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      Nigh unto five thousand years before, Loki—under another alias—had borne witness to the spreading of these mists as they escaped from Niflheim. The same mists now saturated all of this world, enshrouding Castle Niflung and Hel’s so-called children, as if it might hide them away from the wrath of fire coming for them. In the flames, back in those bygone days, he had seen the mists coming and done all he could, prompting the Destroyer to stop Hel—yet another of her aliases—from consuming the Mortal Realm. And the Destroyer had succeeded, after a fashion, at least in banishing the dead queen and closing the breach to Niflheim. And he died, as ever, leaving Loki to watch alone as the mists ravaged civilization and ushered in an ice age.

      The Niflungar awaited the return of their goddess, deluding themselves into thinking her reign would be the stuff of glory rather than the very incarnation of nightmares. In their scheming, though, they had taken Sigyn from him, for which crime he had tracked them across half of Midgard. He had warned Sigyn that he did not wish to reveal himself to his enemies and thus allow them the chance to factor his presence into their machinations. He did not wish them to know of him, but that did not mean he would not do so when forced to it.

      He rose from where he crouched atop a rock and stalked closer to the castle hidden in the mist. He did not bear a torch now, trusting in an apple consumed in a distant Era to ward him against the deleterious effects of those vapors. He would need flame, without doubt, but the Niflungar—still human despite their efforts to the contrary—would stoke a few fires by which to see, and those tiny blazes would serve his needs.

      Some few of the sorcerers may have noted his passing, but they could not imagine any foe would come among them, much less alone, nor yet guess who dared enter their stronghold.

      Given the utmost care, he might have passed through much of this hold without drawing notice, and that, without doubt, held temptation. After ages of moving only in the shadows, he had grown loath to act so brazenly as he now planned, but the rescue was not enough. Loki had to make certain Queen Grimhild understood the dire consequences of trying to use Sigyn against him. The sorceress thought to control him by holding his love hostage. But fire was a living thing—never easily contained, always seeking freedom. Much like the burning spirit now squirming beneath his flesh, so eager to manifest and claim another piece of him. And today, he must feed the fire.

      Thus he strode toward the dungeons, making no further attempt to disguise his presence or passage. A single soldier straightened, attempting to bar his way with a halberd.

      “Who are you?”

      Loki did not answer. Instead, he lunged around the halberd, caught its haft, and chopped the side of his hand into the soldier’s neck. The man dropped in a heap, unconscious or dead. As he fell, his armor scraped against the stone wall. It might draw others, but then, that too would serve Loki’s purpose here.

      He descended the stairs into darkness broken by torches set along the winding wall. Loki pulled one from its sconce and continued down to a landing that opened into a large, high-ceiling room lined with cells on both sides. Grimhild stood at the center of the room, surrounded by guards. Beyond them, Sigyn hung suspended over a pit, naked, her body marred by scars of torture. His love had her jaw set, as if trying not to scream, though her eyes widened as he drew nigh. The Niflung queen had released a large adder along the chains, and it had begun to slither along Sigyn’s arm, worming its way toward her exposed neck.

      Loki glared at Grimhild. The woman still bore some bruising from her fight with Odin, but that was naught compared to what Loki would do to her now. A few other torches lined the walls here. Loki was apt to need them, too.

      “I give you one chance to release her.” The words tasted foul, and he barely managed them through the seething rage threatening to explode out from him in all directions. Seven men protected the Niflung queen, the largest of which stood a head taller than any of the others and bore an axe too big for most men to lift.

      Grimhild scoffed. “And are you truly Loge, patron of the Lofdar, returned to the world of the living?”

      “I am.”

      “Then allow me to repay the indignities visited upon us in times past.” Ice crystalized along her fingers, and mist began to surround her.

      The soldiers slowly advanced on him.

      Loki looked to Sigyn, then began to advance himself. “You know naught of the past. I gave man the Art of Fire long before the coming of the mists. I stole it from the heavens to empower humanity against the darkness and hold it at bay. And you, Children of Mist, who scorn that gift and fail to imagine the price paid for its giving, you think to redress wrongs to me?”

      He flung the torch at the floor, drawing the flame from it in the process. Those fires swirled around his arm and danced over his palm, even as the spirit wakened within him. Four of her soldiers rushed him. Loki twisted and flung his arm out, uncoiling the flame like a whip that lashed the nearest man across the face. He fell screaming, clutching seared flesh and singed eyes, even as the man behind him tumbled over his prone form.

      The next man swung a sword at him. Loki dodged out of the way and kicked the back of the attacker’s knee, sending him sprawling as well. The fourth scored a nick on Loki’s shoulder, but the pain was distant. Loki had had eons of practice at blocking out pain. He spun, caught the man’s wrist as he recoiled from his swing, and twisted. The sword fell from the man’s grasp as Loki’s palm crushed his windpipe and the flames in his hand burnt away Niflung flesh.

      Missiles of ice surged toward him, lancing through even Grimhild’s own men who tried to rise. Loki dropped to one knee and spread flames between his hands like a shield, melting the ice, even as it extinguished his flames.

      The man with the giant axe swung. Loki rolled to the side and the axe crashed into the stone floor, sending up a shower of dust and pebbles. As he rose, he caught the next attacker by the arm and flipped him over his shoulder, down onto the back spike of that axe.

      “Die!” Grimhild shrieked, and flung more ice at him, even as she backed away.

      Loki dove to the ground, but lances still lacerated his back and shoulders. The man with the axe was freeing the body from it, while the last soldier ran at Loki. Before Loki could gain his feet, the man thrust a spear at him. Loki twisted one way, then another, dodging strikes, and finally kicking the spear out of position. He rolled to his feet, reaching one hand toward a torch on the wall while the other slammed into the spearman’s face.

      The axeman screamed and charged him again. Loki turned, stepped inside the attack, and caught the big man’s face in his flaming hand. His attacker’s bellow turned into a whimper, but Loki wasn’t done. He drove the man down by his head, flinging him off his feet and cracking his skull on the floor. Flesh melted beneath his fingers. Loki screamed at the Niflung and released all the flame in an explosive surge that disintegrated the man’s head and left behind only singed gore.

      Panting, as the flame spirit inside reached for control, Loki rose, glaring at Grimhild.

      It didn’t matter the cost—he had to finish this. He had wanted to leave these people for Odin, who—when he truly realized who and what he was—would have a penchant for destruction and death not even Loki could hope to match. But Sigyn lay suspended over an abyss, frightened and in pain, because these people wanted to hurt Loki.

      And her suffering was a blade in his heart.

      He ran at Grimhild, who fell back, summoning more ice, though it clearly pained her to do so. She was losing herself to the spirits inside even more quickly than he was. Loki drew flames to both hands as he ran, calling the fires streaming out of torches along the walls.

      Grimhild launched a rain of ice at him. Loki rolled out of the way and flung an orb of fire at the queen. She raised a shield of mist, and the flames exploded against it, scorching the air into nothingness that, for a bare instant, made it hard to breathe and sent Loki stumbling. Even as he rose, he flung the second orb at her. It slammed into the recovering sorceress before she had finished drawing up more mist, flames bubbling the flesh along her arms, the impact sending her careening over the edge of the Pit.

      The sorceress screamed as she plummeted.

      Loki tried to stand, but his knees had grown weak. It had taken a lot out of him. And the flame spirit wanted out—it always wanted out. He shut his eyes and gritted his teeth, leveling his will against that of an ancient power. For an unmeasurable moment, it fought against him, ever seeking the barest weakness to exploit. Loki clenched trembling fists, knowing they smoldered, feeling cinders crushed between his fingers.

      “Loki!” Sigyn shouted.

      Flames writhed just behind his eyes, seeking outlet, and he dared not open those eyes for fear she would see those fires. He dared not open his mouth nor divert his attention even for a moment. Until, after longer than he could stand, the spirit acquiesced and relented, settling down to wait for a fresh opportunity.

      “Loki,” Sigyn said again as he rose, stumbling closer to her chains, “Grimhild caught herself on mist below. She’s not dead.”

      He grunted. He had not truly expected her to die so easily, nor did he have strength left to fight the sorceress now. “We have to go now, before more of them arrive.”
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      To see things other men did not, to know truths they could not imagine, was both blessing and torment. Loki had once told Odin that the Sight carried with it many aspects, that he would see things he might rather have not. His blood brother could not have been more right, but he had neglected to mention the nigh irresistible temptation to keep looking, to keep striving to understand all things in the World. Unfolding realities of the past and future, the living and the dead, and the connections that bound them together—these visions taunted him, always just out of reach, always promising enlightenment but never quite delivering.

      The Aesir did not know what waited for them in Vanaheim, and it was a question even Idunn had not truly answered. Perhaps she could not give any answer that would satisfy him. After all, if Odin was to risk the continued existence of all the Ás tribes, what surety could the Vanr woman ever offer that would be enough? He could favor one tribe by selecting them to send scouts and report back to him. But even then, he could not place absolute trust in such a report. There were some things he had to see for himself. And thus he had spent the past hours relaxing his vision, trying to open himself to unfolding sea of possibilities, to look across the bay and see what waited for him.

      He had failed.

