

      
      Still, I could not complain. Ratatosk was even more than I had imagined: In addition to being extraordinarily large and speedy,
         he was perfectly gullible and willing to help strangers, so long as they spoke Old Norse. Perhaps I wouldn’t have to kill
         him after all.
      

   
      
      Chapter 2

      
      Most visual representations of Norse cosmology are based on the principle of “You can’t get there from here.” That’s because
         their cosmology isn’t magical merely in the sense that it defies all science, it’s also internally inconsistent, so that planewalkers
         like me tie themselves in knots trying to get around. For example, in some sources, Hel is in Niflheim, the elemental realm
         of ice, and in others Hel is its own domain separate from Niflheim, so you’d literally have to be in two places at once if
         you wanted to drop by for a visit. Muspellheim, the realm of fire, is just “south,” but no one seems to know how to get there.
         Luckily, I didn’t need or want to go to either place; I had to get to Asgard and bring back one of Idunn’s golden apples for
         Laksha so she wouldn’t invade my brain and switch it off. (I didn’t know if she could invade my brain or not; I hoped my amulet
         would protect me, but it’s not the sort of thing you invite someone to do on a dare.)
      

      
      Ratatosk was taking me in the right direction, so I was confident that I’d make it to Asgard, bruised spleen or not. What
         would happen once I got there would probably be a surprise. The worst-case scenario would be that I’d arrive as all the gods
         were in council by the Well of Urd, right near the Norns, and Ratatosk would dump me in front of them all and say, <Hey, everybody!
         Eldhár here has some bad news from Nidavellir!> and then I’d get my ass handed to me in short order.
      

      
      Perhaps I should try to avoid that.

      
      Ratatosk, how long before we are in Asgard? I asked him as we bounded up the great tree root. It was far, far thicker than a sequoia but gray and smooth-barked instead
         of red and etched with crenellations.
      

      
      <Less than an hour,> the squirrel replied.

      
      My, that’s fast. Odin will surely commend you for your speed when I tell him how you helped me. Might you know if the gods
            are in council by the Well of Urd at this time?

      
      <They are early risers. Surely they are finished by now. But the Norns will still be there. Why not simply tell them what
         the trouble is? Hey.> Ratatosk stopped suddenly, halted by the intrusion of a disconcerting thought, and if I had not bound
         myself to his fur I would have flown upward for a brief time before gravity pulled me back down. <Shouldn’t the Norns be able
         to see this danger coming? Why do we have to warn anyone?>
      

      
      Clearly Ratatosk could not think and run at the same time. This danger comes from outside Asgard, I explained, then spun him a lie. The danger comes from the Romans. The Roman Fates, the Parcae, have sent Bacchus and his pards to slay the Norns, knowing
            that the Norns will not be able to see him coming.

      
      <Oh.> Ratatosk leapt forward again but then halted abruptly after a few steps, as another thought locked down his motor functions.
         <Why does the Dwarf King know about this and Odin doesn’t?>
      

      
      Damn inquisitive squirrel. He found out from the King of the Dark Elves. The entire evil plot was hatched in their, uh, evil minds. When in doubt, blame the dark elves.
      

      
      <Ohhhhh,> Ratatosk said knowingly. I got the sense that he thought the dark elves could keep secrets from Odin if anyone could.
         <When is Bacchus coming?>
      

      
      The Dwarf King believes he may already be on his way. Time is of the essence. Let your haste commend your duty, Ratatosk.

      
      <I shall.> Reassured and reinvigorated, Ratatosk leapt up the root of Yggdrasil even faster than before. <Is Bacchus a powerful
         god?>
      

      
      It is said that heroes have shat kine at the very sight of him. He drives men to madness. But I do not know how he would fare against the Norns. The danger is in the surprise he represents.
            If the Norns cannot see him coming, then he may be able to catch them unprepared. Their best defense will be my warning, and
            with your help all the gods of Asgard will have time to prepare a proper welcome for the upstart Roman.

