
  
    

    [image: image1]

  


  [image: image1]


  Copyright © 2018 by Tina LeCount Myers


  All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Start Publishing LLC, 101 Hudson Street, 37th Floor, Suite 3705 Jersey City, NJ 07302.


  Night Shade Books is an imprint of Start Publishing LLC.


  Visit our website at www.nightshadebooks.com.


  10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


  Names: LeCount Myers, Tina, author.


  Title: The song of all / by Tina LeCount Myers.


  Description: New York : Night Shade Books, 2018. | Series: The legacy of the heavens ; 1


  Identifiers: LCCN 2017006722 | ISBN 9781597809238 (softcover : acid-free paper)


  Subjects: | GSAFD: Fantasy fiction.


  Classification: LCC PS3612.E3365 S66 2018 | DDC 813/.6--dc23 LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2017006722


  Cover illustration by Jeff Chapman


  Cover design by STK•Kreations


  Hardcover ISBN: 978-1-59780-942-9


  Trade paperback ISBN: 978-1-59780-923-8


  eBook ISBN:978-1-59780-623-7


  Printed in the United States of America


  AUTHOR’S NOTE


  The Song of All is a work of fiction which draws upon various Saami languages spoken in the northern regions of Norway, Sweden, Finland, and extreme northwestern Russia. The author incorporates Saami words and concepts in this work with the utmost respect for the Saami languages and cultures and with the hope of their preservation for future generations. The relevance of a language should not only be measured by the number of speakers, but, in the spirit of communication, should also seek to embrace the multiplicity of experience, honor the insight offered, and safeguard what is irreplaceable.


  Kiitos, äiti.

  You were right,


  Part One

  THE EIGHTH SEASON

  OF SNOW


  CHAPTER ONE


  IRJAN WALKED WITH SOHJA in silence. Their footfalls made no sound in the powdery snow. The cold air squeezed the breath from him, and the sun, veiled now by the gods, offered him no warmth. By the end of the moon cycle they would be plunged into such darkness that even the weightless snowflakes would become a burden.


  But rather than consider the coming shadows, Irjan tried to focus on the sleeping babe snuggled in his wife’s arms. Their boy, Marnej, would be their light in the coming darkness. But it scared him to think that so much of their hope rested in such a tiny body. Irjan drew his arm around his small family, pulling them close, as if, by doing so, he could ward off his regrets.


  Sohja looked up at him and smiled, her contentment radiating like the brightest of stars. It was too much for Irjan to bear and he looked away, searching the path ahead for an answer to the question that continued to gnaw upon him. How could he tell his wife that he lived each day with the knowledge that others had died by his hand?
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  Sohja’s smile faded as Irjan stared ahead. She leaned in closer to him as they walked and he tightened his arm around her. She was grateful for it, because she suspected his thoughts strayed to the past. They’d spent two full seasons of snow together before the baby had arrived, and she’d often seen him staring into the distance. She worried the call of the tundra and thundering herds would overtake him once again, and he would disappear as suddenly as he had appeared.
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  In the moon cycle of Skábmamánnu, the dark period, Irjan had arrived at the farm seeking shelter and work. Sohja’s father could offer him no work, but the old man welcomed the sound of another voice. In the dying firelight the two men had talked nightly, and as days grew into weeks, she’d listened.


  He said he’d traveled for six seasons of snow with the binna, caring for them as they moved along their ancient routes. The reindeer had given his life its every shape; they’d been his food, his shelter, and his marker of time. He had lived in accordance to moon cycles of molt, rut, and calve, and his life had been measured in their age-old rhythms, in their births and deaths. He had cared for them and they had sustained him.


  As the weeks passed through the moon cycles, Irjan told her father stories of the endless nights, much deeper and darker than their own, where the changing lights painted across the black heavens came from the breath of the gods.


  “Badjeolmmoš, did you not fear this breath of the gods?” her father wondered.


  “Boanda, I feared not the night sky, but rather the endless sun of the time of Geassemánnu. In these days there are no signs in the heavens to know where you are. You must know the trees and the rocks and marshes, but these things change over time.” He paused. “The stars in the heavens do not. To be lost on the Pohjola is to die on it.”


  “Well, herder,” the old farmer chuckled, “on the farm it is only old age you must fear. For it will surely kill you.”


  The farmer struggled to his feet from his chair. “Child,” he called, “lead me to my bed.”


  Dutifully, Sohja rose and helped her stooped father cross the room. She glanced backward at Irjan’s face, lit by the dying flames. But in her mind, it seemed the breath of the gods lit him also.
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  On the snowy path they now walked, Sohja looked up at her husband’s lined features. The scruff of his beard hid his gauntness. She thought of those long-ago nights and his stories, and wondered if perhaps the gods were darker than their night sky.


  He kissed her upturned forehead absentmindedly and seemed to come back to himself, saying, “Wife, I am sorry you have to walk this morning.”


  “I am content to walk with you. The snow is too light to use the sleigh.”


  He nodded.


  “In a short time we will have all the snow we need. Are you sure you are both warm enough?” He pulled her closer to him.


  “It is the first snow, husband. It is hardly cold, and you have us layered so tightly in reindeer duollji the wind cannot touch us.”


  Irjan smiled broadly, which made her laugh. He squeezed her again, and the baby yawned. They could see the village in the distance, and heard the peal of a bell.


  “I hope the gods know I do not like sharing you both with them,” he said, still smiling.


  Her eyes narrowed. “It is not the gods you should worry about. It is the rest of the village. You have been one of us for only two seasons of snow; the others still look upon you as a stranger, a reindeer herder, and not a member of the girkogilli.”


  “And if I worship at their altar with them long enough, this will change?”


  “Yes. There are many who are still frightened by you. You came from the Pohjola. Few have been to the Northland. Most have never left their farms.”


  “You do not mention that many would have gladly left their farms for yours,” he replied.


  “All the more reason to attend worship and make your place in the girkogilli strong,” she said.


  “I belong to you, and to no group of men,” Irjan said with more force than he intended.


  CHAPTER TWO


  “WE HAVE, EACH OF us, a duty to the gods beyond prayer, beyond offerings. From the moment our souls arrive, carried upon the wing of the bird, until the moment they claim them for their own, the gods demand we find the light in the darkness and fight against evil in all its forms. We, the Olmmoš, are their chosen. We are their soldiers in this mortal realm of Davvieana.”


  The Apotti’s exhortations echoed in the narrow wooden temple. The burning braziers belched thick smoke, smelling of rich smoldering pine. The Apotti stood in front of the chosen and tried not to see the tired faces of farmers and tradesmen, but rather an army of the gods.


  As the last of his words reverberated, he felt his heart beating wildly. The blood of a believer coursed through him. He was a child of the church, a son of a priest, and a man, as his father had impressed upon him, destined for greatness within the Order of Believers.


  “And, as soldiers, we must remain ever vigilant.” His voice rose to the rafters. “As we enter the dark time we often become vulnerable. Doubts and fears prey upon us and we can lose our faith, fearing the light will never return. In these moments, I ask all of you, the gods’ chosen ones, to remember the battles of our forefathers. Remember the blood they shed to fight evil, to fight those who tempted them to look away from the gods, to fight the Jápmea. These so-called Immortals, these abominations, strove to bind us to their wickedness and have us believe them to be our true gods. But we saw through their lies, for only the gods are immortal, and we slew these false deities. And in shedding our own blood, we cleansed ourselves of their tainted promises.” The priest sagged after his crescendo to catch his breath.