      Odin was far from a master of the Sight. He could, when necessary, gaze into the Penumbra. Such vision allowed him to see ghosts and spirits if they ventured close enough to the Mortal Realm. At times, he had even been able to throw himself into the past, embrace his father Borr’s memories, and live another life. He had tried that tactic, too, to solve this dilemma, but had found the only memories he could access were those of his parents, especially his father. There were hints of other lives, other lands, people he felt connected to. But he could make no sense of them, could not place the occurrences in time or space. The rest of his visions unfolded in chaotic turmoil, a blurring of incomprehensible images. Once, he saw endless ice fells leading to a terrible iron wall. Another time, he saw a land of lush greenery that might have been Vanaheim—but there were no guarantees. He might have been looking at the past, or the future, or a projection of his own desires.

      It was useless. He had too little control for the Sight to grant him what he sought.

      And Loki himself remained nowhere to be found. He and Sigyn had vanished in the wake of the battle with Grimhild and never returned, much to Frigg’s consternation. And without Loki, Odin had but one place left to turn, one source to help him make his decision.

      Embrace the shadows …

      Odin steeled his mind against the wraith. Audr, deep in his soul, stirred on rare, painful occasions. Mostly, the foul shade waited for a moment of weakness in which to strike.

      Rather than linger among his men, Odin fled the hall they had built on the beach, trusting his instincts to guide him to Idunn. That much of the Sight he could rely on. Feelings and intuitions which, over the past moons, had grown ever sharper. Odin knew with uncanny accuracy where to find those he sought, sensed when vaettir drew near on the other side of the Veil, and felt it when those he cared for were in pain. Sometimes the cries of his children—of Thor, his blood, and of Geri and Freki, the varulf twins—would draw him from halfway across the camp. Frigg had asked how he always knew, but he had no real answer to give her, and she, a vӧlva, had seemed to understand. Frigg had visions of her own. Perhaps everyone touched by the supernatural acquired some semblance of the Sight. Maybe that was how Loki always seemed to find Odin when times grew to their worst. Except now, when Odin would have given a fortune in gold for but a few moments of the man’s counsel.

      Idunn stood with her feet in the freezing surf, staring out over the sea. If he was correct, then she too—perhaps all the Vanir—must see glimpses of things beyond human perception. The longer you looked at things Mankind could not understand, the further you became removed from them. It was a lesson he could not afford to forget, lest he become no different than the Vanir themselves.

      “Do you see your homeland?”

      She shivered, though not, he suspected, from the cold waters of the bay. “I wanted to save the World, Odin. I thought I could make Midgard a better place. How arrogant is that? I grew up on stories of my grandmother, tales of her and my grandfather fighting against Hel herself. And I allowed myself the hubris of thinking I could accomplish feats such as they did. Did you know, most of the surviving Vanir were born on Vanaheim? I was. Only a handful remain from the sojourn my grandmother led across our world. We call them the First Ones.”

      “What happened to them?”

      She sighed and rubbed her arms. “A lot of them, my father among them, died fighting the jottunar. The jotunnar would have ruled our world if the Vanir had not driven them out into the wastes of Utgard. And, over time, others died wandering this world, fighting each other in duels, on occasion in battles with other peoples.”

      We are all dead …

      “People like the Niflungar. You fought them.”

      “A long time ago. My husband was the patron of one of the tribes descended from Halfdan the Old. When Niflungar began their wars of conquest, Bragi tried to get the Vanir to intercede on behalf of the Bragnings. Our new king, Njord, refused. It was … well, not the beginning of our isolation. That had always been a problem. There were never enough apples to go around, even for us, much less to share with outsiders.”

      And so to ensure immortality for their own children, the Vanir had shut out the rest of Mankind. Odin could not truly blame them. What wouldn’t he do to protect his children? Loki had been prepared enough to save an apple for Thor, for when he was grown, but Odin intended Geri and Freki to get apples as well, even before his jarls.

      “It wasn’t the beginning of our isolation, but that was when we began to completely turn our backs on the outside world. Yggdrasil is suffused with an unimaginable amount of the energy of life, connecting our Realm to the Otherworlds. Because of this, we call it both the World Tree and the Tree of Life. And that energy kept the mists at bay, diminishing the Niflungar’s powers. Njord and his daughter, Freyja, used the tree’s power to further fortify Vanaheim against any intrusion by the Niflungar or their sorcery.”

      “The Vanir protected themselves and were content to allow Naefil and his sorcerers to conquer all of Midgard?”

      “Content? No, never content. I also argued for helping mortals, but few saw things my way. That was actually when I first became involved with my husband, Bragi. We wanted to help the other descendants of Halfdan. It was never enough, though. The humans weren’t prepared to fight against the Niflungar or their mastery of the Art.”

      Odin folded his arms, no longer looking at Idunn. At her words, images flickered across his mind like shadows, replaying hints of the ancient wonders she spoke of. He could almost see the events, witness their essence, if not their specifics. Before meeting Idunn, the Ás vӧlvur had thought the Era of the mists had lasted for a thousand years. Now he knew it had been nearly five times that long, and in the passing of ages, countless kingdoms had risen and fallen. Lands of jotunnar, dvergar, and sorcerers. “But the Niflungar failed to conquer Midgard.”

      “Hmmm. They broke all the other Old Kingdoms, but in the end, they were themselves defeated by the Lofdar—fire worshippers, aided by a godlike priest named Loge. They banished the Niflungar from the known lands to the far north. Until your encounters with them, I didn’t know where, exactly. For a time, the Lofdar ruled Midgard, but they too dwindled, their empire broke apart, betrayed from within. Their descendants became the tribes of modern Hunaland and Bjarmaland.”

      Bjarmaland … That was the ancestral home of the Aesir along the Black Sea. That meant …

      “Oh yes, Odin. Your ancestors intermarried with the remnants of the Lofdar. The Aesir are thus heir to their legacy.”

      Was he that obvious in his thoughts? He shook his head. His ancestors had defeated the Niflungar and built a glorious civilization, only to be swallowed up by the mists. It was not a mistake he intended to repeat. Vanaheim’s power came from Yggdrasil. Everything came back to the World Tree. With it, he could ensure eternal life for the Aesir, freedom from the mists. More than that, though, it would grant him a place from which he could begin his true mission. He had sworn a blood oath to make the World a better place. The mists of Niflheim did not belong on Midgard, and he would find a way to cast them out.

      The Vanir had failed Mankind and had failed Midgard. In hiding from their fears, they had proved themselves cowards, unworthy of the blessings they found on Vanaheim. He looked to Idunn now, and she turned to him. Odin couldn’t recall seeing such sadness in her eyes. Idunn had always been a fount of life, nigh to bubbling with vivacious energy and a pervasive joy she tended to share with those around her. Now, preparing for the last leg of their journey, it must have become real to her. All the people she had spent the last five thousand years with were about to die. People she knew and loved.

      But they were not all cowards. Idunn was not. She had risked her life again and again, wandering this world, trying to help Mankind, to bring the promise of spring where she could. She had granted Gungnir to Odin’s great-great-grandfather, after all. “You gave us Gungnir because we were descended from the Lofdar.” He knew it with sudden clarity, born or enhanced by the Sight.

      “Hmmm. I had given it to the Bragnings in times past, at my husband’s urging. Still they failed to stop the Niflungar. But the Lofdar succeeded where the Bragnings had failed.” She stepped out of the surf and began to walk along the beach.

      Odin followed. “I do not know what to do from here, Idunn. The ships will be complete soon enough and then … then we must sail for the islands. And you have not told me what threats we will face on those shores, not in earnest.”

      “Uh. Well, I don’t know that I can say, in earnest. It has been long years since anyone attempted an assault on Vanaheim. There is only one safe approach through the reef surrounding the islands, but other than that … I know Freyja and Njord have woven together defenses, but not the details. Besides which, I imagine the Vanr soldiers represent the greatest threat. Freyja’s brother, Frey, leads them.”

      Frey—bearer of the flaming sword of legend, which Odin now knew to be one of the runeblades of the Old Kingdoms. And such a man would no doubt slaughter Odin’s people as easily as Odin cut down common soldiers on his route here to Andalus. He clenched his fists, trying not to allow visions of such massacres to cloud his vision. So many Aesir had died already on his quest.

      He had to find a way to protect the rest. And still, to make those sacrifices mean something, he had to finish this, and soon.
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      The wild places were thick with mist, filled with the shades of those unable to move on from the accursed world Midgard had become. No such beings dared interfere with Gudrun as she and Hljod made their way through the snowfields. Perhaps the vaettir knew her for a sorceress under the protection of Hel. Or perhaps they feared the spirit possessing their scout, the progenitor of all varulfur, Fenrir. The man said very little when she saw him at all—he spent most times scouting far ahead—for which Gudrun was grateful. When near, the werewolf stared at her and Hljod with such ravenous hunger, Gudrun couldn’t be certain whether he intended to eat them, rape them, or both.

      Grimhild had placed the varulf under her thrall, tenuous as that might be, using days’ worth of the most profane rituals Gudrun had ever seen. The sorceress queen had bled dry seven maidens and seven crones for her sorcery, and still, with such unhallowed sacrifices, the Moon spirit had visibly strained against Grimhild’s control, had brought the most powerful sorceress on Midgard to her knees. Grimhild might have done better had Gudrun not stolen her grimoire, but she was not about to let the queen know she possessed that forbidden tome. One day, Gudrun would unravel its secrets, and then she would be queen.