      
      <I hope I will be there to see it,> Ratatosk said with delicious anticipation. <It has been far too long since the gods have
         taken anyone’s nuts.>
      

      
      His euphemism startled me, until I remembered that I was talking to a squirrel; I confirmed through the images and emotions
         in our mental bond that he was using the expression to mean the defeat of an enemy, nothing more.
      

      
      I affirmed his thoughts and then fell silent as I considered the very real possibilities behind my lies. The Norns would be
         waiting by the trunk of Yggdrasil as we ascended to Asgard. I was certain they’d not know that it was I who was coming—not
         because I was a god like Bacchus from a different pantheon, but because my amulet protected me from divination—yet they’d
         probably know Ratatosk would be bringing someone or something with him at this particular time. They’d be curious at the very
         least, paranoid at the worst, and if the latter was true they might have planned something unpleasant. They might even send
         someone down the trunk to see who was riding on Ratatosk. As soon as I thought of it, I cast camouflage on myself, my clothes,
         and my sword as a precautionary measure. The Norse shouldn’t be able to penetrate it, if the mythology was to be believed;
         they were continually fooling one another in the Eddas with basic disguises, much less magical ones.
      

      
      We still had a decently long trek ahead of us, which suggested to me it was an ideal time for a fishing expedition. I told
         Ratatosk that my creator, Eikinskjaldi, had given me only basic knowledge of Asgard. Would he be so kind as to fill in some
         gaps in my information? The squirrel was agreeable, so I peppered him with questions from the old myths: Was Loki still bound
         with his own son’s entrails? Yes. Was the Bifrost Bridge still functional, and did the god Heimdall still guard it? Yes. Had
         the eagle and the wyrm run out of insults for each other yet?
      

      
      <Not by a long shot!> Ratatosk chuckled. <Want to hear the latest?>

      
      Do tell.

      
      <Nidhogg says the eagle is a cream-shitting feather duster that doesn’t even know its own name!>

      
      That’s a good one, I acknowledged. Accurate yet succinct. Did the eagle offer a riposte?

      
      <Yes, the eagle had a reply. I was on my way down to deliver it, but the Norns told me to come down this root instead to find
         something unusual. Hey!> He stopped again. <They must have been talking about you, because you’re pretty weird.>
      

      
      It’s been remarked upon before, I admitted.
      

      
      <Well, then, they know you’re coming, so that’s good,> Ratatosk said, then began sprinting up the root once more. I didn’t
         agree that this was good. Confirmation that the Norns were expecting me sounded extraordinarily bad.
      

      
      <Anyway,> the squirrel continued, <the eagle said, “Nidhogg can stick the left fork of his tongue into my cloaca and taste what I think about having a name.” But I think he said something very similar three hundred years ago.>
      

      
      What an odd relationship they have. Speaking of odd relationships, why is Idunn married to Bragi, the god of poets? It wasn’t a subtle way to introduce the true object of my foray into Asgard, but I had a feeling Ratatosk didn’t require
         subtlety.
      

      
      The squirrel slowed noticeably while he thought it over, but he didn’t stop this time. <I suppose it is because they enjoy
         mating together,> he said, then sped up again.
      

      
      That is undoubtedly part of it, I conceded. But I think their lives must be very inconvenient. Do not Idunn’s apples grow far from the city of Asgard and therefore far
            from Bragi’s audience of the gods?

      
      Ratatosk chattered shrilly, which startled me at first, until I felt through our bond that he was amused. That sound had been
         his laughter. <No one knows where they grow. That is a closely guarded secret. But they do live far from Asgard.>
      

      
      Ah, then my point is made. Where do they live?

      
      <North of the Asgard Mountains. They live on the border between Vanaheim and Alfheim. Their hall is on the Vanaheim side,
         and on the other side lies the hall of Freyr. You can’t miss it.>
      

      
      I can’t? Why?