  “Remember, mánáid, children of the gods, the battles may have ended, but the war for your souls continues.” The priest closed his eyes and let silence take over the room.
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  After the sermon, the faithful stood and shuffled toward the door. The priest, however, did not move forward to greet his worshipers. Instead, the priest’s acolyte stood with his outstretched arms, ready to receive the varied offerings.


  “The Apotti thanks you as you thank the gods,” the acolyte said softly to each person.


  Waiting to leave, Irjan and Sohja spoke to those they knew in the village. The women cooed over the baby, and a few of the men clapped Irjan on the back. He was accepting their congratulations when a voice whispered, “Brother, the Apotti thanks you as you thank the gods.”


  Irjan faced the priest’s assistant and replied, “I am thankful to the gods and their messenger the Apotti.” He handed the acolyte the cured and folded reindeer skin.


  The acolyte accepted it. The corners of his mouth pulled up into a pained smile, as if someone stood behind him tugging at strings. “Brother,” he said through strained lips, “the Apotti would like you to call upon him in his sanctum. It is a matter of importance to the village.” The acolyte then nodded solemnly.


  Irjan continued forward through the open door and into the cold.


  Sohja smiled. “You see? I was right!”


  “Yes.” Irjan smiled back. “You were right.”


  “Go to him,” she urged. “Hurry!”


  “The only reason to hurry is to see you and the baby get home and out of the cold. The Apotti can wait,” Irjan said, raising his voice.


  “Shh. Do not! You have gained the Apotti’s notice. Do not court the attention of the rest of the girkogilli for being rude. I will be fine. I will walk with the neighbors, and then it is a short distance home.”


  Irjan raised his hand to guide Sohja down the steps. “No. I will take care of my family first.”


  Sohja brushed his hand away. “You are doing so by going to see the Apotti.”


  Irjan knew by the look in her eyes he could no more change her mind than he could stop the falling snow.


  Reluctantly he watched his wife hurry off to catch up with the others. He watched her retreating back until he could no longer distinguish it from the snow. He felt a hand on his shoulder.


  “This way, Brother,” the youthful acolyte said with some command.


  Irjan followed, but his thoughts remained with his wife and son.


  At a large, rounded door, the acolyte stopped and knocked softly. It seemed impossible anyone could hear such a light touch on such a stout door, but from inside a voice granted entrance.


  The young cleric pushed open the door. The iron hinges groaned with strain. A fire blazed on the far side of the room and the priest sat beside the hearth, gazing with interest at his guests.


  “Good,” he said. “Send the Brother forward, Siggur. Your duty is done. The gods thank you.”


  The acolyte stopped abruptly, then lowered his head, murmuring, “As I thank the gods.” Silently he retreated.


  The priest gestured. “Brother, come sit beside the fire. We have important matters to discuss.”


  Irjan took the proffered chair. Even with the light of the flames, he could only see the Apotti’s face. Whatever cloaked the priest’s body, its details remained hidden in blackness. In contrast, the priest’s face was ageless and luminescent, framed with golden white hair. His eyes were icy pools. Irjan felt as if the Apotti looked through him as if he were mist, with no solid substance to stand in the way. Suddenly, Irjan feared those same eyes were trying to bore into his thoughts, into his soul, where desire and fear intertwined.


  “Brother, you have skills we are in need of,” the priest said.


  “Apotti, I do not understand. I am a boanda, one of many farmers, and certainly not the richest in crops or livestock,” Irjan answered cautiously.


  The priest blinked.


  “Brother, don’t think I cannot see your soul, your history,” he replied. “You are not a farmer; you are a Piijkij, one of the Brethren of Hunters.”


  The statement hung in the air. One man refused to accept it and the other refused to retract it. The silence grew to fill the room, pushing out what little air the fire had not already consumed.


  “Apotti, you are mistaken,” the man finally said. “I am not a Piijkij. I was a reindeer herder before becoming a part of this village.”


  The priest’s face darkened. “Am I mistaken? Are then the gods mistaken? They are the ones who speak of you. You may deceive others with your tales of traveling with reindeer in the North. The gods are not fooled, nor am I.”


  Irjan’s throat ached to deny, to lie. And yet, he sensed it was useless. The priest’s penetrating gaze told him he somehow knew the truth. Had the gods betrayed him? If so, why?


  Irjan’s mind raced to avoid being engulfed in the past. “Apotti, I was a Piijkij,” he finally admitted, “but I am no longer among the Brethren of Hunters. I made a vow to the gods I would never again hunt, never again kill.”


  The priest stared at Irjan, his face taking on the color of the flames. “You remain a Hunter, Brother. It is what the gods want. It is what the gods ask of you now and forever.”


  “I cannot,” Irjan protested. “I am no longer a young man. I have a family, a wife and a child who need my care, and a farm to keep.”


  The priest rose abruptly from his chair. The rush of his robes fanned the flames and his voice parted the darkness. “Hunter you were born. Hunter you remain. You may not choose your destiny. It has been chosen for you.”


  “And if I fight my destiny?” Irjan asked.


  “Hunter, you will lose,” the answer came back, as if from the flames themselves.


  CHAPTER THREE


  SIGGUR WAITED IN A gloom-filled alcove. The shadows hid his burning humiliation. Exclusion. His mind churned on the slight. Exclusion is my reward for being a faithful acolyte. The Apotti’s door creaked, startling him. He peered out from the shadows and watched the bearded farmer emerge. He glared at the man in disgust.


  What can a farmer offer the Apotti or the village? Turnips?


  The man walked down the corridor and Siggur stepped out of the gloom. He considered knocking on the priest’s door to see if he could be of service, but then he froze.


  Service? I have been of service to that man since I was a boy.


  Another voice in his mind, smooth and sibilant, answered, And that is how he still sees you—as a child.


  Siggur spun on his heels and followed the man out of the temple. He watched as the farmer headed…not toward his farm, but toward the village.


  “Where do you go?” Siggur whispered to the distant figure, curiosity nudging him along.
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  Out in the cold air, away from the priest’s eyes and his fire, Irjan could breathe again. He staggered forward, pushed by his own questions.


  How had the Apotti discovered his secret? He’d told no one, not even Sohja’s father, who, on his deathbed, had begged to know the secret of Irjan’s life before the binna.


  “What of life before the reindeer?” the old farmer had asked.


  On that night, as on all the others before it, Irjan had answered, “There was no life before the binna.”


  Irjan had told the old man the truth. No life existed before the reindeer, because there had only been death. The hunt. The capture. Death.


  The Apotti had called him by his title, a Piijkij. The Bird of Prey. The Hunter. The Man Who Takes the Souls of the Immortals.


  Irjan stumbled over his visions of the past—one body after another, over what seemed a lifetime. With each one, Irjan had stood and watched until the life force dissipated and the ravens came to pluck out the eyes and carry away the soul. And with each one, a little more of his own soul flew off with those same birds, until one day he looked down at the bloodied and distorted face of a Jápmea and saw himself, a twisted shell of a man turned killer. There was no trace of the boy he’d been before the Brethren had turned his fear and heartache into something black and burning. He was dead before he’d ever lived, and now not even the hatred that had fueled him remained. He was empty. On that day, he turned his back on the Jápmea Immortals and ceased to be a Piijkij. He walked into the Pohjola praying to find his soul again.