      For now, though, she could not be certain how strong Grimhild’s hold over Fenrir truly was. The queen had ordered him to obey Gudrun—and Gudrun’s first command had been not to lay a hand on herself or Hljod—but Gudrun did not sleep easy with the werewolf about. Nor, she thought, did Hljod, who had taken to nestling down mere breaths away from Gudrun, as though her mistress might protect her from the horrors in the night. Gudrun could protect Hljod, save from the horror they had brought with them.

      Odin’s defeat of Grimhild had unhinged the queen, leading her to bouts of raving and uncontrolled violence. After deciding she disliked her soup one evening, Grimhild had ordered the cook boiled alive in a cauldron of his creation. Still, Gudrun had lacked the courage to directly challenge her mother. The damage Odin had done to her face seemed to bother Grimhild almost as much as losing the grimoire. The queen had always said beauty was a sorceress’s greatest asset. That might have been true, for even this temporary loss of her beauty had sent her into paroxysms of rage beyond aught Gudrun had ever seen.

      And when Grimhild had commanded Gudrun to return to Hunaland, Gudrun had leapt at the chance to be out of the queen’s sight.

      Beside her, Hljod’s breath came in heavy pants, frosting the air. “I can’t feel my feet. How are you not fucking freezing?”

      “You are apprenticed to a sorceress, a princess of the Niflungar. It might behoove you to restrain your tongue, or at the very least, save the profanity for when it is truly called for.”

      “I’m pretty sure when facing deathchill, profanity is fucking called for. I’ve already lost one toe and I’d rather like to keep the rest.”

      Gudrun couldn’t help but smile. Hljod always seemed to have that effect on her. Despite all she had been through, the girl’s soul had not broken, had, if anything, grown more defiant. That refusal to crack would serve her well as a sorceress, assuming she could learn enough self-control to avoid destroying herself. If not, Hljod would find trolls far from the worst thing out there.

      “Come on,” Hljod said. “It’s almost nightfall. Can we not stop for the day? At this point, I’d welcome another lesson if it meant I could get off my feet for a while.”

      “Mmmm.” Most likely, the desire to get back to her lessons was half Hljod’s motivation. Knowledge—and the power that came with it—was an addiction, and the girl drank deeply, desperately seeking more and more understanding of the truth of reality. And therein lay the problem. It was so easy to offer too much, too quickly. Many apprentices wound up going mad, as though plunging into the depths of the freezing ocean, unable to find anything to grasp on to as their perceptions of the World washed away in the tide. Those less fortunate found themselves possessed by spirits they were not ready to evoke. There was a legend from generations back about a sorceress who tried to conjure a snow maiden in the hopes it would share with her the secrets of Niflheim. Instead, the vaettr had slipped inside the woman and used her to murder her own parents, her brother and sister, and half a dozen others.

      After a bit more complaining, Hljod finally fell silent. Only then did Gudrun allow her to stop, pointing at a copse of trees. As soon as she reached there, the girl collapsed onto the ground. She yanked off her boots and began massaging her feet.

      Gudrun nestled down beside her, her back to an evergreen, and pulled some salted rabbit from her satchel. Around the copse, icicles hung from the trees like stalactites—a ceiling of spikes apt to shred those who walked without care. Even Hljod had instinctively picked a safe spot. She had grown up in Midgard, must have known the wilds enough to avoid such hazards. Gudrun shouldn’t think of her as a child, nor could she shield her from the truths inherent in the path she set before Hljod by taking her as an apprentice.

      She tossed a piece of the rabbit to Hljod, who bit into the dried meat with relish. “You want me to name the nine worlds of the Spirit Realm?” she asked, mouth full.

      Gudrun sighed and picked at her rabbit. Manners were another lesson. She waved a hand to motion Hljod on.

      “Mmm, Hel, that’s good,” Hljod said, then swallowed hard. “Is there mead left?”

      Gudrun passed her a skin of it, then folded her arms, waiting.

      Hljod took a large swig, wiped her mouth, and grinned. “First is Niflheim, the World of Mist and land of our lady Hel. There is none greater. Opposing that, Muspelheim, the World of Fire. There’s cursed Alfheim, the World of Sun. Oh! And there’s Svartalfheim, the World of Dark.” She had set aside the skin to start counting on her fingers. “Uh, Nidafjoll, World of Earth, from which dvergar hail. And then there’s Noatun, the—”

      A tingle in her mind had Gudrun on her feet at once, holding up a hand to forestall Hljod. Sorcery seeped into the air, congealing in the mist. Instinctively, Gudrun glanced at her satchel, just to make certain no corner of the grimoire was sticking out where Grimhild could see it.

      The queen’s face appeared in the mist a heartbeat later, eyes mere empty hollows in the vapors, but clearly searching. “Where are you?”

      Grimhild’s voice was soft, like a whisper carried on the wind, and yet somehow filled with unspoken threats and barely concealed malice.

      “We’ll reach Volsung’s hall in two days, three at the outside.”

      “Good. Remind him he owes me everything. I want the Aesir broken before they launch those ships.”

      That might prove difficult. Gudrun had sent her own vaettr to spy on Odin’s people and found they were nigh to ready to make for Vanaheim. Even if Volsung agreed immediately—and he might not, given his last defeat at Odin’s hands—it would take time to reach the Aesir. Besides which, should they succeed, an army of men was like to have even less success than an army of draugar had in overcoming Odin and his protectors.

      Gudrun folded her arms. “You’re trusting Fenrir to handle Odin, Tyr, and all the others who had the apples, to say nothing of Loge.” The legendary priest of the Lofdar somehow, despite all odds, walked among the Aesir, thwarting the Niflungar now as he had done centuries before Gudrun’s birth. “That’s a lot of faith to put in the varulf.”

      The mists hissed at her response, perhaps the only way they could translate Grimhild’s irritation. “I have made arrangements to deal with Loge once and for all. As for Tyr, I finally selected the most fitting punishment for the man daring to wield your brother’s sword. His own temerity will be his undoing. I need but amplify the damnation the runeblade itself brings upon its wielder.”

      Gudrun offered no answer. If Grimhild had cursed Tyr, perhaps it would be enough to slow the warrior down. As things stood, he was among the finest swordsmen she had ever seen, and now he was armed with Gramr, a weapon that might make him nigh to invincible. They had made the mistake of underestimating him before, and he had carved his way through trolls and draugar alike. She prayed Grimhild was not repeating that error. Yes, the runeblade would undoubtedly drive Tyr toward a bitter urd, but in the meantime, he slaughtered his enemies with it.

      More interesting, however, were the queen’s unspoken plans for Loge. If she truly had a way to eliminate that threat, it would be a boon to the Niflungar and a serious blow to Odin’s people. The thought of letting a monster like Fenrir loose on anyone did not sit well with her, but neither could she disobey Grimhild. Not yet. Not until she learned how to read that grimoire.

      “Do not fail me, daughter.” With that, the mists drifted apart, resuming their normal consistency.

      Gudrun struggled not to tremble after her conversation. It was always a struggle. Part of her longed to throw herself on Odin’s mercy, to beg him to take her in and protect her from Grimhild. Mere idle folly, of course. She was the princess of the greatest people on Midgard, heir to an ancient throne. She would beg of no one. And even if Odin would leave his wife for Gudrun—and he likely would not—it was beneath Gudrun to surrender herself to them. Sadly, she was committed to this course until another presented itself. Besides which, Odin had betrayed her enough times. She had given over any hope of claiming him for herself. That route was closed to her, and she must now tread another, one that would lead through darkness and mist, but that might, in the end, allow her to surpass Grimhild.

      “She’s a real bitch, isn’t she?” Hljod asked.

      Gudrun sank down before her and leveled a stern gaze at her. “The mist has ears, apprentice.”

      At that, the girl took a nervous look around. Gudrun was sufficiently adept at the Art, she suspected she would know if any vaettr spied upon her from across the Veil. But it would behoove Hljod to remember there were always presences beyond the Realm of mortal sight, always things that might see or hear you, even when you thought yourself alone.

      Maybe the best way to protect Hljod from such things was to continue training her, to let her learn the skills she needed to protect herself. Gudrun sighed, then shook her head. “You were regaling me with your knowledge of the Spirit Realm. Continue.”
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      Thanks to ill-fitting boots stolen from a dead Niflung, a dozen sores rubbed on Sigyn’s feet as she plodded her way through the dense forest. The pilfered tunic itched and chafed her nipples—none of the guards had a chemise for her to steal, obviously—made from fabric rough as canvas. Loki had wrapped her in his swan cloak, and still she was fighting deathchill.

      The canopy here was so thick that not even her enhanced senses could make out much more than a dozen feet ahead of her through the mist. This had to be the Myrkvidr—the ancient forest dividing Hunaland, Reidgotaland, and Valland, though which of those lands they presently passed through she could not say for certain. Aptly named, as the wood seemed nigh black around them, save for the scant light of Loki’s last torch.

      “Take the cloak and fly away,” he said. Her lover followed where she led, trusting to her skill at woodcraft, as if such truly helped in these unknown lands.

      “I’m not leaving you.”

      “I can take care of myself.”

      “By which you imply I cannot.” She was about to glare at him, but stilled the impulse. He had, after all, just trekked across the known world to save her from the people who now pursued them.

      “I did not mean that.”