      
      <Because at night, the mane of the great boar Gullinbursti lights up the sky, even from inside his stable.>

      
      I was told Freyr’s hall was in Alfheim, but I did not think it would be right on the border. I would like to visit this Gullinbursti,
            since he is a construct like myself, but my creators have told me little except how to get to Gladsheim. Perhaps I will visit
            after I deliver my message. How would I get to Freyr’s hall from Gladsheim?

      
      <Run due north,> Ratatosk said. I’d been told nothing about Asgard from anyone, of course, but by inquiring about the locations of all the famous halls and landmarks from the sagas
         in relation to Gladsheim, I could gradually gather a sense of the plane’s layout and thus make my way around. I think I felt
         a brief twinge of guilt at taking advantage of the furry fella’s gullibility, but I ruthlessly smooshed it and kept asking
         questions. Information increased my chances of escape without incident, and besides, Ratatosk was full of juicy gossip about
         the gods. Heimdall was spending a lot of time in Freyja’s hall recently. Freyja’s cats had just had kittens, but Odin’s dogs
         had eaten three of them. And Odin didn’t want anybody to mention Baldr in his presence ever again.
      

      
      <Speaking of Odin, there’s Hugin and Munin circling around!>

      
      Where?

      
      <Look to your left.>

      
      Two distant black shapes chopping the cerulean sky indicated the presence of Odin’s ravens. He saw whatever they saw, and
         I wondered if they could see through my camouflage. I really hoped they couldn’t.
      

      
      I see them now, I said to Ratatosk.
      

      
      <Your message is for Odin, right? Why don’t you just tell them?>

      
      I can’t speak to them like I can speak to you. I probably could, but the last thing I wanted to do was bind myself, however indirectly, with the mind of Odin.
      

      
      <You can’t? Well, I can relay a message for you. Just tell me what to say.>

      
      The black specks were growing larger. I couldn’t dodge by saying, “I have to give my message to Odin personally,” because
         those ravens were, in a very real sense, Odin himself. They were Thought and Memory. Time to lie some more—and blame the dark
         elves.
      

      
      Tell them that Bacchus is coming to slay the Norns, I said. The dark elves in Svartálfheim are working with the Romans to get Bacchus into Asgard through a secret tunnel they have been
            digging for a century. I will give him all the details when I arrive at his throne in Gladsheim.

      
      <All right, I will tell them.> We stopped abruptly so that Ratatosk could concentrate on talking to the ravens, however he
         managed such a thing. I didn’t hear him make a sound. But after a few seconds, the ravens banked around and returned the way
         they had come. <Odin is angry,> Ratatosk said, running up the tree again, <but he will await your arrival at Gladsheim.>
      

      
      Thank you, I said. I wanted Odin in Gladsheim rather than at his other residence, Valaskjálf. He had a silver throne there named Hlidskjálf,
         and legend had it that he could see everything from there—maybe even camouflaged Druids.
      

      
      <It will not be very much longer,> Ratatosk added. <Soon we will be in the bones of Yggdrasil and emerge aboveground in Asgard.>

      
      I looked upward and had difficulty focusing on anything much, due to severe squirrel turbulence. All I could make out was
         that the sky above was gone; we had ascended into the shadow of a huge … tract of land. It was the plane of Asgard.
      

      
      Gritty rocks buttressed clumps of rich brown earth, and wispy roots waved drily in the wind, like the fine hairs that grow
         wild and unheeded from the edges of old men’s ears.
      

