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The Shadow

The Shadow was always there in the dark, his home; the night is his day. Every shadow is Him. He’s there, watching from every room corner where the sun does not reach, under every bed, in the shades of trees. You can never look straight at him, for he lives in the corner of your eye and in the brief glimpses when you first enter the darkness of a room. You cannot ever see him, but you can always feel him. The Shadow is the breath at the back of your neck, the goosebumps on your skin. He’s the ghost that walks over your grave. The Shadow took Fenrir’s brother. 
Father always told him to never let his little brother wander into the wood alone; he might get lost or hurt. From a young age, he made sure that his sons knew two things: always stay together no matter what and to know how to find their way home. His father would warn him repeatedly that being in the woods alone was dangerous. A much smaller Fenrir remembers his father telling him about the monsters in the woods that ate children who wandered in alone. About a faceless monster that would stalk you from the shadows. Of course, they were just ghost stories told to frighten little children. Fenrir was far too grown up now to believe in such things. 
“Be a good big brother and look after Jörmungandr.” His father would always say before they would head outside and play. They would play for hours in the dense wilderness, playing as young boys would play, finding dead animals, climbing tall trees and boulders, and swimming in the lake. Whatever they did, they did it together because these were the sorts of games that you needed a big or little brother for. Someone to teach you how to climb and swim, and another to dangle a rotting rabbit on a stick and chase the other. They played together, and they would return home together. 
They knew that most children weren’t allowed to play in the woods. Something about a curse placed by Odin or some such rubbish, but they the children knew the truth. They knew that something watched from the shadows. It wasn’t unusual for some children to claim that they sometimes saw evil monsters by the edge of the trees, but the descriptions were never the same. The blacksmith’s son once told Fenrir that he saw a giant black wolf prowling for lost children, with teeth so sharp they could pierce Thor’s hammer. Another told Jörmungandr that he saw a giant snake so big it could wrap around the world and eat its own tail. One particularly quiet boy once said that he dreamed that a Shadow ate his brother. However, this kid was known as the outcast of the marketplace children, always too shy and timid to interact with others, so no one ever took what he said seriously. Also, everyone knew his brother drowned in the lake because he was careless. The brothers never believed in such things because they played in the woods all the time, and not once did they see any sign of some giant monster. Also, who’s ever heard of a child-eating shadow?
There was one time when a younger Fenrir, probably about nine or ten years old, went alone in the woods, and did experience something. Jörmungandr and their father were both sick, leaving his father with no choice but to send his eldest son to collect some yarrow that would help bring their temperature down.
Bundled in wolf furs and a wicker basket in hand, he went to the familiar spot where he knew the plant grew, just a few trees away past a fallen branch. Their distinct white flowers were easy to spot in the thickets, and scent of fresh pine needles always reminded Fenrir of the forest during the height of Sprin. 
Once he collected what seemed like enough, he turned back to the familiar path and started to walk. He walked, and he walked until he realised that he had been walking for too long. Fenrir knew he was going in the right direction because he could see the sun was still behind him, dipping slowly west. Examining his surroundings, he noticed that he should have passed this place ages ago because, look, there was the fallen branch that looked like a naked lady. It was not too far from the yarrow plants, but he has been walking for so long that he should have already walked past it, but obviously he hasn’t. Fenrir started walking again; he must have been so worried about his family that he’s losing track of time. Yeah, that’s it.
After more time passed, Fenrir started to get concerned. The sky had changed from pale blue to pale orange, and the air was getting colder. It does not take this long to get back, but Fenrir knows he’s not lost because the sun is always directly behind him. He walked a few more paces before stopping, his basket falling from his grasp. There again was the branch that looked like a naked lady. The boy’s breathing started to come in faster, shorter breaths. He must have caught the fever like his father and brother, his mind must have been playing tricks on him. With an unsteady hand, he collected the fallen basket, and double-checking the position of the fading son, he started walking once more. 
The woods were getting darker now. Fenrir kept walking and walking, but his legs were getting tired. He must be close to home by now. The fur around his shoulders did nothing against the chilled air as goosebumps formed along his arms. With no gloves on, his hands had gone numb while holding the basket. He looked around and noticed that the trees seemed to be getting denser, and there seemed to be less air for him to breathe. It must be the fever, and he has been walking for a long time, maybe he’s out of breath? The boy sat on the ground for a moment to collect his bearings, but the air only got heavier and harder to breathe. 