      Sigyn said naught else. What could she say? No words he might utter would force her from his side, and she did not want to argue.

      A long howl broke their silence.

      “Wolves. Sunset is approaching.”

      “The sun has already set,” Loki said, “and those are varulfur.”

      Oh fuck. “They hunt this wood?” Varulfur would track their scents no matter how far they ran … unless they passed through water. From the sound of it, a stream ran some distance off. Southeast, maybe, though that put them going half in the wrong direction. Still, what choice did they have? There was no outrunning werewolves.

      She set off toward the sound of the stream.

      “Without doubt, some free packs roam here,” Loki said, “but I fear these are in service to the Niflungar.”

      “Why?”

      When he didn’t answer, she glanced back at him. His face had grown grim in the torchlight.

      “Loki?”

      “In her desperation, Grimhild seeks tools and allies in all corners of the Otherworlds, even turning to that which she cannot hope to control. And after what I have done, all their eyes will be turned upon us, forever seeking to bring us low. In her wounded pride, Grimhild will think me a greater threat than Odin, which alone might serve our ends, did it not place you in danger as well. Please Sigyn, take the cloak and fly from here.”

      “Yeah, well, you can shove the cloak up your arse.”

      “I … what?” Hearing him flustered almost made all this worth it.

      “You wouldn’t leave me behind, and I already told you—I’m not leaving you.” She pushed forward, stepping over a thick mass of roots. This place did not welcome Mankind or aught from the human world. Even the flames of the torch here seemed alien, casting the trunks in eerie shadows apt to swallow light and hope alike. But then, Sigyn was not the kind to give up hope.

      “The varulfur will be upon us in moments,” he said.

      “Uh-huh.” She quickened her pace, trusting instinct to guide her safely over roots. The stream’s babble had grown louder. Running through chill waters did not much appeal, but at least it would offer brief respite from the pain in her feet.

      “Sigyn, please—I cannot lose you.”

      At that, she stopped and turned to face him, spreading her hands. How was it that even the smartest man she had ever known could seem such a fool? “And you think, for even one moment, that I am willing to lose you? Did the Niflungar knock your skull once too often?” She thumped a finger against his chest. “You risked everything for me and still cannot understand why I would—why I must—do the same for you? Now move your damned feet toward the stream, and maybe we can still lose the varulfur.”

      She did not wait for an answer, but spun and dashed through the woods. The further she got ahead of him and his torch, the less she could make out, but her instinct held her course true, and moments later, they reached the waters. It was narrow, perhaps ten feet across. The canopy held so thick it barely broke, even over the stream, but where it did, a beam of moonlight lit the waters.

      Sigyn scrambled into the waters, which by midstream, reached her waist. As expected, they were chill and provided a moment of relief from her feet as the pain was washed away by the numbing cold. Loki splashed in the waters behind her as she pressed forward. Sigyn wanted to climb out of the stream immediately, but if they didn’t follow it for a bit, the varulfur would pick up their trail on the opposite bank. Instead, she pushed downriver.

      Only moments had passed, but already her teeth had set to chattering. She turned to look back at Loki—he held his torch high above the waters—and her foot pitched forward into a steep drop-off. Next she knew, waters were over her head. Sigyn sputtered, swam to the surface, and turned back again.

      Loki had taken to swimming as well, his torch now just about the surface. The splashing might extinguish it eventually, and they were going to need fire. She saw no good moves ahead of them, so she swam with the current, covering as much distance as she could. It did not seem long before her arms ceased to function properly. They flopped and flailed, numb with cold, and no doubt turning sallow with frostbite.

      Sigyn edged toward the far bank, then changed her mind. The varulfur would expect that. Instead, she doubled back to the bank they had come from, albeit much farther downstream. Her foot brushed the bottom, and then she was pushing through mud and silt. It sucked at her ankles as the water receded. She stumbled and pitched forward, landing on the muddy bank. She tried to push herself upward, but her arms gave out.

      And then arms were lifting her up, carrying her deeper and deeper into the wood.
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      Loki had stripped off their clothes, and wrapped her in his arms, trying to warm her. He’d built a small fire in a cave. The flames posed additional risk of discovery, but otherwise deathchill might have had them, or at least her.

      “M-more fire,” she said through chattering teeth.

      “We cannot risk it.”

      “N-no … I mean you u-used more fire magic.”

      “The Art of Fire.”

      “They know now. S-so why hide?”

      Loki rubbed her arms. “Every use of the Art carries with it danger. Every time I call upon the spirit bound within me, it grows stronger. Only through years of meditation and concentration do I hold it at bay.”

      She shuddered. Even her mind seemed frozen, moving in useless languor.

      Loki pulled her close for a moment, before sighing and releasing her. “Warm yourself.”

      “W-what?” Sigyn crawled a little closer to the fire. He was rejecting her? Now? That didn’t make any sense. What had she done? She wanted to plead with him to come closer and hold her again. She wanted it more than aught else. Instead, she pulled as close to the flames as she could.

      “Not with the flame, Sigyn. Draw on the energy within you.”

      “N-not my gift from the apples.”

      Loki rubbed his forehead a moment. “The answer is both simpler and more complex than you seem to imagine. The apple awakens an awareness of the flow of energies within you, coursing through channels you cannot see but you can feel. It is your life force, what has, by some, been called pneuma. And by controlling the pneuma, you can push your body beyond normal human limits. Odin, Tyr, even I, we achieve superhuman levels of strength, speed, and toughness in this way, by burning our pneuma. The others attained this ability by instinct because they are warriors, and naturally given to focus the inner energies to push their physical limits.”

      Sigyn sniffled, still struggling to stop her teeth chattering, much less make sense of his words. So hard to think while freezing to death.

      “You, my love, see yourself as a woodsman—woodswoman—and as an outsider, so your natural inclination was to focus your pneuma into observing the World around you. It’s a use not even I manage to such an extreme degree, but you delude yourself into thinking that’s all you can do. You have the ability within you to push the boundaries of any limitation of your body, to be stronger than any man, to be able to continue on even when fatigue or injury would cripple another.”

      Sounded wonderful. “H-hard to think.”

      “I know. That’s why it has to be now. You are too much in your own head. Your keen mind, your greatest asset, at the same time has become the very impediment to exceeding your current limitations. You can do this, my love, I know you can.”

      “W-warm me …” Gods, she was begging him now. She didn’t care. She just wanted to feel better.

      He moved closer but didn’t touch her. A terrible sadness lurked in those deep blue eyes. “Though I would not willingly leave your side, you know all too well I cannot be there every moment of your life. You must be able to live up to your own potential.”

      Much the same reason Loki gave such limited aid to Odin, preferring to only offer his blood brother hints and inspirations.

      Loki folded his legs beneath him and sat with his hands on his knees. And he watched her. Waiting for her to do the same?

      “I’m naked, starving, and f-freezing. And you want to teach me to meditate, now?”

      “Yes.”

      Grumbling, she rose and mirrored his position.

      “Close your eyes and imagine your body is water, fed by nine rivers of energy …”

      She did so.

      “Feel the energy as it flows into you, traveling through all parts of your body, warming every extremity and suffusing your being with the essence of the World. That is the Pneuma, though it has many names. Men have called it Prana, Mana, Qi, or Ruah. It flows in you and through you, because you, as all beings, are formed of the Spheres of Creation.”

      As he spoke, as she tried and failed to concentrate on his words, a picture unraveled in her mind. Energy—pneuma—warming her. And it did so.

      Finally, her teeth stopped chattering.
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      Volsung’s castle lay before them once again. This time, no one cast open the gates at her approach. No doubt the men still nursed their wounded pride after their crushing defeat by the Aesir, and thus would not welcome her, either as the reminder of their failure, or with any further task she might bring them. As she did.

      “Irpa. Get their attention.”

      The wraith she had bound to her seethed beneath her skin like an icy snake worming its way between her organs. Irpa was growing stronger. Feeding her power just to make a demonstration for her supposed allies bespoke of Gudrun falling prey to the same addiction she feared in Hljod. Either way, though, she needed Volsung to know with whom he dealt and to understand no choice lay before him save compliance.

      A fell wind blew down over the castle, howling. Gudrun imagined the men on the battlements would be swearing against the chill and the sound, though they could not see the wraith, of course. The wind slammed against the doors, crushing the wooden beam holding them in place. Even from outside, Gudrun could hear the board snap. The double doors flew inward, banging against the castle walls.

      Shouts rang along the walls and inside the keep. Gudrun strode forward, pulling back her hood to walk proudly, Hljod and Fenrir a few steps behind her. Men inside spit in warding at the sight.

      A half-dozen soldiers poured into the threshold, barring her way, but all kept their weapons pointed at the ground, none daring to actually accost her.

      “Tell Volsung the Princess of the Niflungar has returned.”

      The guards exchanged glances, shifting their feet.

      “Now.”

      One of the guards broke off, running toward the keep without even waiting for an order from his superior. Or maybe he was the officer. Such things mattered little.

      From the corner of her eye, she spied a man backing away from behind them and spared him a glance. Fenrir was staring him down, and the soldier had seen something in the varulf’s eyes. Even in human form, Gudrun had to admit, there sometimes seemed something inhuman about the creature. Grimhild ought to have left the monster in the Pit, or better yet, killed it ages ago. Then again, if Fenrir were truly a Lord of the Moon, perhaps banishing the spirit would have proved impossible or at least too costly. And killing his host … spirits of such strength, deprived of a body, might simply latch on to anyone nearby. To kill Fenrir’s current host might have meant he’d take another Niflung’s body. Unable to destroy the beast, Grimhild thought to use it. That, of course, bespoke madness, as the queen’s mind crumbled after the loss of her grimoire.