      
      There was no space between the earth above and the trunk of Yggdrasil, no place for the squirrel to go, and I thought he was
         going to ram us into it—or else keep chugging through one of those neato optical illusions that Bruce Wayne had in front of
         his cave. But instead he slithered into a large hole in the root of the World Tree, invisible until we were on top of it,
         and for a brief time—half a gasp—we were horizontal in a sort of scoop, a small concavity at the base of a long, wooden throat that yawned
         above us. The back wall was smooth, but the floor we rested on was rugged and littered with the shells of nuts and shed fur.
         Piles of uneaten nuts and a rough nest of leaves could be seen in a smaller area that winked dimly through a short passage.
         I assumed I was looking at the place where Ratatosk rested during the winters. The inside wall—or, rather, the opposite side
         of the root’s outer bark—was scarred and pitted and ideal for climbing, and Ratatosk flipped himself (and me) around so that
         he could ascend using that surface.
      

      
      We rose through a Stygian shroud of black, its only sense of depth coming from a hollow whistling of wind passing through
         my hair. How long will we travel in the dark? I asked Ratatosk.
      

      
      <In a moment you will begin to see the light,> the squirrel replied. <That will be the hole in the root above the grassy Plain
         of Idavoll.>
      

      
      How far above the plain?

      
      <Only a squirrel’s length.>

      
      You mean your length?

      
      <Of course. If the hole were at ground level there would be mud in here.>

      
      I see the light now. Excellent. You are without a doubt the finest of squirrels.

      
      <Thank you,> Ratatosk replied, sounding at once embarrassed and proud. He was such an agreeable fellow, and I smiled briefly
         at the top of his head before frowning at the light. The unavoidable problem of the Norns grew closer with every leap upward.
         I could not coach Ratatosk out of this; whatever he did, the Norns would foresee it. But now I feared that they truly shared
         my paranoia and that in their eagerness to attack me—the unseen, uncertain danger on Ratatosk’s back—they would willingly accept collateral damage, wounding both friend and foe. I did not want Ratatosk to come to harm, but neither
         did I want to have him stop; they would be prepared for such an event. As it stood, he was bringing me directly to them, where
         they could easily attack me astride the squirrel, flat against the trunk like a target. Bugger it all.
      

      
      Ratatosk scurried out of the hole in the root and headed down the outside surface, and as soon as I saw the earth perhaps
         ten feet below, I unbound myself from his fur and leapt off, somersaulting in the air so as to land on my feet. A hoarse shouted
         curse and a flash of light startled me in midair, then I heard (and felt) Ratatosk scream as I landed, the sting of impact
         flaring in my ankles and knees. As the squirrel’s cries continued, I dropped and rolled to my right, expecting to be crushed
         underneath him as he fell from the tree. But that didn’t happen; his voice cut off abruptly, the bond between our minds snapped,
         and I glanced up to see naught but a flurry of ashes and bone fragments raining down from the place where he’d clung to the
         World Tree.
      

      
      My mouth gaped and I think I might have whimpered. The Norns had obliterated him completely—a creature they’d known for centuries—because
         of me. It was like watching Rudolph get shot by Santa Claus.
      

      
      Clearly, the Norns must have thought I represented a dire threat to act so rashly. I tore my eyes away from the horror and
         watched them warily, keeping still to maximize the effect of my camouflage.
      

      
      They couldn’t see me. Their blazing yellow eyes, smoke curling from the sockets, were still fixed above my head on Ratatosk’s
         swirling remains. They were stooped hags with clawlike fingers, and their faces bore frenzied expressions that mothers warn
         their children not to make in case they freeze that way. Dressed in dirty gray rags that matched the greasy strings of hair
         falling from their scalps, they advanced carefully on the tree to make sure the danger they’d foreseen had passed.
      

      
      It hadn’t.

      
      It wasn’t long before they vocalized this. One of them tilted her head upon a wattled neck and said, “He is still here. The
         danger remains.”
      

      
      Danger to whom? I hadn’t come to throw down with them. I just wanted some extremely rare produce. They all deserved a swift
         kick in the hoo-hah for what they had done to Ratatosk, but much as I wanted to deliver it, I didn’t see an upside to picking
         a fight with them when they could vaporize giant rodents. I took a step to my right, an overture to running away, but they
         must have spied the movement, for their heads all snapped down to lock directly on me with jaundiced, egg-yolk eyes.
      