  But here he stood, in the midst of the village, trailed by a past that not even the thunderous tracks of the binna could erase…How? Why?


  Irjan found himself standing outside the travelers’ hut. He opened the door and walked into the smoky room. The men greeted him and the women looked up from their circle, but no one beckoned him to join them for a juhka. He got his own ale and found a stool in the corner, away from the chanters, but the room resonated with the chanter’s joik. The song was strong and vivid, and Irjan struggled to keep the images from his mind. He had more important things to consider. But the joik could not be ignored.


  Irjan heard the hooves of the binna and the wind rushing past them. He heard the ice cracking and thundering as the voice continued to sing of endless expanses. Irjan hung his head and released the breath he had been holding since leaving the priest’s chambers.


  If I’d stayed with the binna, I would not be in this room. Regret washed over him. The chanter’s voice rose, then stopped suddenly. The room pulsed with silence. Irjan buried his face in his hands, trying to wipe away the vision before his eyes, but the truth remained.


  Were he not in this room, Irjan would be standing in front of his wife, lying. He could see Sohja’s expectant face and the baby asleep in the corner near their bed. A new wave of remorse washed over him. He would have to lie to her. It could not be otherwise. To tell Sohja the truth would be to lose her forever. A woman could not knowingly remain handfast to a killer like himself.


  As if to hone the point, the soft chanting of one of the women swelled to fill the murky room. Her clear, sweet voice pierced Irjan’s heart as she sang of the wind that spoke the courting promises of her husband, lost to her after a lifetime together.


  “I had no idea, Brother, you were interested in the joik of your neighbors,” a sly voice cut through the ballad of love and longing. “Perhaps you will sing your own.”


  Irjan looked up, surprised to see the priest’s acolyte hovering before him. The young man quickly sat down beside him.


  He smiled, but, to Irjan, the grin seemed to hold more cunning than warmth.


  “I am afraid, Brother, that I do not have a voice for chanting,” he replied with care.


  “Brother, it is not the voice that matters, it is the story it tells.”


  “Well then, Brother, in that case, no one would be interested in the tales of a farmer.”


  “But Brother, it is well known you have traveled in the Pohjola. Few of us, here in the South, have gone any distance from our familiar world. Surely, you must have seen a great many things that we can only dream of.”


  “Dreams and nightmares are close cousins, Amanuensa,” Irjan answered, using the young man’s title in deference, while looking for a way to leave.


  The acolyte, his face bright with mischief, drew in close, blocking Irjan’s exit. He called for another drink for them both.


  “Brother, tell me some of the things you have seen,” he said with a truthful eagerness.


  “What is it you expect to hear, Amanuensa?” Irjan pretended to scoff. “Stories of demons and ghosts and—”


  “And the Jápmea,” the acolyte finished.


  “The Jápmea? Why them?”


  “Because they are said to live in the Pohjola. You have traveled in the Pohjola. Surely you must have encountered them.”


  The acolyte lowered his voice, though there was no need to hide it in the din of the room. “How are we humans to fight this evil if we do not know its form? Its ways? Please, Brother, I must know something of what I will face in the future.”


  The acolyte had guessed well, or he had been sent by the Apotti. Either way, Irjan suspected he could not escape without giving him something, and yet he was determined to try.


  “You are speaking of the past, Amanuensa—a distant one. Besides, you are more acquainted with the ways of Jápmea Immortals than I. You have been educated. You have learned the history of the ancients. I am a farmer who traveled with the binna.”


  The acolyte shook his head forcefully. “Stop,” the young man ordered. “Your attempts at humility only confirm what I suspect. The Apotti has sought your counsel because you have encountered them.”


  Would that it were that simple, Irjan silently wished. To the acolyte he said reluctantly, “I have seen them.”


  The young man lowered the cup from his mouth. “What do they look like?”


  Irjan glanced around the room and lowered his voice. “They look like us.”


  Appearing slightly crestfallen, the young cleric went on, “The Apotti says that when the Jápmea sought immortality, they offended the gods, and the gods punished them. Surely, those who are blighted cannot look as we do, Brother.”


  “Would you have them distinguished by some mark of evil?” Irjan demanded, taking another hasty drink. The warmth of the juhka flowed through him and his mind momentarily swam with thoughts and faces and long-forgotten memories. A part of him wanted to tell this young cleric everything, to air out every dark corner of himself. He wanted to confess and wash his hands free of the blood that, though not visible, coated his callused skin, thick and red and sticky as sap. But the part of him trained to survive rose to the surface and took control.


  “Do you believe they should have horns like the reindeer or fangs like the wolves?”


  The acolyte’s face reddened. “How then do you know you have seen the Jápmea?”


  “Because they do not move like us,” Irjan continued, holding the acolyte’s attention. “They move in all measures of space.”


  “How can that be?” The acolyte pushed back, disbelief flashing across his face.


  Irjan leaned forward. “Some say they exist in the shadows, but that is not true. The shadows have substance. Darkness occupies its space. The Jápmea cannot hide where there is no room for them. Instead, they exist in the gaps.”


  “How can you know this?” the young man pressed.


  “Have you ever seen something out of the corner of your eye so fleeting it made you doubt yourself? Or seen something and thought you had seen it before, but could not place when or where? This is where the Jápmemeahttun exist. We can share the same world, the same sun, the same air and water, and yet we need not touch.”


  “But if what you say is true”—suspicion crept into the young cleric’s voice—”how is it that you have seen them?”


  “Amanuensa, I tell you truly, I do not know. If you say it is a gift, I will tell you it is a curse. They live apart from us for a reason.”


  “Because they are evil. We fought them back into the darkness!”


  “Not into darkness, Brother. Darkness has no room for them; they still live among us because we give them room.”


  “No, Brother! We, all of us, must not give them any room to live. We must follow the faith of the Believers. We must remove this evil creeping around us, threatening our souls.”


  “Noble sentiments, Brother.” Irjan snorted, coughing up a bit of rising bile. “How do you propose we do that?”


  “We kill them!” the acolyte spat.


  “How?”


  “If they are as you say they are, like you and me, can they not be killed?”


  “To be truthful, Brother, they can be killed, but I wonder if you would be capable of doing the killing.” Irjan leaned back and drained his cup, replacing it on the table with an awkward thump.


  Before the acolyte could answer, Irjan stood up and swayed, then walked out of the travelers’ hut.


  Outside, he bent over, sickened. When he stood up, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. His conversation with the acolyte had left him shaking. The maze of his past was closing in on him.


  If he had been wise, he would have gone straight home and told Sohja everything. But he feared losing all he had worked so hard to gain, his freedom, his farm, his family. He thought again of his wife and child waiting at home, safe and warm. He could not allow anything to harm them.


  Irjan quickened his pace, reminding himself that only one man knew his true calling: the Apotti. And the priest could not make him do something against his will. As for the acolyte, he only knew a small part of the story. But suddenly the thought occurred to Irjan, What if the Brethren knew about him?


  And then Irjan ran.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  DARKNESS SLID DOWN THROUGH the trees, engulfing the small farmhouse. Sohja paced the floor, stopping every few steps to wring her hands. Her husband’s audience with the Apotti could not have lasted this long if there were not a serious problem. Marnej stirred in the cradle, his cries becoming increasingly more insistent. Sohja picked him up and held him against her breast. He was rested and fed. She had done everything for his comfort, and yet he still cried.