      Gudrun was not left waiting long. Volsung—wearing a golden crown and arm rings—walked at the head of a dozen more warriors. The king made no attempt to seem pleased to see her again. Another man followed him, this one wrapped in a hooded cloak. A local priest, perhaps. Volsung would want all the protection he could find from a sorceress, scant though it might be.

      The king advanced within ten feet of her, then stopped.

      Gudrun smirked.

      “I’ve been expecting you, Princess Gudrun.”

      Well, that was a surprise, though she tried to keep the shock from her face. Had scouts seen them? She suspected Fenrir had killed a few men here and there, had on occasion seen blood splatters on the ground. It was hard to believe the werewolf might have missed anyone spying on them.

      She could not afford to lose the upper hand here, so she strode forward proudly, until but a few feet stood between them. Luckily, none of his warriors dared bar her way. “I’ve come to collect on an ancient debt. You owe us … everything.”

      Grimhild’s sorcery had led to Volsung’s birth. For all Gudrun knew, the queen had arranged Rerir’s sterility. Either way, Volsung owed the Niflungar his life, and the king well knew this.

      Volsung frowned but did not deny her claim. “I have already acted to repay this debt.”

      “A failed attempt does not abrogate your obligation.”

      The king groaned, then shook his head. “Come into the warmth, princess.”

      Gudrun was about to claim the cold was not her enemy, but with Hljod shivering by her side, the simple defiance seemed petty. Instead, she nodded and followed Volsung into his hall before the great tree. He welcomed them to a table where he sat alone. The hooded priest remained standing behind him, but he dismissed all but two guards.

      Fenrir had slipped off Hel knew where. Not murdering anyone, Gudrun hoped.

      When Gudrun and Hljod had settled at the table, Volsung motioned to a servant. “Bring mead and venison.”

      “Thank Hel,” Hljod mumbled. “I’m fucking starving.”

      Volsung sputtered, then laughed while Gudrun scowled at her apprentice. The girl must truly learn to guard her tongue. The king might be petty compared to the Niflungar, but he was still a king. That Volsung seemed amused rather than offended was fortunate, but not the point.

      Hljod took no hint of Gudrun’s displeasure and tore into the venison the moment it was present.

      Volsung laughed again. “Your servant seems ravenous, princess.”

      “I’m a sorceress,” Hljod said between mouthfuls, juices dribbling down her chin as she spoke.

      “Hljod is my apprentice, not some mere servant.” Gudrun glowered at the girl, who grinned and downed a large swig of mead. She did not say that Hljod had not earned the title of sorceress—not in front of Volsung. The girl would, however, hear of it later. Bravado was a tool—hubris was a weakness. Finally, Gudrun tore off a small piece of meat herself, chewing slowly.

      Hljod took no notice of Gudrun’s demonstration of manners. The girl could not have been so uncouth on accident. Surely even the basest of peasants had some idea how to act. This had to be a test, or a subtle revenge for the hardships Gudrun put the girl through. Necessary hardships, if Hljod was ever to be more than some cheap witch peddling brews as like to kill someone as to heal them. Or maybe Hljod didn’t even understand her little rebellions herself. Maybe, unable to punish the trolls who had raped and tormented her, she now sought any way to release her frustrations.

      “A sorceress, huh?” Volsung asked. He chuckled again.

      “Mmm, hmmm,” Hljod said.

      Gudrun sipped some mead, considering. Volsung made no effort to hide his interest in the girl. Under other circumstances, Gudrun might have asked Hljod to seduce him, to secure his absolute loyalty. Much as she hated Grimhild for it, the queen had taught Gudrun one truth: seduction was one of the most valuable tools a sorceress could wield. Less costly, more predictable, and generally more enjoyable than sorcery. But Hljod … one day, yes, she would have to take lovers, to get over the horrors done to her as a troll-wife. Sex was an integral part of the Art—no less than life—and Hljod could not achieve nigh as much without it. Still, Gudrun would not rush such a thing, nor force it on the girl before she was ready.

      “So,” Gudrun said, then waited until Volsung tore his eyes off of Hljod’s breasts to look at her. “I come with a command from Queen Grimhild.”

      “A command?”

      “Yes. The queen commands you to take your army into Andalus. There the Aesir are preparing ships to cross the sea. You are to go and burn the ships, kill any you can, and abort their passage at all costs. Any plunder you attain is yours to keep.”

      Volsung frowned. “It is true enough—our defeat at Odin’s hands rankles me. Never before have I withdrawn from a fight. But Andalus is very far.”

      “The South Realms are soft, thick with riches for the claiming. Besides, the man who invades the south and brings down mighty Odin would win fame to last a hundred generations.” That was, after all, the only thing such kings valued more than wealth. Given their short, painful lives, they clung to the idea of an enduring legacy, as if such things mattered in the grand scheme.

      Volsung grumbled, then glanced back at Hljod.

      “Your father swore an oath that binds all your clan to us until it is repaid. You may have some idea what the queen did for you and your father. You do not wish to know what befalls those who break faith with her.”

      “My father is dead.”

      “And yet he swore on your behalf, an oath that outlives him.”

      Volsung drummed his fingers on the table, then took a large swig of mead. “Yes, an oath. Our priests speak of it, of my mother’s dying words, insisting I one day fulfill that oath. So I will summon my jarls and thegns, and we will call our levies and have our revenge. But after this, whatever befalls in Andalus, you will hold us absolved of my father’s oath.”

      Grimhild would not give away a tool so easily, but then, Gudrun hoped Grimhild would not be around to care much longer. “I give you the word of the Niflungar.” She rose, tired from more than her trek. Sometimes politics and debts and oaths could become so exhausting. Sometimes she longed for another life, a different reality. But this was the life she was given. “Have your men show me to chambers. I will retire now.”

      Volsung raised a hand toward a servant, but the priest stepped forward instead, beckoning her to follow without a word. Eager to keep an eye on her? If only he knew Fenrir was the greater threat stalking this hold tonight. Gudrun hoped none of them would linger overlong in the castle.

      The priest led her upstairs, some metal clanking against his side as he moved. A weapon? He led her to a tower in the west wing. Perhaps it was special consideration, keeping the Niflung princess away from the accursed rising sun. Or perhaps this tower simply housed the finest guest chambers. The priest opened the door to a room laden with plunder, decorated with a warm-looking featherbed. Not quite the comforts of Castle Niflung, but it would do.

      The priest shut the door, closing them both in the room. Gudrun spun on him, in no mood for his audacity. Hljod had more than covered that tonight.

      “What do you want, priest?”

      “I am no priest.” His voice was sibilant and hollow, sounding as though it hissed through gaps. Something inhuman was staring at her.

      Gudrun frowned, summoning ice crystals to her fingertips, though she kept her hands by her sides, waiting.

      The man lowered his hood, revealing blond hair bound at the nape of his neck. Eyes of pale blue, though one was glazed over and white. A hole had indeed rotted through his throat, leaving an opening through which wind passed.

      Gudrun’s mouth fell open, and she could not swallow. “B-brother … ?”
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      Gudrun had thrown her arms around Guthorm, heedless of the slight stench of the grave and even of his total lack of warmth. She had held him a while. He was, perhaps, not the perfect brother. But he had died trying to avenge her honor on Odin, though she had not asked him to do so.

      They sat now, by the window. Guthorm had said very little. Indeed, a hole in his chest, much larger than the one in his throat, made his words sound too wheezy. He need not have said much in any event. Gudrun knew what must have happened. A faint red gleam hid behind Guthorm’s pupils. Yes, he had become a draug.

      Odin had left his body in the snow. And perhaps, in his rage, the mist could have animated his corpse, trapped his soul to its torment. Perhaps, but Gudrun knew better. Grimhild, their own mother, had raised him. Maybe she could not stand the thought of losing her favorite child, or maybe she simply would not let go of such a valuable tool as the assassin prince.

      Long ago, while Gudrun trained as a sorceress, Grimhild had ensured a vaettr possessed Gudrun. She had been a powerless observer, trapped in her own mind for days. Watching as her body was used for whatever the snow maiden wanted. To torment her, it had sated its lust on a man she hated. It had used her voice and body to order soldiers she did like to fight one another, even to the death.

      And Gudrun had raged, screamed, beat the inside of her own skull to make it stop. And the spirit had laughed, fed on her suffering. Later, Grimhild had finally exorcised the spirit. The vaettr managed to break all of Gudrun’s fingers in the process. The queen had claimed it was a lesson, a warning of what could happen when a sorceress pushed too hard against the Veil.

      As Gudrun had lain abed, in agony and shame and self-loathing, she had wondered about the story of another sorceress possessed by a Mist spirit, the one who had killed her own family. That sorceress had pushed too hard and paid for it. For the first time, Gudrun had wondered if the woman in the story was Grimhild.

      “I’m so sorry, brother,” she said at last.

      “There is pain …” he rasped. “Pain that never heals.”

      Gudrun swallowed. This was a fate Grimhild used on her enemies. She had damned Prince Álf and the rest of her Bone Guard to eternal torment for opposing her. But her own son!