      
      “He is there!” the middle one cried, pointing, and then in unison they sang out in a truly ancient language and threw open
         their hands at me, their dirty fingernails releasing a foul dust into the air.
      

      
      I didn’t know precisely what the dust was supposed to accomplish; most likely, it was my demise. Perhaps, in their old age
         and infirmity, they thought they were throwing confetti at me—but their behavior did not seem all that warm and welcoming.
         Rather the opposite, in fact. My cold iron amulet flashed hot for a second, confirming that they had just tried to kill me,
         and my stomach twisted oddly in my guts, causing me to fart robustly.
      

      
      Normally I laugh at such things, because there is nothing like a fart to lighten up a tense situation. But this one hadn’t
         been a natural result of my digestion; it was a deadly serious fart, a sign that some small fraction of the Norns’ magic was
         getting past my amulet—perhaps a single speck of that dust—and that worried me.
      

      
      “He’s still alive!” the one on the right cursed, and that dispelled any lingering doubts about their intentions.

      
      I probably should have run for it. But then, if I escaped, they’d raise the alarm and all of Asgard would be searching for me. That wouldn’t end well. Strategically, logically, and
         even instinctively, in self-defense, I had to take them out. And once a decision like that is made in a moment of crisis,
         there is no such thing as calm, reasoned execution. There is only action, fueled by the baser parts of our brains.
      

      
      The rags on the Norns’ bony frames were natural woolen fibers, and as such, lent themselves to easy manipulation. As the Norns
         shoved their claws into pockets for more dust and began to chant something different and more dire in their old tongue, I
         murmured a binding for the material at their shoulder blades, so that when I finished and willed it done, they were abruptly
         pulled back-to-back and held in place like a hissing human triangle. That disrupted their spell and caused some wailing and
         gnashing of teeth. I paused; I almost left them there, bound only by their clothes, seemingly impotent for now. But then abruptly
         they calmed down and began to rotate in a circle, chanting something low and venomous. Each Norn in turn faced me and pulled
         a thread from the front of her garment, passing it to her sister on the left. They began to weave the threads, pulling and
         twisting and chanting all the while as they spun. It was seven kinds of creepy, and I knew I couldn’t let them finish whatever
         they were doing, because it would likely finish me. I drew Moralltach and charged, not caring if they heard me. Their yellow
         eyes widened as they heard my approach, but they didn’t stop chanting their spell, so I couldn’t allow myself to stop either.
         I swept Moralltach through their necks in a single broad sweep, their heads sailed away like ragged balls of gray twine, and
         thus were the Norse unyoked from the chains of destiny. And thus was I plunged into a galactic vat of doom.
      

      
      “Damn it!” I shouted, frustrated beyond belief at how badly this had played out. I released my binding and let the bodies slump as they may. I slumped to the ground after them, dragged down by the weight of what I’d just done.
      

      
      When you steal an apple, you can simply disappear. That had been my plan. But slay a manifestation of fate, and “they will find you,” as Hans Gruber pointed out in Die Hard.
      

      
      I chewed over the idea of aborting the mission. It had a nice light flavor to it, a piquant savor of surprise. I could try
         my hand at being unemployed in Greenland. Maybe that would keep me off the radar. Laksha would never find me there, I felt
         sure.
      

      
      But the Norse probably would. And Oberon would be miserable. There was the bitter aftertaste.

      
      Still, I had time to think of something better; I had until New Year’s to get the golden apple. Laksha wouldn’t start looking
         for me until then, and that would allow me to plan a thorough disappearance.
      

      
      Except that then I would be running from both Laksha and the Norse. Whether I liked it or not, killing the Norns in self-defense
         made me an enemy of the whole pantheon. Stealing an apple at this point could hardly make it worse. That being the case, I
         decided to see the mission through and at least expunge my debt to Laksha.
      