  Sohja rocked in place, chanting her joik, hoping the sound of her voice would soothe her son. Her song brought to life the tale of the everyday, caring for those she loved and knowing that one day she, too, would be loved and cared for by her children. As her last words hung upon the still air, Sohja rested her cheek against Marnej’s downy head. He was hot.


  She removed the duollji pelts she’d swaddled him in. Out of the furs, he suddenly felt so small in her arms, so unprotected. Her thoughts cracked like spring ice. What could the priest want with her käällis? He was a farmer now. They were too far south to have need of a reindeer herder.


  Whatever he wanted, she told herself, she should be gratified. The Apotti had said the village needed her husband and that should suffice. But her fears lingered. Irjan never wished to discuss his life before the binna. And when he did speak of it, his confessions were unsettling. For him, he had said, there had been no life before the binna.


  Sohja put her son back in his cradle and paced the room until she felt a cold sweat trickle down her back. She moved closer to the fire. The flames roared, and yet still she felt chilled. All the questions she had feared to ask now rose to the surface. She pushed each one down frantically. But one refused to be suppressed. It screamed in her mind until she could no longer avoid it.


  What if my fears are only the start?


  Sohja stared at the fire until she could no longer abide her own stillness. She grabbed the broom beside the hearth and began to sweep. When she finished, she began again, seeing dust and grime where there was none. When she started to sweep the room for the third time, she stopped herself and sagged against the rough handled broom.


  Sohja looked at Marnej sleeping fitfully. She walked over and sat hesitantly upon the bed, unsure if she could find any rest. She looked at the supper on the table—the stew had a grey skin of congealed fat upon its surface.


  The crunch of quick footsteps outside propelled Sohja off the bed. Before she reached the door, it swung open. Irjan rushed in and she fell into his arms, holding on to him as if she would never let him go.
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  Irjan dropped the knife he gripped in his hand and held on to Sohja even tighter than she held on to him. When she released him, he pulled back and saw her face shadowed and lined with fear.


  “What has happened? Have they come?” he demanded, quickly picking up his knife again before rushing to his son’s cradle. Seeing the boy sleeping, he spun to face his wife.


  “I am sorry, my love!” she suddenly burst out.


  Irjan twitched with surprise. “What have you to be sorry for?”


  “I should not have pushed you to make yourself fit where you did not want to.”


  Sohja hid her face behind her hands.


  Irjan stepped forward, placing his knife upon the trestle table before gently pulling aside Sohja’s hands. He brushed back the hair that had escaped her pale braid.


  “It is all I want, my heart. To be with you here, in this life, and see our son grow. I swear to you I will do anything to make that happen.” This time Irjan fell into his wife’s arms and held her tightly, wanting to feel her reassuring embrace, wanting to believe that they were all still safe.
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  The Apotti sat and peered into the fire. He clenched his teeth, thinking of the man’s pathetic attempts to deny his past. How dare he?


  He may have been a Piijkij, but he was obviously a fool when it came to the power of the Order of Believers. There had been no divine intervention; rather, Rikkar had made inquiries accompanied by the correct compensation. True, he wore the robes of a priest, but Rikkar was a man of his world, and in his world, one either wielded power or cringed beneath it, and he’d experienced both.


  But while he much preferred being Apotti over acolyte, Rikkar had to admit that he now found little satisfaction knowing the villagers of Hemmela placed their souls in his hands. They were sheep, easily corralled and led, and what power did the shepherd really have? He desired something more befitting his skills, his talent. With a Piijkij in his service, he would not only have access to the Brethren’s closely guarded knowledge, but he would also have access to the Immortals themselves.


  Rikkar momentarily savored the vision of depositing one of those vile creatures at the foot of the Vijns.


  The High Priest would be compelled to offer him a position within the Court of Counselors. Rikkar smiled at the thought, then eased back in his chair, warmed by both the fire beside him and his own smoldering ambitions.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  RIKKAR AWOKE WELL BEFORE dawn to pray. His prayers, however, had swiftly resolved into a plan. Destiny beckoned him to reach higher and farther, and he would not entrust his future to chance. His own hand needed to guide him forward.


  Rikkar crossed the temple’s threshold and shivered in the wan morning light. He tightened his cloak about him. From the corner of his eye, he saw something move. He whirled in the direction of the flash, but saw only wispy fog. He moved cautiously into the courtyard and slowly circled. Finally satisfied he was alone, Rikkar walked toward the outskirts of the village.


  As he passed the last of the central structures, he looked over his shoulder one more time, and then headed toward the woods lining the path. It would take him longer to travel the uneven and snowy ground, but he could not risk being seen by any who traveled to the last trading market.
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  “I do not like to leave you,” Irjan said. “Especially when I can see your heart is still heavy from yesterday’s trouble.”


  Sohja shook her head, saying, “Yesterday is gone. I am much better. You cannot miss the last market.”


  “We are stocked for the dark time ahead. We need little else to be well prepared.”


  “Do not look so dour,” she chided him. “There are things we still need. Go and get them.” Sohja gently pushed him toward the door.


  “I do not like to leave you,” Irjan repeated with an insistence that almost sounded like pleading to Sohja’s ears.


  She shook her head at her own strange thoughts. “Go now, or you will miss the others.”


  Irjan tried to protest, but she cut him short with a finger to his lips. “I have much to do today, and by the time you are back, I will have finished and we can sit down together before the fire as we did when we first met.” She gave him a shy smile and a nudge.


  Irjan kissed her and then their son before finally heading toward the door. Just before he stepped through he looked back over his shoulder and smiled. “I will hold you to that,” he said, before closing the door with a firm pull.


  With Irjan gone, Sohja focused on the day ahead. She put behind all her silly speculation and concentrated on the tasks at hand. Her husband’s assurances the night before had calmed her fears. In fact, in the morning’s light her worries seemed silly. He loved her.


  Marnej began to cry. Sohja went to pick him up, but saw he moved within his dreams. She walked to the hearth and stoked the fire to boil wash water. As she waited, Sohja cut up potatoes and turnips along with the rabbit she would serve her husband when he returned. She sang softly to herself as she peeled and cut the vegetables, then salted the meat and set it aside to rest. The rabbit skin hung on a line, to cure. It would make a fine little cap for the baby.


  While waiting for the water to boil, Sohja sat down beside the fire and picked up her mending. As a little girl, working next to her mother, she had imagined a moment such as this.


  “One day you will be a mother yourself, with a home and a handmate to honor you and children to love,” her mother had said.


  As a child, Sohja had nodded, believing her mother.


  But as she grew older, and a desirable handmate was not forthcoming, Sohja despaired. Then her mother became ill. Sohja could do nothing but try to offer her peace at her death.


  “Do not carry worry in your heart to the other side, Mother,” Sohja soothed. “I will choose a good handmate. Our children will grow strong and care for Father in his old age.”


  But Sohja did not become handfasted after her mother’s death. Instead, she cared for her father in his dotage.


  And then Irjan arrived, out of the darkness and into their home, and eventually into her heart. At first, Sohja was cautious. The stranger could have been like most of the men in the village, more interested in her father’s land than in truly sharing a life with her. Sohja watched and listened, and in the end she knew before he did that his heart belonged to her.


  Warmed by the fire, Sohja smiled to herself and drifted along with her thoughts, her needle moving ahead without her attention.


  The knock on the door startled her out of her reverie. She stood and went to the door, but paused, her hand hovering above the pull. She opened it warily. The Apotti stood before her. Sohja shrank back.