      “Why did she do this?”

      “She says … my anger holds me here. But she will release me … when my task is done …”

      Gudrun scowled. Of course, the vile bitch. Whether Grimhild would actually release Guthorm if he did her bidding was another story. “What does she ask?”

      “Hunt down … the fire priest. Bring him … in chains.” Guthorm shifted, dropped a thin chain on the floor. That must have been orichalcum, ensorcelled to bind even Loge. This was the plan Grimhild spoke of. The priest had destroyed draugar already, true, but one like Guthorm, armed with such a chain …

      Guthorm could not refuse Grimhild’s command, and if Loge destroyed his body, he’d be freed. Maybe that was what he would hope for. Gudrun ground her teeth, wanting to curse the queen. But the woman held sway over Guthorm, and she could never trust him as an ally. He had always been her favorite in life, and now this.

      Hel, but she pitied him. And if Grimhild was willing to inflict such agony on her cherished son, she would not hesitate to do worse to Gudrun. And had Grimhild left her son here with orders to meet Gudrun, just to send that message?

      Gudrun patted Guthorm on his cold, dead hand. “Volsung will move his army soon. March with them. Don’t try to strike Loge until he is distracted.”

      “I am the assassin … would you teach me my trade?”

      Gudrun sniffed. “I’m tired, brother. Please let me rest.”

      He rose stiffly, retrieved the chain, and left.

      When he had shut the door, Gudrun dropped onto the bed, trembling. Damn it. Damn Grimhild. And damn Odin for killing her half brother. The only way this might ever end would be for Gudrun to become more powerful than the queen. And to do that, she needed more knowledge.

      Sighing, she rose and slammed the windows shut. Then she pulled the grimoire from her satchel and spread it on the bed. There were answers here—Hel had provided them—if only Gudrun was clever enough to decipher them.
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      Soon, the ships would be done. The Aesir would sail for Vanaheim. And Odin still had no plan—least none he’d told Tyr. Didn’t bode well. Odin had called him his champion once again, true enough. Said Tyr had earned back that right when he fought the draugar. The king still didn’t take his counsel. Not anymore.

      Tyr wandered the camp, inspecting the longships. They needed to be strong. Idunn had advised on the building. Said they might have endure nigh unto two days at sea. No one much cared for that. Sailors kept to the coast, made land for night. Otherwise, fucking mist would blind you, even as it poisoned you.

      Skaldun tribe was building this one. Zisa wasn’t exactly the new jarl. No, but men looked to her. And she looked down at Tyr. He hadn’t won back her trust. Maybe never would. Nor did he need to. It was Idunn who graced his thoughts, oft as not. She sat on the beach again, staring out over the waves. She always sat there of late.

      Beautiful, graceful, and … tormented. Even Tyr could see that much, and he wasn’t so good with reading women. She spoke less these days. Her losing that bubbling sense of life—well it set his teeth to grinding.

      Tyr cracked his neck.

      Odin had let him keep Gramr, but bid Tyr not to draw her unless times grew dire.

      Idunn sat by the shore, looking all forlorn. Not dancing or laughing or chattering.

      Eh. What good would the runeblade do now? Would he slay her melancholy?

      Tyr trudged over and stared at her a moment. She looked so tiny now, just a hair over five foot, and slender as a waif. Could almost make him forget she’d seen thousands of winters pass by. “You, uh … I’d like to talk to you.”

      “Hmm? Oh. I’m always happy to talk, Tyr.”

      “Can we, uh … in private? My tent?”

      At that she turned, arching an eyebrow. Quirking that little half-smile he loved. She said naught else, though, and rose. Followed him back.
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      “You want to do more than talk, don’t you,” she said, when she ducked into his tent.

      Tyr swallowed, a little stunned by her brazenness. Probably shouldn’t be. Idunn was no shieldmaiden, but she was at least as forward as one. He liked that, the confidence. Surety. A woman who knew what she wanted and wasn’t afraid to go after it. Maybe there was something he could learn from that. From her endless lifetimes of experience. Maybe that, even given centuries, life was too short to be held back by doubt?

      It was why he asked her here. Wasn’t it? His damned tongue felt heavy as a stone and covered in wool.

      “I would … I would wed you, Idunn, if you will have me.”

      “W-wed me? Uh, well …” Idunn suddenly pulled away. She settled on the ground across from him.

      Had he misread her? He’d thought she wanted him. They’d spent so much time together since Idavollir. He shook his head. “I’m sorry. I thought …”

      Idunn chuckled nervously. “Yes. I thought you just wanted to sleep together. I mean, that would be fun, but I … uh … I can’t marry you, Tyr.”

      He groaned. Cracked his neck. Woman wanted to sleep with him, but not marry him. She was a damned shieldmaiden. Or was it because she was Vanr? “Would it change things, after we reach Vanaheim?”

      “Um, not for the better, I’m afraid. I mean, my husband is there. He’s not going to want me to bring home a new one.”

      Husband? Frey’s flaming sword! Married? How had she … Why hadn’t she ever said so? And she had just offered to sleep with him. Had already slept with him, back when he’d had that apple. Tyr shook himself. Backed away, snatched up Gramr from where she lay amidst his furs. Even sheathed, her weight was a small comfort.

      An adulteress, much like Tyr’s own former wife? One who couldn’t even be bothered to leave her own husband.

      “No, Tyr, please listen,” Idunn stammered.

      Gods, but he’d always been too blind when it came to women.

      “Look, put that thing down, Tyr.” Idunn was eying Gramr. Jealous bitch. “We’ve lain together before.”

      His hand was shaking.

      Punish her.

      No. Gramr was wrong. He wouldn’t hurt Idunn, not ever. “You speak openly of your shame, woman.”

      “What shame? Because we slept together? It doesn’t have to be an issue. It was only natural, especially in light of the apple.”

      Tyr growled and shoved Gramr back under the furs lest he be tempted to use her. He didn’t have so much left of the honor Borr had instilled in him. He’d bled it dry in Aujum to make Odin king and lost more still fighting the Niflungar and their dark servants. Had to keep what he could.

      “Oh, come now. I know you enjoyed it. You can’t tell me you wouldn’t want to do that again.”

      He spun on her. “It will not happen again, Idunn.”

      She held up placating hands. “You don’t owe the woman anything, Tyr. Zisa is not your wife any longer.”

      Tyr scowled. “I may not be married any longer, but you are.”

      “Well, that’s my problem, isn’t it?”

      He threw up his hands. “You are a wanton enchantress!”

      An anger he had never seen now darkened her eyes. “Are either of those words meant as insults? Certainly, I am an enchantress, though if I enchanted you it was with no more than a smile and a shake of my arse. And wanton? Are you so naïve? You, who have eaten the golden apples of Yggdrasil and become a god—you cling to your mortal preconceptions of morality and the World around you. But you are no longer mortal, Tyr. In the face of unfolding centuries, one begins to understand how truly petty it is to deny yourself what your heart and body crave over some misplaced sense of propriety. That very propriety is but a limitation invented by mortals as means for men to assure themselves of paternity of their own children.”

      “You call me petty, woman? You disdain your own people for having lost touch with their humanity. Yet you are quick to cast aside human values when they don’t suit you.” He clenched his fist so tightly, his fingers hurt. That pain was a welcome distraction from her words.

      “Do you have any idea what this is like for me? You think it’s easy for me to betray my own kind, help bring about their downfall? No! You never stopped to wonder what I was going through, that maybe I just wanted a little comfort. I haven’t cast aside human values—I was trying to make a human connection! I disdain my people, as you say, because they abandoned humanity out in the cold. Not because they got over base customs designed to control them.”

      Tyr recoiled. Never had he seen such anger in the woman. He had hurt her far more than he had intended to. He wanted to object, to tell her that the Vanir had left humanity in the cold because they had left behind human honor. But Idunn was the last person he wanted to fight with. And she was right about one thing. He had not considered she might have turned to him for reasons beyond wanton lust, or even love. That she was feeling lost, alone, and a traitor to all she had been raised to. He opened his mouth to try to voice some apology, but she cut him off.

      “No. No, I’ve heard enough for one day, Tyr. I came to your people to save you, and the majority of the Aesir treat me with distrust. Sometimes I think Odin is the only one among you with vision. And one day, your lack of foresight will wind up costing you all. I pray I did not make a mistake in bringing the Aesir here.” Before he could form any response, she spun and rushed away, out of his tent.

      Tyr stared after her. Part of him wanting to chase her, part of him rooted to his spot. He shook his head. He had wronged her, wronged the woman they were all counting on to deliver them victory. An inauspicious way to begin the final leg of their journey to Vanaheim.
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      Grimhild’s varulfur had not found them, and, given the long days of walking, Sigyn had had plenty of time to practice what Loki had spoken of. Ever since she’d eaten the apple, she’d had greater endurance and an ability to heal from injuries much more quickly. Now, though, she seemed able to direct such abilities if she concentrated hard enough. She could block out the pain in her feet or the fatigue from her legs, even ignore the chafing of the damned wool tunic.

      Of course, ignoring a problem did not mean it didn’t exist. Her body could heal more quickly, but it did still suffer injuries, and at the end of the first night she’d found the sores on her feet cracked and bleeding. By morning, they had almost healed—might have done so, had she not proceeded to further abuse her feet all that day.