Fenrir looked up, and he was once again staring at the branch that looked like a naked lady. It was at this point that Fenrir finally started to panic. The boy leapt to his feet, ideas about possibly being due to a fever forgotten, and looked back behind him towards the direction of the sun, only to come face to face with the glow of Máni’s orb. The sun must have set without him even realising it. Fenrir could not see anything in front of him, only a wall of blackness so thick that he could not even make out the outlines of the trees. Looking at the grass by his feet, he could see the line where this wall of deep darkness and shadow met with the moonlight glistening off the ground.
Curiously, he reached in with his free arm, his hand disappearing into the shadows, only to jerk it straight back. The darkness of the shadows felt so cold that it almost burned the boy’s hand as if it was trying to lash onto him.
Fenrir stepped backwards, but the solid mass of Shadow seemed to creep forward with him. The air grew denser as he started to gasp for breath. Fenrir looked into its mass, and he could almost feel the Shadow looking back at him. The Shadow seemed to reach towards him; he could feel its burning cold reach, but just before it could take hold, the boy turned his back on it and ran.
He ran as fast as his tired legs could go; a sharp pain started to form in his side from the strain, but Fenrir but could still feel the reach of the Shadow as it gave chase, almost brushing his fur. His vision blurred as he gasped for breath, as if he were drowning. He turned back to see if the Shadow was still after him, only for his toes to get caught on something in the ground. Fenrir fell hard on his face with the wind knocked out of his chest.
He gasped for breath as he got up in a panic and turned around, sure that he was about to be caught, but the Shadow had gone. All that was in front of the boy was a normal forest that sparkled with silver rays. He could hear crickets in the bushes and the rustle of the wind in the branches. Once more, he turned around to face the other direction, only to see that he was in the clearing that lay in front of his family’s little wooden cabin. Its two front windows are illuminated by fireplaces. An owl was perched on their thatched roof.
Shaking and cold, he headed quickly inside.
Jörmungandr and their father both recovered from the fever without the yarrow that Fenrir must have dropped during the chaise, but his father was angry with him because he had been gone for so long. Fenrir tried to explain what happened, which only seemed to make his father even more angry with him. He assumed his father thought he had gotten distracted playing games or ignoring his duty. His father knew that yarrow does not take that long to collect. He must have been very disappointed in his son for being so uncaring. 
While Fenrir never forgot that day, the memory of the Shadow became blended in his child mind and after a while, he just assumed that he must have been daydreaming due to a fever, as he did fall ill shortly after, but he still made sure to never venture into the woods alone again. He told himself that monsters weren’t real. Grownups made them up to scare kids. However, maybe his mind played tricks on him, but he was that sometimes he could feel a shadow following him that was not his own.

The day the Shadow took his brother started with a nightmare. The nightmare started as a dream. Fenrir stood there by a lake, frozen in place, unable to do anything except watch. The boy watched his brother play by the edge of the lake. It was there that Fenrir saw a mass of shadows form behind Jörmungandr while he screamed at him to run, to get away from it. He saw the Shadow chase him through the woods. He saw the fallen branch that looked like a naked lady, and there he watched as Jörmungandr was swallowed as his big brother stood there helpless to protect his little brother. Once the Shadow had devoured Jörmungandr, it took on a deep shade of crimson, a stark contrast to its original black density, before fading back into the natural shadows of the woods. A lone shoe dropped to the ground next to the fallen branch. His brother’s screams followed him into the morning when he woke.
Disoriented and startled, Fenrir examined the room for the source of the scream, only to realise that it was himself that was screaming. Flashes of trees and a lake crossed the forefront of his mind, but after lying there drenched in sweat, the images faded, and he could no longer remember why he had screamed. He looked over to where his brother slept. Peaceful. Alive.  
As the boy got out of bed, the shadow under his brother’s bed caught his eye for a moment. For a second, they seemed almost solid. He shook his head and shrugged off his unease to get ready for the day. 
 Breakfast was porridge that they agreed tasted like frogspawn that they ate once on a dare. They did their chores: swept the floors, cleaned the fireplace in the main room, and made sure there was fresh water in the barrels outside. One for drinking and one for washing. Sometimes, from old brooms and brushes, they would get sharp splinters in their hands, which hurt, but were always fun to pull out with their teeth. 
Once the chores were done, their father went hunting for the evening meal. Sometimes he would come back with a deer or some rabbits. He would sometimes take his sons, for they too must hunt someday, but not today. Loki had to go to the marketplace to sell some skins. So that day, the boys were once again left alone to play in the woods to their hearts content. 