  “Good morning, Sister.” The priest bowed slightly.


  Sohja gave him a bobbing curtsey. “Good morning, Apotti.”


  “I hope I have not come too early, or found you in an inconvenient moment,” he continued evenly.


  She cast her eyes down, smoothing the front of her apron. “No, no,” she stammered.


  “I have come to see your husband.”


  Sohja tried to steady her gaze upon the man in front of her. “My käällis has left for the market.”


  The priest looked disappointed, but then his expression lightened. “Then perhaps I might take a moment to speak with you, Sister.”


  He stepped forward toward her.


  Sohja stood frozen in the doorway. An awkward silence filled the small gap between them.


  “Sister,” the Apotti leaned in to confide, “it is a matter of great importance.” His voice whispered, but it felt far from comforting.


  Sohja stirred and haltingly took a step back into the house. “Of course. Please come in and warm yourself by the fire.”


  The cleric brushed past her and she jumped back.


  He strode toward the fire, but spied the cradle and changed his direction. Sohja shot out her hand as if to stop him, but pulled it back again just as quickly. He leaned over the sleeping infant and touched a gloved hand to his face.


  “I marvel at the beauty of innocence,” he said, facing Sohja once again.


  Sohja moved to stand near the fire. “You must forgive me, Apotti, we are not used to entertaining those of your standing.”


  “Please, Sister, do not concern yourself with matters of conduct. I am a man of humble origins and now find myself with the most humble task of all—serving the gods.”


  Sohja could not meet his eyes and gestured to the priest to sit. The cleric took her mending chair and she her husband’s. The chair felt cool and unfamiliar. She never sat in it. It was her käällis’s. Her hands brushed along its smooth edge and then fluttered from her knees to her throat and back again. Finally, she clasped her hands in her lap.


  “Would you care for tea, Apotti, to warm you after your walk?” She gave her guest a fleeting glance before fixing her attention upon the fire, feeling the priest looking at her.


  “Something warming would be most appreciated.” The priest smiled.
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  Rikkar could see the woman was nervous. In her brief glances he discerned uncertainty and apprehension lurking behind her eyes. She feared him, he realized, and he swelled with satisfaction. His task would be simpler than anticipated. It was always much easier to reap the rewards of fear than to sow them. But he was not averse to using a heavy hand this day to obtain what he wanted.


  When it seemed she could delay the moment no longer, the woman handed him a steaming cup.


  “I thank you, as the gods thank you.”


  “It is I who am thankful,” she answered. “To have a messenger of the gods in our home is an honor.”


  Rikkar smiled at the rote compliment, and carefully sipped his scalding tea. “Yesterday, I sought conversation with your husband. Did he speak of it to you?”


  “Yes, Apotti. I mean no,” she mumbled. “I mean, yes, I know my käällis joined you in your chambers for an audience, but no, he did not speak to me of it when he returned home.”


  Rikkar digested her words. The man had not told his wife of the conversation. It suggested she did not know the truth of her husband’s past.


  The priest tested his theory.


  “Your husband has unique talents which could well serve, not only the girkogilli, but also the gods.”


  “What need does the village have for a farmer or a reindeer herder? Or the gods, for that matter?”


  The priest sat quietly with his suspicions confirmed. “Sister, your husband is much more than a boanda or badjeolmmoš. He is a Hunter.”


  “But so is every man in this village, Apotti.”


  “True. But your husband is not merely one of many. He is a Piijkij.”


  The woman’s face clouded in confusion and doubt. “What do you mean?”


  “Sister, your husband was born with a destiny to fulfill. He is the agent of the gods in the struggle against evil.”


  The woman shook her head. “No,” she whispered. “He is my käällis. He is father to his son. He has chosen to become a boanda.”


  “It is one role, among many, he has played in his life so far. He may pretend otherwise, but your husband is first and foremost a Piijkij, a Bird of Prey. He is a Hunter, a slayer of Immortals.”


  The woman’s eyes widened and seemed to look into the face of every fear she held in her heart. “No. That cannot be true,” she whispered.


  Rikkar let her denial crumble into silence. He could see she did not believe it herself.


  “I know this must be difficult for you,” he soothed. “But you must realize it is not I who asks your husband to fulfill his destiny. It is the gods. We each have our calling.”


  She raised her chin in an attempt at defiance. “And what would the gods have him do?”


  “To take up his mantle once again,” Rikkar said with passion. “To punish those who enslaved us when were weak and in need of compassion. To avenge those who died in the wars to free us from the Jápmea.”


  Her eyes narrowed. “And why are you here today speaking to me?”


  “I am here to enlist your voice on behalf of the gods. Speak to your husband. Help him understand that the gods are in need of his service.”


  “If you need my help, then my käällis must have refused to answer your call. I will not urge him to do what he does not desire to do.” Her voice gained strength and clarity, but her hands shook and she spilled her tea.


  “Sister, I have clearly upset you, which was not my intention.” Rikkar rose to his feet, standing before her. She trembled. Rikkar reached down and took her empty cup from her hands.


  “Let me fill this for you,” he said.


  The Apotti stood in front of the fire. With his back to the woman he pulled a flask from his pocket. He continued to speak as he emptied a murky liquid into the woman’s cup. “I understand the hardship I am asking you to face. It would be natural for you to think of your child, who needs a father in the dark time, and yourself, in need of a husband and a protector.” He stirred her newly brimming cup and faced her. “I can only ask you to think of those who came before, who had the courage to stand up against cruelty and injustice and offer up their lives. I ask you to remember that those who are willing to make sacrifices are richly rewarded by the gods.”


  He handed the woman her tea, but remained standing.


  The woman looked down at the cup before looking up.


  “I do not think of myself or my child. I think of my husband. If he has turned his back on the rewards of the gods, who am I to seek it for myself? As you said, Apotti, we each have our calling. Mine is to stand by my käällis and honor his decisions.”


  Rikkar allowed himself a brief smile. “Sister, it is a noble destiny you have before you. I will not stand in its way. I only hope you can see that in coming here today, I answered the call of my fate to serve the gods in whatever they ask of me.”


  Rikkar bowed to the seated woman. “We are both wiser today for knowing the truth that lies in our hearts.”


  The woman remained watchful, but kept her own counsel.


  “Sister, I thank you, as the gods thank you,” Rikkar said, and strode to the door.
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  Left alone again by the fire, Sohja drank deeply of her tea and let its warmth push away the cold fear filling her. Her heart pounded, and yet, for the first time since her käällis had appeared as a stranger on their doorstep, she felt sure of who she was.


  CHAPTER SIX


  A FOG ROLLED OVER THE still-sleeping rooftops and ran headlong into the first rays of daylight. Aillun looked up at the waning moon and then at the village surrounding her. She wondered about the Olmmoš who still slept and the lives they led.


  She had been Outside before, but never alone. Once, she had stood encircled by the ancient ones, safely hidden within the Song of All, listening to the Olmmoš speak. Aillun had been surprised she could understand them. They had a thick, round accent, as if they had a mouthful of berries and feared losing one. She had stared at them in wonder and it had struck her that the Olmmoš were not so very different from herself, except that, given the opportunity, they would have killed her. But the Song of All had kept her and the circle safe, and for a brief moment she and the Olmmoš stood together as her kind had done before, long ago.