      
      I wiped Moralltach clean on one of the Norns’ gowns and resheathed it before squatting down and sinking my fingers through
         fallen leaves into the springy turf of Asgard, which was surprisingly akin to a moor—at least in the immediate vicinity of
         Yggdrasil. The Norns’ bodies had turned sickeningly black. I spoke to the earth through my tattoos and it acknowledged me,
         though it felt strained and far away, as if it had to struggle through a layer of cheesecloth. Obediently it parted to let
         the bodies of the Norns sink into its peaty depths, and obediently it closed again, leaving no trace of what had happened
         to them. That chore done, I scoured the earth around the base of the tree to find a few small remnants of Ratatosk, the finest
         of squirrels. I was glad I had left him feeling good about himself. I carefully placed the fragments of bone in a pouch attached
         to my belt. Later I would say words for him.
      

      
      The Norns would be missed when the gods held their council in the morning, so I had until then to steal a golden apple and
         get out of Dodge. I couldn’t afford to linger, but I took a moment to look up at the towering trunk of Yggdrasil and fix in
         my memory my avenue of escape. Its size beggared the imagination; extending for miles in either direction, it gave the illusion
         of being an immense wooden wall rather than a cylinder. I assumed that there must be another hole in the trunk somewhere that
         Ratatosk used to access the root that led to Niflheim. A few minutes’ jog counterclockwise found it, and I noted that it looked
         a bit larger and more well used than the other one. Satisfied that I wouldn’t confuse the two holes and take the wrong exit
         home, I followed the directions Ratatosk had given me—not to Gladsheim but rather directly to Idunn’s hall. I ran west and
         slightly south toward the northernmost range of the Asgard Mountains, and if I got there after nightfall, which seemed likely,
         I could hope for Gullinbursti’s mane to act as a homing beacon. I leeched a wee bit of power from the earth with every step
         to keep myself fresh and tireless. I’d probably arrive there as Odin was working the gods into a froth over rumors of betrayal
         in Svartálfheim and invasion from a Roman god. I’d kicked the Norse anthill a good one, and now the gods would come spilling
         out, seeking something to bite.
      

   
      
      Chapter 3

      
      In many ways, I’m disappointed that Star Trek never became a religion. The archetypal skeleton was there, but they never strove to make it anything more than a TV show.
         If they’d capitalized on it, then its adherents would have orders from the nebulous gods of the Federation to explore new
         worlds and boldly go where no one has gone before; the crew of the Enterprise could have been minor gods—angels, perhaps—guiding us through our personal frontiers on a daily basis. Spock could have been
         the angel of logic on your left shoulder, pointing out fallacious reasoning and suggesting courses of action based on mountains
         of evidence, while Kirk could have been the angel of emotion on your right shoulder, exhorting you to gird your loins, check
         your gut, and follow your instincts.
      

      
      “Kill ’em all, Atticus,” imaginary Kirk said in my right ear. “One blow from Moralltach is all it takes. They can’t see you;
         it’ll be easy.”
      

      
      “That would be unwise,” imaginary Spock said to the fragments of cartilage dangling on my left. A German witch had shot off
         most of my left ear three weeks ago, and while the healing was going better than the time a demon had chewed off my right
         one, it still didn’t look very good. “A better course of action would be to complete the mission stealthily. The probability
         of injury or death increases exponentially once your presence is discovered, coupled with time for the alarm to spread.”
      

      
      Kirk kissed his self-control good-bye. “Damn it, Spock, we’re on a different plane of existence here, and sometimes you just
         have to say fuck it and let your balls swing heavy, free, and low. Right, Atticus? Kill ’em all! For Ratatosk!”
      

      
      “Captain, our mission here is to purloin an apple that confers the vitality of youth to those who consume it, nothing more.
         Wholesale slaughter is neither advisable nor necessary.”
      

      
      “What is it with you, Spock? Always prudence and caution and tiptoeing through the tulips. Don’t you have any stones in your
         Vulcan pan ties?”
      