Jörmungandr, however, wanted to do something different; he wanted to go to the lake. Now the lake was quite far from their little wooden cabin, and to get there, they had to go through a much denser section of the woods. While Fenrir didn’t feel like walking so far that day, and for some reason, he felt that going to the lake was a bad idea.
“How about we go back to where we found the bear’s body the other day? I wanna see if it’s bones yet.” 
Jörmungandr looked dejected. “But Fen! We only found it the other day, and dad always says that we need to wait for the other animals to eat it first.” 
“Where’s the harm in checking?” Grudgingly, Jörmungandr shrugged his shoulders but refused to look at his brother. 
Relieved, Fenrir grabbed his satchel from their room, and together they both made their way into the woods. Past the pine trees covered in morning dew, and through the long grass that bowed in the wind. The sun was shining but its brightness didn’t seem to touch the boys. To Fenrir, it seemed as thought the shades between the trees had consumed its rays, the shadows reached craned, like hungry baby birds.
It didn’t take too long for the boys to reach the dead bear, having explored this area many times before. The smell of dead meat hit them before they even reached the carcass. To Fenrir, the smell reminded him of sour milk and rotting cabbages. It always stuck in his nose and would follow him all the way home. 
The bear itself hadn’t much changed. There were no bones visible, and its pelt was yet untouched by hungry predators, though it had lost its sheen, becoming muted and dry. Its eyes, once glossy with life, were now milky, shrivelled of life, and cried tears of larvae. It still lay on its side between two grand oak trees on top of a flattened bed of lavender, whose scent was masked by decay. Its stomach had swelled; pregnant with death, it looked ready to burst. 
“Cool,” said Jörmungandr. “It’s lasted longer than that rat did the other day.”
“Well, obviously, Gandr, it was smaller,” replied Fenrir.
They stayed and poked at the bear for a little while, counting the maggots that wiggled out of its jaws and poking its distended belly. Giggled when it released an occasional fart. 
The woods never frightened the boys when they had each other. Their togetherness made them strong. Stronger than the shadows that nipped at their heels when they ran or the branches that reached out to them when they climbed. When they were together, they only had eyes for each other and took no notice of the ones that watched. 
That day, Fenrir felt that something was different. The shade between the trees felt colder than normal. It seeped into his fur coat and prickled at his skin. The smell of its dead meat had begun to weigh heavier on his throat.
He looked at his brother, and for a second, he thought his shadow was moving. It seemed to have expanded, as if it were breathing. 
“Can we go to the lake now? I’m bored,” said Jörmungandr, startling his brother. The younger brother had paused from his poking and pointed his stick towards the northern part of the woods. 
Fenrir tried to recommend another game to keep his brother distracted from this idea, but eventually Jörmungandr became more agitated and started to question whether his big brother even knew the way. 
“Of course I do; father takes us there all the time,” responded Fenrir indignantly. 
“Then why don’t we go then?” 
Fenrir was starting to get frustrated now. His little brother should just do what he’s told. He is the big brother.
“We aren’t going, and that’s that!”
“That’s not fair!” yelled Jörmungandr, his face red in anger at his brother. “Why do we always gotta do what you wanna do?” 
“Because I said so!”
“Fine! I’ll go on my own then!”
“If you dare, I’ll tell Dad! You know we can’t go anywhere on our own! I’ll make sure Dad spanks you if you do!” shouted Fenrir. An unknown, irrational panic overcame him that he could not discern.
“I hate you!” was the last thing Jörmungandr said before turning around and running off into the woods. 
Fenrir stood there, steam whistling from his ears and fists clenched. How dare his little brother question his authority? Turning to face the carcass, Fenrir kicked it, hard, and knocked some of the maggots out of its fur and onto his boots. It did nothing to quell his anger.
The sky darkened, making the shade and shadows thinker as they expanded. Goosebumps crawled over Fenrir’s skin as he chased after his brother before he went too far.
The brothers walked back in silence, both too angry with the other to speak. It didn’t take long for them to reach the cabin, but at some point along the way, Freyr had opened the tears of the clouds, making the way back muddy and damp. When the boys finally reached the crooked face of the cabin, their boots squelched with every step as they filled up with water, and their woollen clothes had finally reached absorption breaking point. Soaked, shivering, and sulking, they went inside. 
Inside, the air was thick with tension. The boys had discarded their wet clothes, letting them dry on a wash line just in front of the fireplace in the main room. Neither brother wanted to remain within sight of the other, so they stayed in separate rooms. Fenrir took space in their bedroom while Jörmungandr sulked on their father’s bed. While Fenrir went to their room. Their room had only two small beds with their own chests at the end that held their clothes. Littered with invisible wooden toys their father didn’t have the time to make.