  Although she knew she should not be in the village alone, Aillun could not resist her curiosity. Besides, she had not journeyed out of her way to find it. Rather, the village had grown up along the route she traveled to her Origin. It had not been there at her birth, for her return song mentioned no villages. But the Olmmoš grew like the lichen upon which the binna fed, spreading from rock to rock.


  Some Jápmemeahttun sang of the Olmmoš as a blight upon their world, but the voice was weak and in the background. A stronger, cautionary voice reminded them of the consequences of their own conceit—when their ancestors had grown so many in number that they had brought themselves to the brink of extinction.


  But as their ancestors had scattered to find food and water to sustain themselves, the gods had pitied them and had given them the first oktoeadni, the first of their kind to transform from female to male after she gave birth.


  Aillun would sing the song of the oktoeadni when her time came. The life growing inside of her would come into the world to its sound—the birth song of all the Jápmemeahttun.


  


  As the snake eats his tail, the circle of our life closes.


  We exist in balance.


  We live on in harmony.


  The death of one.


  The birth of one.


  The life of one as All.


  


  The life of one as All. Aillun took in a deep breath. If she stepped off her sled and walked out into the snowy drifts, she would quake with the energy of all below her—the rocks, the plants, the earth, the hidden springs. It would all be there, humming with life— reverberating through her, as much a part of her as the new life growing inside.


  It was the Song of All. And she had her part as well. But Aillun couldn’t help wondering about the impact she made upon the world around her. She was one voice among a chorus, one chord vibrating among all these others. Did she matter?


  The path she followed belonged to all those who preceded her, to her Origin. She would give birth where she had been born and if she lived long enough, she would return to be a life bringer for another. The cycle would complete itself. But would she matter? Would she fulfill the promise of her birth?


  Aillun could not remember her own birth, although some Jápmemeahttun said they could. But she knew her birth story. Her biebmoeadni had shared it with her throughout her childhood.


  “Bieba, please!” she would beg.


  Her guide mother would relent after some protest and begin the story in the same manner each time.


  “My child, the whole Song is important, because it sustains us. But, since it gives you happiness, come and listen to your part of it.”


  “You were delivered to my arms in the dark time by your oktoeadni, your birth mother. She had returned from her Origin ready to take her place as an almai; her time as a female was over. You were a small bundle wrapped in duollji. When she pulled back the reindeer furs, I could see you were as pale as the snow in which you were born, but your eyes were clear and dark like the heavens, and your cheek held the smallest black dot. And like a star it has stayed with you, unchanged.” Her guide mother would caress the mark upon her cheek.


  “Bieba, more!”


  And with a sigh, more a laugh, her guide mother would continue.


  “Your oktoeadni placed you in my arms and sung the story of your birth, how the ravens descended to give you your soul and how the wolves circled, watchful of a new Immortal entering, and that day a wish went out into the heavens for you to have a future like the bright North Star. That day your oktoeadni became an almai and you became my mánná.”


  Her childish request fulfilled, Aillun always hugged her biebmoeadni and ran off to play with the other mánáid, content in her uniqueness and belonging.


  But this story no longer quelled her fears, nor answered her questions. At the moment, she wondered how she would give birth outside of the Song and then return, to leave behind not only her child but everything she had known and experienced.


  Unwilling to look at her future any longer, Aillun nudged her reindeer, and the sled moved beyond the sleeping village. In the shadows of the trees, Aillun retreated into her memories, where she still lived happily, training to be a healer.


  Aillun had been one of several apprentices taken on by Okta, the oldest and most experienced healer. The tasks of the apprentices had been mundane, but were no less crucial for their everydayness. They had gathered herbs, ground roots to powder, and distilled tinctures. Aillun understood the kitchen chores, but each task also contained a profound lesson when explained by her teacher.


  On her first trip to gather forest herbs Aillun had felt impatient. The inexperience of youth had led her to believe she knew how to pick plants. She had reached to pluck one from the ground, but Okta’s shout had stopped her short.


  “You cannot take a plant thus!” he reprimanded her. “You would rip it from the earth and all its properties of healing would be lost in the act of violence. To gather plants is to ask them to join you in the process of healing. You must acknowledge their existence and the sacrifice you are asking them to make. Take the time to listen to the plants. They will tell you their strength, their weakness, and their willingness. They will guide you.”


  Aillun was embarrassed by the censure, but possessed enough wisdom not to let her pride stand in the way of her future.


  She lowered her eyes. “Yes, Okta.”


  When she looked up, she saw the healer’s benevolent smile. But more importantly, Aillun saw the grinning face of Kalek, another apprentice. She was so surprised by the almai’s expression she barely took in the healer’s next words.


  In the following moon cycles, Aillun and Kalek worked side by side and when not with Okta, they spent their time in happy companionship, their shy tenderness nurtured by quiet ardor.


  Kalek had been by her side when she received her first mánná. Holding the sleeping infant and looking up into Kalek’s smiling face, Aillun finally understood the meaning of love: being loved and loving in return.


  In the hushed snowfall, Aillun clung to this memory, and shivered against the cold and her own growing apprehension. She looked up through the treetops, hoping for the comfort of a blue sky, and cringed when she saw the frosty gloom staring back.


  Although it was only shortly past midday, she was tired. The life growing inside of her seemed to be requiring more and more of her strength. Aillun stopped the sled and climbed out by a circle of birch trees, listening to the hum of all life. She placed her hand upon the bark of the closest tree and willed the energy to flow into her. Somewhere off in the distance, she heard a wolf pack readying itself to hunt. She shivered again.


  Aillun foraged the wood close to her, too tired to travel farther. She squatted before her small pile of branches and carefully pulled out her tinder pouch. Her hands fumbled it, but with effort she was able to get a spark started. The wind blew out the nascent flames. Aillun choked back her instant panic. What if I can’t get a fire started? What if I freeze here? Her hands trembled as she struck the flint with her curved firesteel. The spark shimmered and she quickly huddled forward, protecting the flame as if it were her child.


  The flames grew and quickly gobbled the twigs she fed them, and soon Aillun sat before a small hungry fire. She eased back, looking down at her swelling body. Only days before, the roundness had been less noticeable. She had tried to conceal the change for as long as possible, dreading the future it heralded.


  Of course Okta had known, but he had said nothing and instead had waited for her to say something. He understood. But Kalek—Kalek had not.
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  “I wanted to protect you,” she explained in the quiet gloom of the apothecary.


  “I do not need protection,” Kalek retorted.


  “Fine then,” Aillun snapped back, “I wanted to protect myself from heartache. If I did not admit what was happening, then it could not be so.”


  “So you denied truth, and you denied us the chance to face our future together.”


  “What future is there?”


  “There was the future of every minute we lost in a lie you told yourself.”


  When she did not respond Kalek continued, “I could have shared it with you. I could have prepared you.”


  “Prepared me for what?” Aillun argued. “To go Outside? To leave everything I have ever known and come back to become someone not even I will recognize?”


  “Yes! Yes, I could have done that. I have done it myself. Why did you never ask me?”


  “I thought we would have more time. I hoped we would have more time.”


  Kalek’s anger receded, and seemed to hollow him out. “But we do not.” He sighed. “They are gathering the Council now. No doubt you will be summoned soon to the Chamber of Passings.”
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  When the Council had called her forth, Aillun had been prepared, not to answer the call of her destiny, but rather to present a long list of excuses to postpone it.


  “Sister, your time has come,” the Voice of the Council intoned.


  “But I have just become a biebmoeadni,” Aillun protested. “My mánná is still a baby.”