      
      “My reproductive organs are both present and in perfect working order, Captain, but that is hardly germane to our discussion.
         One cannot solve every problem through sheer machismo and violence.”
      

      
      “Why not? It works for Chuck Norris.”

      
      This is how I entertain myself when I have to run for hours and I can’t worry anymore about the ninety-nine ways I could die.
         I should have brought an iPod.
      

      
      The moorish demesne of Yggdrasil gave way beneath my churning feet to the Plain of Idavoll, an impressive expanse of untamed
         grassland that hid plump pheasants, prairie voles, and sleek red foxes. Clouds hung like torn cotton in an achingly blue sky,
         and a late-autumn breeze blew scents of grass and earth in my face. It was a lovely day, but I could not enjoy it. A novice
         tracker could follow the trail I was leaving with little difficulty, and even though it was a planned tactic in the coming
         game of Seek and Destroy the Intruder, I couldn’t help but feel nervous about it.
      

      
      I caught myself wishing that Scotty—the patron saint of all travelers?—could simply beam me across the plain to Idunn’s hall.
         Teleportation was his godlike power—that and getting his engines not only to warp speed, but to warp speed faster with nothing more than some auxiliary tubes and mysterious bypasses.
      

      
      People used to think that Druids were capable of teleportation, but of course that’s nonsense. I’ve never disintegrated my
         atoms in one place and reassembled them in another. I have, however, run tirelessly for miles, as I was currently doing, faster
         than any normal man could huff and puff. And I’ve cheated by taking shortcuts through Tír na nÓg, where any grove can be bound
         to any Fae woodland on earth—Fae in the sense that it’s a healthy forest. Getting to Russia from Arizona took me less than
         five minutes: I shifted planes to Tír na nÓg, found the knots that led to a forest in Siberia like a railroad in my sight,
         then pulled myself along them until I was standing on the other side of the globe in the land of borscht and amusing furry
         hats. In order to make that shift, however, I’d had to get down to the Aravaipa Canyon Wilderness from Tempe, and that had
         taken me nearly two hours. And once in Russia in a proper forest, it was a healthy three-hour trip overland to the high tundra
         lake bound to the Well of Mimir.
      

      
      There were no shortcuts for me now. I’d have to run everywhere. But that, I came to decide, was not necessarily a bad thing.
         My longing for teleportation waned as I grew accustomed to the feel of the earth and the flow of magic beneath it. As far
         as ontological projections of human angst about the afterlife go, Asgard is one of the nicer ones. It is somewhat spare in
         its diversity of life, like the frozen lands the Norse hail from, but it is sharply rendered, redolent of mystery, and a bite
         of danger wafts about in the air.
      

      
      Admittedly, the danger part might have been something I was projecting onto the wind. This wasn’t a fun run; it was insanely
         perilous.
      

      
      Ratatosk had told me I would know immediately when I’d reached Vanaheim. For one thing, the purple teeth of the Asgard Mountains would loom large in front of me, and for
         another, the Plain of Idavoll would give way to harvested fields, idyllic farmland dotted with bright points of color on the
         horizon, where barns and granaries rested like the desultory afterthoughts of an impressionist’s brush, all waiting for winter’s
         first snow. I arrived there as the sun was setting in front of me, and I marveled at the imagination of the Norse, who thought
         that things like the sun and gravity and weather would behave the same way on a floating plane attached to an ash tree as
         they did on earth.
      

      
      Still, they’d imagined their paradise well. If I wasn’t about to become the Norse’s most wanted, I would have liked to linger
         there awhile.
      

      
      I kept running past the twilight songs of birds and cast night vision to save myself from injury. I had run for more than
         eight hours straight at ten miles per hour, and now the Asgard Mountains were close, jutting up into the early evening like
         towering ziggurats.
      