      Somewhere in Hunaland, they reached a river running through the Myrkvidr, and this they followed for quite some time until now, towards twilight, they stumbled upon a village. No wall protected the village itself, though each of the dozen houses had their own spiked fence that might have served to bar wild animals, but would have done naught at all against varulfur or human foes.

      Sigyn tapped a finger against her lip while gazing into the village. A village meant women, and women would have clothes much better suited for her, though, of course, they had very little with which to barter. Had she her bow, she might have brought down game, but as it was they had eaten naught but berries and roots, and had to count themselves lucky for that.

      Loki placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Do you not wish to enter?”

      “Hmm. Oh, I do. Something here seems amiss, though.”

      “What?”

      “I’m not certain.”

      Loki grunted, then pushed forward.

      Sigyn followed him toward the village square, and, as they drew closer, the problem became obvious. She had heard few people ahead because almost no one was about. Indeed, they saw only an old woman sitting by a cook fire, and a few children, each no more than four winters old.

      She glanced back at Loki, whose own face gave naught away, though she’d have sworn some foreboding lurked in his eyes. Sigyn approached the old woman who looked up sharply. Even the children all faltered, staring at her no doubt disheveled appearance.

      “Where is everyone?” She had meant to ask about shelter, food, and clothes, but the question had slipped out before she could think better of it.

      The old woman glanced at the wood beyond the village. “Working.”

      “Now?” Sigyn tried not to scoff. “It’s almost sunset. Who would …” She choked on her words. What if this were no human village at all? Who worked at night? Vaettir. Spirits in possession of the bodies of men or women, perhaps, even a whole settlement. Once, Sigyn had disdained Frigg’s beliefs in the beings of the Otherworlds. Now, unfortunately, she knew better. Rán herself had threatened to have Sigyn possessed by a mermaid. So what else might lurk here, in this village?

      The old woman stared down at her cooking pot, suddenly consumed with it.

      Loki remained as unreadable as ever, though he stared off north, where the old woman’s gaze had looked for a moment.

      All Sigyn had to do was ask for a set of clothes and be away from here before the others got back. That was it. She didn’t need to stay here, risk … whatever these people were caught up in.

      She did not consciously strain her ears, but still the scream reached her, carried on the breeze wafting in from the north. A woman’s scream of terror, followed by sobs, begging to be released. Loki didn’t react. Maybe he hadn’t heard it, but now that she had, could she truly ignore such a thing?

      Damn.

      Damn, but no. She had to do something.

      “Sigyn …” Loki said.

      She shook her head and took off in a dash toward the north. She paused to snatch up a lantern hanging from a post nearby. It smelled of whale oil. These villagers must trade with whalers, which meant the river must run to the sea. While welcome news, it did not help her current situation much.

      Dozens of tracks marred the ground leading back into the forest. Even now, at dusk, she could follow such an obvious trail. She pushed on, swift as she dared, until she came to slight clearing where it seemed nigh unto the whole village had gathered. Only one of them bore a torch, and that a young man of no more than twelve winters. Despite the lack of flame, the mists had not congregated here and, indeed, seemed to recede away from the clearing, barely permeating it.

      All the village turned to her, most of all a naked girl tied to a tree with a hemp rope. The poor girl—no more than fifteen winters old—had pissed herself in terror and chafed her wrists until they bled trying to escape the bonds.

      What the fuck was this? A human sacrifice? Well, Sigyn had the stage now.

      “What crime is this girl accused of?”

      “It’s no concern of yours,” an old man said. The others looked to him, meaning he was the village chief or elder and no doubt the one responsible for this twisted spectacle.

      Behind her, she heard Loki moving in the shadows, though human ears would not have caught his passage. He’d support whatever she chose to do. Sometimes, the most brazen move is the best, not because one had the strength to back it up, but simply because it could catch others unprepared and drive them to defend when they ought to mount a counteroffensive.

      “On behalf of King Odin, god among men, I command you to release the girl immediately.”

      The villagers looked at each other, clearly bewildered, while the elder stammered, and Sigyn pushed onward, toward the prisoner. Chances were, people in this remote village would never have even heard of Odin. Nevertheless, now they’d be asking themselves if they should have heard of this god-king. Sigyn’s fingers twitched, seeking the comfort of a bow she no longer had.

      “We cannot … cannot deny the lady her due,” the elder said.

      The lady? Were they sacrificing this girl to Hel? Or some other fell goddess?

      Sigyn stared at the man, doing her best to match Frigg’s most regal gaze. A few more steps and she’d reach the girl. Since she didn’t have a knife, she’d have to untie the damned rope, which meant she needed to buy as much time as possible.

      “You do not understand … she cannot be denied.”

      “Nor can King Odin. Odin, lord of the Aesir! Slayer of jotunnar and dragons, he who brought low trolls and sorcerers.” Sigyn grasped the rope and began fumbling with the ties with one hand, while keeping her eyes on the crowd. “Odin the mighty, who crossed back from the Realm of the dead!”

      Huh. Actually, it did sound rather impressive, when she considered all he had done. The damned knot didn’t want to give. It was going to take both hands.

      “Odin who … took to bed nine valkyries and sated them all!” So she was making that part up. Men loved to hear about legendary—if ludicrous—sexual prowess. Maybe they imagined themselves in such a place. “Odin, who—”

      A tremendous crack resounded through the clearing as a nearby ash tree split halfway down the middle. Everyone cringed—including Sigyn—and, at the same moment, a nude woman began to wrest herself from the midst of the tree. Her skin was like bark, at least at first, but the further she pulled out of the tree, the more human-like it became, even if it retained an unnatural color. A pale, luminous green light lingered in her eyes.

      The villagers fell to their knees, praising their askafroa—an ash wife.

      They worshipped a fucking ash wife.

      And the ash wife stepped out of the tree, one slender foot treading upon the ground, then another. Those glowing green eyes fixed first on her intended sacrifice and then on Sigyn, who faltered in her attempts to free the girl.

      Well, damn.

      Sigyn did the only thing she could think of. She flung the lantern at the ash wife.

      It fell short, broke upon the ground, and still had the intended effect as the whale oil ignited a sudden conflagration. The ash wife shrieked and fell back several steps, hands raised to ward against the flames.

      With the vaettr distracted, Sigyn redoubled her efforts on the ropes. At last the knot gave way. The girl jerked free and took off running. She had gone but a few steps when a vine dropped down from the canopy and surged toward her.

      Sigyn shoved the girl, knocking her away from the vine, and then dropped to the ground an instant before it tried to snare her. By the time she rose, the ash wife had vanished off to Freyja knew where. Sigyn grabbed the girl, jerked her to her feet, and ran back toward the village.

      They passed out of the clearing, and, as they did so, Loki stepped forward, sweeping his arm in an arc. The flames responded, rising into a wall that would impede any pursuit from the villagers. The ash wife, though, would prove a greater threat.

      They had to get away from the trees, and, in the Myrkvidr, that meant the river. They had to reach the river.
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      For two days, more and more men and shieldmaidens had arrived at the castle. Jarls and thegns from a dozen tribes loyal to King Volsung answered his levy. Many of these were men his father had won after taking this castle, but no few of the warriors had joined Volsung himself. The king had a taste for battle and seemed so apt to reap glory that Gudrun had to wonder if Grimhild had granted him some supernatural blessing. Maybe that was why she had chosen him now. The queen was always planning ahead, a trait Gudrun would have to learn from her soon enough.

      Like their king, many of these Hunalanders were eager to take revenge on the Aesir. Ironic—Gudrun would have thought them reluctant after being so crushed. But these men valued pride and honor more than life itself, and, in truth, why not? After all, their lives were always short.

      Indeed, from the swiftness with which the warriors converged, Volsung must have already summoned some of them. Meaning, most likely, Grimhild had ordered Guthorm to tell the king the same thing Gudrun had. Why then send Gudrun at all? A test, perhaps, or a message to either Gudrun, Volsung, or both. Grimhild had schemed and plotted for centuries, building her power, preparing for the day when the Niflungar would retake Midgard. Gudrun could not hope to uncover all those schemes at once. The best she could do was make certain she had enough plays of her own to be the one who came out on top. In the end, Hel would reward the one who best served her.

      Most of the warriors arrived in longships now gathered in the harbor, though the people made camp around the castle. So many ships.

      Gudrun stood on the battlements, watching them all. An army of sails. It would be a terrible army, one the Aesir—after such losses as they had already suffered—could not well prepare for. Gudrun almost pitied them. Save for Loge. The fire priest was too dangerous; Gudrun had seen it with her own eyes.

      Rumors had circulated the castle of a few men and women gone missing out in the camps. Deserters, most claimed, cowards afraid to fight the savage Aesir once again. Some perhaps were at that, but Gudrun suspected Fenrir had picked off others to sate his unnatural hungers. A spirit as old as that was godlike in both power and appetite and all the more inimical to humanity. It had even less place on Midgard than other beings from beyond the Veil. When this was all over, when Gudrun was queen of the Niflungar, she would find some way to banish that creature. Grimhild was beyond a fool to think she could control so primal a beast.