  “Do not worry, Sister,” spoke another voice from the Council. “The babe will have a guide mother. One of us will take her.”


  “But she has not yet heard the song of her birth.” “She will hear it from her new guide mother,” said another from the Council.


  “But I did not choose this! I am not ready!” Of all her protestations, this was the truest.


  The Voice of the Council embraced her and let her cry. When no more tears fell, the Voice said, “Sister, to be Jápmemeahttun is to transform. Remember the first Oktoeadni. To give birth Outside is a test we must all endure to protect those within the Song. Think of all of us when you say you are not ready. We are so few, and we are scattered like leaves upon the wind. You may believe us to be cruel, but none of us gets to choose our time. Some of us stay guide mothers long enough to see the rebirth of our Life Star, Guovassonásti, many times, and others, like you, no sooner walk between nieddaš and biebmoeadni than you must cross over to oktoeadni and almai. But this is our way; this and our Song have allowed us to continue to live on when other creatures of the gods have perished.”


  They sat quietly. Aillun’s acceptance numbed her. She would leave to give birth.


  On the dawn of her departure day, the Council gathered once again. She had placed her mánná in the arms of her new guide mother and sung the child’s birth song for all to hear. Aillun gathered her supplies for the journey and was embraced by all of the Council. In these final moments she asked with despair, “How can I do this alone?”


  “You will not be alone,” the Council comforted her. “The chosen Taistelijan will guide you.”


  “You mean the warrior will journey with me.” Aillun grasped on to this slim hope.


  “No, sister. You journey alone. The Taistelijan will find you at your Origin.”


  “How can that be? How can the warrior know where my Origin is?”


  The faces of the Council smiled for the first time since they had come to her.


  “He will find you at your Origin, because it is his as well.”


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  IRJAN RETURNED TO THE farm at nightfall. The market had taken longer than expected, and the snow falling throughout the day had made the journey home harder. Irjan declined the invitation of his traveling companions to stop in the village to warm himself. The previous day’s events made him anxious to return to his farm and family.


  From a distance, Irjan could see no smoke rising from his dwelling. An inexplicable feeling of dread washed over him. Irjan dropped what he carried and ran headlong to his house. He staggered heedlessly through drifts until he burst through the door. His heart sought to believe his wife had merely fallen asleep upon the floor, but his eyes told him otherwise. Even in the darkness, Irjan could see Sohja’s limbs were cast about her in an unnatural way.


  Irjan ran to her, dropping upon his knees to pull her into his arms. Her skin burned with heat and she moaned.


  “My love,” Irjan shouted in panic, shaking her.


  Sohja groaned again faintly.


  He pulled her to him and rocked back and forth, making silent bargains with the gods. “Please,” his voice escaped his lips. Repeatedly he begged. “Please.”


  Sohja drew in a ragged breath, sounding as if she were trying to draw air from water. He caressed her feverish face, and rejected what he knew to be the outcome. “No. No. No. No.”


  In the midst of his canting, Irjan stopped in terror. He scrambled across the floor to the cradle, dragging his wife’s limp body. He reached his hand into the cradle and felt the cold body of his son. In his panic, he overturned the child’s bed and the small lifeless body spilled onto the floor.


  Irjan cried out and the house, and everything around it, filled with the sound of heartbreak.


  He pulled Marnej to rest between his body and his fevered wife. Again he rocked silently as tears fell down his face.


  Throughout the night Irjan clung to everything he had ever loved in his life and felt it slip through his fingers. When Sohja drew her last breath it felt as if his own had been taken from him. He waited and willed her to breathe again, shaking her as if he could somehow dislodge the hand of death that held her.


  Finally, Irjan let go of her lifeless body, and sat still in the darkness of the night.


  One thought pushed out all other thoughts in his mind.


  Why?


  Over and over again, he repeated the word until it lost meaning and became only sound. But in his heart, Irjan knew why. This was no work of the Brethren. This was the work of the gods. This was his punishment.
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  In the morning, Irjan awoke holding on to his family, but the question of why had faded. In the hollowness of his heart, he knew he was to blame for what had happened. He had failed in his duty to protect his family. He had failed them the moment he believed he could escape his past.


  Irjan curled up in a ball and let his grief creep through his limbs like a slow, squeezing serpent.


  When he woke, his breath escaped him in raspy clouds. He caressed his wife’s face and his son’s. Both were tinged blue with cold, as if their blood had frozen in their veins. How long had he been lying there? A day, or more? He didn’t know.


  Irjan stumbled to his feet and went outside. The goods from the market lay half buried in the snow where he had dropped them. He passed them by as he crossed the yard toward the barn. Animals, anxious for their forgotten food and water, greeted him. He released them from their pens and went in search of his tools.


  He grasped the metal pick and spade, and their cold surfaces burned him. He flinched but held on tighter. He walked out toward the tree at the far end of the yard and thrust the spade into the earth’s newly frozen crust. Again and again he stabbed the ground in rage. He pulled the earth away from its resting spot as if tearing at his own flesh, trying to find the source of his pain.


  Irjan burned with the sweat of his labor. He tore open the furs protecting him against the cold, and cast them aside. Again he dug deep into the ground. At the end of his labor, he stood surrounded by the short walls of the grave. He shivered and pulled himself up out of his self-hewn abyss. He looked back across to the house and saw his wife as a memory, passing before his eyes.


  It had been early spring and she was still pregnant. She had come out to fetch him for a meal. Her one hand waved in the air, beckoning his attention, the other cradled around her belly, embracing their unborn child. Irjan fell to his knees and felt the wetness of the snow soak in. If he believed his wife and child were waiting for him in the afterworld, he would have lain down and let the cold drain away his life. But he now knew himself to be cursed by the gods. They had seen to it—a lifetime of punishment. Death held no reward for him.


  Irjan stood and gathered his clothing. He slowly walked toward the house. He paused at the threshold, then stepped in and shuffled toward the bed. He rested his hand on the blanket and closed his eyes, trying not to see Sohja carding and spinning its wool. He gently guided the blanket to the floor. He lifted his wife’s stiff body and laid it upon the waiting shroud, then folded its corners, leaving her face uncovered.


  He pressed his hand to where her heart had once beat. He stared at Sohja’s face, not so he would remember it, but so he would never forget it. He took his knife from its sheath and cut a swatch of the fabric to place in his pocket; then he kissed her one last time before finally covering her face.


  Irjan took Sohja’s needle and thread and painstakingly bound together the edges of the fabric. He carried her to the grave and returned for his son, Marnej. He made his son a shroud like his mother’s, using the blanket from the cradle. The blanket was like the one upon their bed, the palest of blues.


  He folded the soft wool around the tiny body, feeling the contours of the form beneath. Marnej looked as if he still slept.


  Irjan gathered the child in his arms and trudged to the waiting grave. There he knelt and tried to place the child beside his mother. But he could not. Every part of him fought against it. His outstretched arms shook under the tiny weight. Irjan groaned and pulled Marnej back to his chest. He hunched over and rested his forehead upon the ground, feeling his tears begin their icy journey to the waiting snow. Then he heard something, like a whisper in his ear or an echo of a long-ago thought.


  Irjan stirred and raised his head to listen. As he concentrated, he looked down and saw the death before him. He squeezed his eyes tight, trying to find consoling darkness.


  But there was no darkness, only the disappearing vision of his dead wife and child, encased in their meager shrouds. And yet, his thoughts still flashed, fragments of light and life.