He stayed in his room for some time before going back downstairs. His time alone allowed him some time to think about his actions, and he realised that he wasn’t that mad at his brother. He wasn’t even entirely sure why he was so angry from panic earlier. Jörmungandr just wanted to have some fun. So, he made his way from the main room to his father’s bedroom, expecting to see his brother on the bed.
Jörmungandr wasn’t there. 
Fenrir searched the whole room - under the bed, in the chest, and under the stairs - but he just wasn’t there. Jörmungandr wasn’t even under the table in the main room. He couldn’t have gone to the lake after all, could he? Gandr didn’t know how to get to the lake alone. Alone. He can’t let his brother be in the woods alone. Something in Fenrir’s mind told him that to find his brother or something terrible was going to happen.
Getting to the lake took much longer than usual. The rain had made the trail slippery, causing Fenrir to trip and fall while he ran, and by the time he got there, his clothes were stained with mud and grass, and twigs and sticks were scarping against his scalp. There was no sign of Jörmungandr. Fenrir even went into the lake, unsure whether he was hoping to find his body or not. Nothing. Panting like a dog and wet to his skin, he examined the floor for any signs of his brother’s tracks, but they must have been washed away by the rain that continued to fall because there were none. A tight panic started to settle in the boy’s chest. 
Violently shaking but unable to feel the cold, he ran back to the woods that surrounded the cabin. He ran so hard that his feet became rocks, and he yelled his brother’s name so much that his throat became sand. It was a race against time, a hunt for the hunted. He looked and looked, but no matter where he looked, he couldn’t find his brother.
He ran until his feet fell from under him once again from the slippery ground, but this time Fenrir couldn’t get back up. The boy lay there with his breathing coming in painful pants that scratched his already abused vocal cords; his head rested on his arms with the tastes of copper and soil in his mouth. Why had he let Gandr run off alone? Why didn’t they just go to the stupid lake? The rain stopped, yet he still felt rivers running down his cheek. 
Fenrir lay there, worried about his brother and worried about what his father would say, it took Fenrir a few moments to collect himself before rising slowly and unsteadily to his feet. He wiped his tears with the back of his muddied hand, and that’s when he saw that he was in the place where the fallen branch that looked like a naked lady. 
Goosebumps prickled at his neck. There on the floor by the fallen branch that looked like a naked lady was a shoe - a child’s shoe. It was drenched in mud and lay there without a foot. Fenrir went to pick it up. It was burning cold and slippery against his wrinkled fingers. The leather threads that bound the leather pelts together had come loose. The boy turned his brother’s shoes over in his hands, but when it was rotated onto its side, a slow trickle of deep crimson drizzled onto the branch. Images of a forgotten nightmare flashed across his mind. His brother’s screams. He was too late.

The night Jörmungandr never came home, his father organised a search party, which lasted three days. Fenrir was left at home. Unwelcomed.
	“You’ve done enough,” his father said to him.
Deep down, Fenrir knew they wouldn’t find his brother, and they didn’t. After three days, the party disbanded, and some of the adults said that Jörmungandr might have been taken by slave traders for the mines.  
	Fenrir knew the truth and tried to tell his father, only to be met with a cold, disappointed gaze, and unsure if his father believed him. He remembered all the stories about monsters that their father used to tell them. Were they really just stories? Did his father know?
	They never touched Jörmungandr’s bed, his chest of things, or his chair at the round dining table. They went about their days as if there wasn’t an empty space, as if three never became two. Nothing was the same at home after Jörmungandr was taken. Yes, Fenrir and his father ate and hunted together like before, but there was no warmth in their company, no connection. Loki blamed Fenrir. He told his eldest son to watch and protect his little brother, and he failed. He could feel the disappointment radiating from his father.
	 It was hard for Fenrir to hope that maybe his brother was still out there somewhere, probably lost and slowly trying to find his way home. He hoped that he was wrong and that perhaps someday they would see him again. Otherwise without hope, it meant that it really was Fenrir’s fault. His fault that they had a fight. His fault that Jörmungandr left to go to the lake alone. It was his fault that his little brother became the Shadow’s newest victim. All he could do was hope, and he hoped and hoped. Until the day a man knocked on their door. They found a body in the lake.
	Every day since Fenrir would go into the woods. He’d sit by the fallen branch that looked like a naked lady, and there he sat, alone and waiting. 
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