      
      Another mile earned me a glimpse of a pale yellow glow shining just north of west over the canopy of a forest I was fast approaching.
         It was either a very large campfire, which I deemed unlikely, or it was the golden mane of Gullinbursti. Deciding I had run
         a bit too far south, I altered my course to head straight for it, and before long I stopped for the first time since I’d left
         the Norns. There was a river to cross here; it definitively marked the traditional border of Vanaheim, according to Ratatosk.
         I didn’t relish a swim, but I didn’t appear to have a choice. Flying across as an owl would mean leaving almost everything
         behind. I shrugged, sighed, and waded in. Everything that needed to be dry was safely tucked into a waterproof pouch anyway.
      

      
      Fortunately it was a slow stretch of river, its current not particularly strong, and even weighted down with my clothes and sword, I was able to manage without much trouble aside from the chill. I admit it: There was shrinkage.
      

      
      Figuring the best cure for shivering would be to resume running, I jogged for maybe forty yards toward the pale light before
         I had to stop again. Just before I entered the trees, the glow flared brightly and something launched itself from the woods.
         A blinding phosphorous comet streaked into the sky, followed by a rolling rumble of thunder and a dark cloud bank that had
         not been there moments before. I remained still, dripping onto the earth and getting colder, because those particular flying
         objects were gods—and they were probably looking for me.
      

      
      It was the fertility god Freyr, riding on the back of Gullinbursti, and behind him came Thor in his chariot, pulled by two
         goats. They were headed toward Yggdrasil.
      

      
      I waited until they were almost out of sight before moving again. I continued straight on my northwesterly path, now sure
         that I was headed in the right direction and positive that I didn’t have far to go.
      

      
      That was good, because my timetable had just accelerated. I’d been hoping to be gone before anyone discovered the Norns were
         missing, but that seemed unlikely now. How fast they picked up my trail depended entirely on how fast they set the god Heimdall
         the task of finding me. He had superlative senses that made him an excellent tracker; if he was nearby, I had no doubt he’d
         be able to hear my heartbeat and smell my anxiety.
      

      
      There was nothing for it but to proceed quickly. I suspected that Odin had seen through my ruse by now; he’d had plenty of
         time to figure out that Bacchus wasn’t coming and the dark elves hadn’t done anything. Still, he didn’t know who or what I
         was, what my goal was, or where I was. Thus Thor and Freyr were going to Yggdrasil on a fact-finding mission, perhaps along
         with other gods as well—but not Odin himself. I’d bet Odin was on his way to his silver throne right now, if he wasn’t there already.
         He’d want to search for me and dispatch a proper welcoming party—so that’s why I had to act now, before he had a chance to
         “see all” from his throne. Ratatosk had been a bit hazy on the distance between Gladsheim and Valaskjálf, so there was no
         telling how much time I had left.
      

      
      The unmannerly chaos of the woods changed after four miles to measured orchards in stately rows; the branches of pear trees,
         plums, apples, and more bore silent witness to my passage, and then a slow, deep river curled into view, perhaps the same
         one I’d crossed earlier. Suspecting this served as the border between Vanaheim and Alfheim, I kept to the south side of it
         and looked for halls nestled on either shore. Another mile brought me to them.
      

      
      On the north side of the river, Freyr’s hall seemed to grow like a sturdy oak in the middle of a lush garden still blooming
         late into November; it appeared organically grown rather than constructed, yet I could still discern that here were walls
         and a watertight roof, as comfortable and secure as any other hall. Spaced randomly about the grounds on carved wooden pedestals
         were woven baskets overflowing with produce. Wee nocturnal animals were taking advantage of these offerings, and an owl swooped
         down to take advantage of the wee nocturnal animals. The warm glow of Freyr’s hearth fire could be seen through the windows,
         which were open to the air—as was his door. A path led from his step to the boundary of his garden, which then turned south
         and widened to kiss the edge of a sturdy, handsome bridge floating above the river. Bold planks would allow three to walk
         abreast upon it, or it could support large animals and carts.
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