  Irjan tried to grasp on to them to see where they would take him: To his childhood? Before he’d lost it? Was he meant to find some hope in his past, to carry him into the future? His thoughts took him to the village of his boyhood, where smoke choked him, and flames pierced his flesh. He remembered a hand stopping him—thick fingers with a single carved gold ring.


  “There is nothing you can do,” the priest had said, looking down at him.


  Behind him, another man spoke. “Brother, do not leave this boy with no hope. There is always something that can be done in the face of such evil.” The second man touched his hand to his sword. “You can fight.”


  Irjan shrank from the memory. Death surrounded him. The family of his boyhood had died, and he’d been spared. The family of his manhood had died, and yet again he’d been spared. He dared not look upon the reasons. And yet, he could not look away.


  The day his parents died, Irjan had turned his back on the flames and left, hand in hand with the man who’d urged him to fight. He learned and trained and became a Piijkij; he fought and killed until he could no longer remember the purpose behind the killing. When Irjan discovered his parents had become a distant memory in his heart, his rage became emptiness and he dropped his sword and walked away into the forest. Irjan could not have saved his parents; he could only avenge them. But he could have saved his family. If he had fulfilled his destiny as the Apotti had asked, then his wife and child would still live. To be sure, they would not have been his, but they would have been alive.


  They would be alive, echoed in his mind.


  Suddenly, Irjan saw flashes of another time, another person, a woman.


  He heard the refrain. I am the maiden.


  A vision of a baby loomed before his eyes.


  I am the bringer of life.


  Irjan thought he saw the woman die.


  My transformation serves the future.


  A man rose in her place.


  My transformation reflects the past.


  The man turned away.


  I walk alone, but count myself among the many who walked before me.


  When the vision released him, Irjan was panting. “A Jápmea.”


  Clarity took hold, and he knew what he must do. Irjan stood and returned to the house. He gathered the few possessions he deemed important. He then worked flint and tinder into a small fire, which he spread throughout the house by use of a torch. With the house ablaze, he returned to the graveside.


  This time he did not have to turn his back on the flames, for they were already behind him. His life as a farmer was over; he was a Piijkij. He would find her, this Jápmea of his visions. He would fulfill his duty to his son. With each shovelful of dirt he cast upon the grave, he swore a new oath.


  “This shall be righted.”
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  The smoke from the burning farmhouse drifted into the noon sky, which was already fading into gloom. It took time for the girkogilli to see the signs and raise the alarm. Those closest were hidden by the tall forest, and last to realize something was amiss.


  When the first villagers reached the farm, they saw the house consumed by flames, and at the very end of the yard, freshly turned soil and the marker of a grave. When shouts raised no response, the villagers drew back in dread. An evil walked among them, whether the work of man, or of something else, they cared not. They cared only to keep the evil from their own homes. The bravest among them bowed their heads to pray for the souls of those who once lived upon the farm. The rest ran away.


  Irjan heard the shouts and the voices in the hush of the forest. He looked back in the direction from which he’d come, but could see nothing, which was just as it should have been. Nothing remained for him at the farm. Everything he valued he now carried with him.


  In the distance, Irjan thought he heard something else. He stopped to listen. Was it at a distance or much closer? He could not tell. Suddenly, as before, the sounds reached him in images in his own mind. I am the maiden, a baby; I am the bringer of life, he saw the woman die; my transformation serves the future, and then appear as a man; my transformation reflects the past, and the journey; I walk alone, but count myself among the many who walked before me.
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  The insistent banging on the temple door brought Siggur out of his chambers. The acolyte trudged down the corridor, muttering curses against whoever disturbed what little time he had to himself. Siggur pulled open the door, and was assailed by a breathless plea.


  “Brother, there is a fire at the farmhouse of the traveler of the Pohjola. No one there answers our cries. There is a grave. They have died. Brother, a great evil is walking among us. Apotti, you must come and cleanse the site or the evil will spread.”


  Before Siggur could answer, he felt a presence behind him, and a stern voice resonated. “Brother, calm yourself. No evil can spread if our hearts are closed to it. Return to your home, care for your family, and attend to your prayers. I will do what is required by the gods.”


  “Yes, Apotti,” the chastened messenger responded. “I thank you.”


  “As the gods thank you,” the priest answered, then withdrew.


  The villager remained on the steps, dumbfounded.


  “Do as the Apotti instructs,” Siggur commanded, anxious to follow his superior.


  “Yes, Brother,” the messenger mumbled, and staggered off the steps toward his home.


  Siggur quickly closed the door and hurried toward the Apotti’s chambers. His mind raced. Before he got halfway to his destination, he heard banging along the narrow corridor. This time the sound came from an entrance door he had already passed on his way to the Apotti’s chambers.


  Siggur wished to ignore it, but he knew that if the knock went unanswered, the Apotti would hear and it would draw his ire. He could ill afford to anger the priest if he hoped to gain his confidence. Siggur backtracked and heaved open the door. His ready admonishment fell silent when he saw the traveler from the Pohjola.


  The man pushed past him into the corridor. Siggur protested, but he could tell from the man’s movement he would not be stopped.


  Siggur entered the priest’s chambers on the heels of the visitor. He bowed. “Apotti, I could not stop him.”


  “There is no need to stop him, Siggur,” the priest replied from behind the shadows of his desk. “I am pleased to see him.”


  Siggur shifted his attention from the priest to the man beside him, taking note of his mud-covered leggings and the frayed satchel draped across his back.


  “Leave us,” the cleric ordered.


  Siggur bowed deeply, casting another appraising look at the man beside him. The stench of sweat rose from him, carrying with it the scent of barely contained danger.


  “Yes, Apotti,” Siggur answered and withdrew.


  He closed the door softly, careful to leave a sliver of an opening so he could listen to their conversation.


  “Your presence, though pleasing, is unexpected,” the priest said evenly. “I understood our conversation to be at an end.”


  “Today I offer you a different answer,” the man replied.


  “Please, sit.”
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  The man remained standing, staring both at the priest and through him. For the first time since he had embarked upon his plan, Rikkar understood the power of the man in front of him. He was unshaven and dirty, lacking refinement, and yet he radiated a force unlike any the priest had previously encountered.


  “Stay as it suits you,” Rikkar conceded, rather than remain silent in the face of the pillar before him. He delayed before asking, “What is your answer, Brother?”


  “I am a Piijkij and will do what the gods ask of me.”


  The priest let out the breath he had been holding. “And why today do you answer the gods, when just a pair of days ago you would not?”


  “Because they are the last to have use of me.”


  Rikkar leaned forward, but strained to keep the eagerness from his eyes and words. “Do not doubt your value to others, Piijkij. The future will speak your name and know your part in bringing an end to the Jápmea.”


  “Do not flatter me, priest. There remain no voices in this world I care to hear speak my name.”


  “We have much then to discuss.” Rikkar leaned back in his chair.


  “There is nothing to discuss.”


  “But I must know of your plan and your intended course of action.”


  “You have no need for my plan or course of action. You need only know that I will fulfill my duty to the gods.” The man’s voice grew colder in his defiance.


  “But what proof will I have that you have done what you have been asked?”


  The man’s eyes narrowed. “The gods need no proof. They will know what has been done in their name. As for you, I will bring back the carcasses so you can scavenge from them what you need.”


  Rikkar did not protest the man’s frank response. They understood each other. It was enough.
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