      Below, in the courtyard, Volsung emerged, followed by Hljod. The two chatted lightly—too far away for Gudrun to make out their words—but the obvious, growing familiarity concerned her. True, the savage descendants of the Siklings did tend to choose mates quickly. Their lives were short, so they often decided on things like love seemingly on a whim. Still, she had to wonder if Volsung’s interest in her apprentice had as much to do with laying a hold on the Niflungar as it did with lust. Ironic, given she’d considered sending Hljod to do the same to him. And why should Gudrun be surprised to find a young, headstrong girl smitten by a king, and at an age when most of her people would be married off and bearing a child or three?

      The girl looked up at her, and Gudrun took the opportunity to beckon her over. Hljod stared at her as if she might consider refusing the summons, then she turned to Volsung, said something, and headed for the stairs.
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      Gudrun awaited Hljod’s approach, keeping her eyes on the gathering army. Hel, but Grimhild had changed things with Guthorm. Had she raised him before losing the grimoire? Had Guthorm been out there, in the World, still doing his mother’s bidding even in death? She could ask him, of course, but he might be under orders to report her questions back to Grimhild.

      If Gudrun was to take the crown, she needed plays of her own. She needed allies more loyal to her than to Grimhild. And Hljod could do that but … but Gudrun would not order it. Never. She would never force the girl to it.

      “What are you even looking at up here? It’s cold as Hel.”

      Gudrun didn’t turn at Hljod’s approach, but she did cringe at her words. “Do not invoke the lady’s name so flippantly, girl.”

      “Ah. Sorry. There’s none greater.”

      “Hmmm.” Gudrun let her eyes relax, embracing the Sight to look into the Penumbra. Slowly, she turned around, making certain no spirits lurked nearby. Ghosts and other fouler things played about the castle, more in the camp, but none close, none watching her. Gudrun blinked, allowing her eyes to return to the Mortal Realm. Now she did turn to look at her apprentice. “Are you sleeping with Volsung?”

      “What? No! I mean … no. I’m not.” She fidgeted, tugging at her dress. “We haven’t done anything.”

      “It’s not a criticism if you were, Hljod. I’ve already shown you how to make brews to make sure nothing unwanted takes root in your womb. But if you were to do so, if something did take root …”

      Hljod’s mouth hung open, but her eyes were smiling. “Are you asking me to carry his bastard?”

      “No. I will not ask it.” Gudrun leaned back on the battlement wall and folded her arms. “If, however, you so choose, it might be fortuitous. He might even claim you as a wife.”

      Hljod laughed, grinning like a fool and spinning around as though taking in some skald’s tale. Then she sighed and shook her head. “But I’m no one.”

      “Whoever you were born, Hljod, I have made you one of the Niflungar. You are a fledging sorceress, yes, but you have been embraced by a princess of ancient lineage. This hardly makes you no one. And I rather think he fancies both you and the position you hold.”

      She rubbed her arms, looking lost, like someone not daring to hope. “I could really have that?”

      So. It was what she wanted. “Would you rather be a queen than a sorceress?”

      Her face fell, and she grabbed Gudrun’s hand, finally seeming to realize the price of joining Volsung. “You promised me power.”

      “A queen has power, Hljod. On the other hand, if you want to remain by my side, you can do so. Do not sleep with the king, or, if you do so, do not allow his seed to take hold. One day, when this is done, I will leave Volsung’s court. You will have to choose to come with me or remain with him.”

      She shook her head, obvious disappointment washing over her young face. “No. I would never turn my back on you. Not after what you’ve done for me.”

      Gudrun swallowed the lump in her throat. Hljod’s gratitude was touching, and, truth be told, she loved the girl almost as a sister. But still, to defeat the queen, she needed assets. She needed pawns. And that thought filled her with such bile, she wanted to spit over the battlement, propriety be damned. Such thoughts made her into Grimhild. She shook herself and squeezed Hljod’s hand.

      “I never doubted your loyalty to me. But you are equally valuable to me as a queen or a sorceress, and the choice is yours. If you want this king for yourself, I can help you get him and keep him. Or come with me and continue your studies.”

      “I … How long do I have to decide?”

      “A little while. We will sail soon enough. I suggest you make your decision before we leave.”

      Hljod nodded. Then she threw her arms around Gudrun and held her tight, whispering in her ear. “Thank you for the choice. For everything.”

      Gudrun patted the girl on the back, not daring to speak lest the tears beginning to well in her eyes should break.
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      The Vall emperor had allowed the Aesir to march through his country and into Andalus, a land embroiled in intermittent but fierce struggles between the Vall Empire and the Serkland Caliphate. The Serklanders came from beyond the Midgard Wall, in Utgard, and thus did not even qualify as South Realmers. Odin had no desire to involve himself in such conflicts while Vanaheim loomed before him, and thus he had negotiated with the Empire to remain within its holdings in Andalus. Ideally, they would have camped at what Idunn called the Straits of Herakles, nearest to Vanaheim, but that region remained the most contested by the Serklanders. Instead, they remained further north. And that had seemed wise, save that now, every two moons or so, a Vall emissary showed up expecting fresh tribute to ensure the Aesir remained unmolested on the shores.

      As now, when the man—overdressed in embroidered silks that would have looked ostentatious on a princess—came calling on him in his hall.

      “You cannot trust these Serklanders,” the emissary said. The man spoke the Northern tongue badly, and with a lilting accent that grated on Odin’s ears and made him want to break the South Realmer’s nose. “They say they lie down with … uh, well, I don’t think your language has a word for it—so call them, uh, Fire vaettir.”

      Odin drummed his fingers on the armrest of his hastily constructed throne. Frigg had insisted he needed a throne, even here, to maintain the semblance of authority. The jarls did not openly question him, but after all that had happened in his absence, his wife seemed to fear further disloyalty among the tribes. “I have very little interest in Serkland.” At least at the moment. “You, however, have been paid rather handsomely for safe passage through your lands.”

      “Indeed, you might think so, and yet keeping this beach free of Serklanders requires extraordinary effort, which, in turn, requires extraordinary expense. Surely your, uh, adventures through Hunaland might help us continue to fund our mutual defenses.”

      Odin glowered. Before allowing the emissary into the hall, Tyr had argued they ought to refuse. After all, the man had pointed out the Valls could hardly afford to fight the Aesir and the Serklanders, both. Odin did not entirely disagree, but if he refused now, he made an enemy of the Vall Empire. Given how many lives they had already lost, he needed no new enemies, and he certainly did not want them behind him while he tried to scout Vanaheim.

      When Odin gave no answer, the emissary began to shift his weight from foot to foot. “Uh, so, perhaps we might discuss specific terms of tribute to the emperor?”

      One did not harm an emissary, and yet, Odin could not help but envision sending the emperor a tribute of this man’s head. Odin rose from his throne, leaning on Gungnir as he paced closer to the emissary. He stood almost a head taller than the man, so he forced the Vall to crane his neck to meet his gaze. “Emissary.”

      “Uh, yes, King Odin?”

      Send his soul screaming into the Roil …

      Odin curled his lip at the wraith’s tempting suggestion. He could kill this man—save for restriction of law, custom, and practicality. Still, the temptation remained. “If the mighty Vall Empire cannot hold back the Serklanders, perhaps it is them to whom we ought to pay tribute to ensure we remain left alone.”

      “Uh …” The emissary took a step back, and then another, looking around as if suddenly realizing the danger he had walked into. “Surely your majesty cannot think to bargain with these foreign savages.”

      “Not yet. But do not test my patience, Vall, for it has reached its end. I will send you back with one last chest of silver in tribute. If that will not suffice to ensure the empire’s continued friendship, I will look for friends elsewhere.”

      The Vall mopped his brow with a tiny cloth. “Your majesty is most generous.”

      Odin waved him away. “Get out.”

      He would send someone to pay that final tribute, yes. Odin had larger concerns than these squabbling empires of men. Very soon, he would instead ride to challenge a kingdom of gods.
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      The girl was weeping and kept trying to cling to Sigyn’s shoulder. They didn’t have time for this. They had drawn up against the riverbank only to be surrounded by the villagers.

      “You have no idea what you’ve done!” the elder shouted at them.

      Though many villagers had raised axes or farm tools against them, none advanced, a blessing Sigyn attributed to the flame dancing in Loki’s palm as he stood silent watch over them. Such a stalemate had held through the night, and—Freyja be praised—the ash wife had not ventured beyond the edge of her wood to pursue them.

      Nor need she do so, in truth.

      There was nowhere for anyone to go except back into the forest.

      “The lady must have her sacrifice,” one of the other women moaned. “Gyrlin was chosen.”

      Sigyn had made what she considered rather cogent arguments against human sacrifice, bargaining with vaettir, and most of all against snuffing out the lives of the innocent. At the least the Aesir usually only sacrificed criminals. None of her arguments had gotten through to the village folk, nor in truth, would she have expected any different. A people got used to a certain way of thinking such that, anyone trying to show them another path, even with logic or compassion, became naught but an enemy, a threat to a way of life that, no matter how putrid, they had accepted as their own.

      And maybe, knowing this, she would have left in the first place and allowed these self-deluding folk to remain mired in their own ignorance until it finally killed them all. But then, had she done so, Gyrlin would be dead already. The girl had seen another dawn because of Sigyn, and she supposed that was something to be proud of.

      “Do ash wives eat people?” she asked Loki, careful to keep her voice too low for others to catch.

      “Sometimes. More oft though, they feast on souls. Or perhaps this one intended to let another of her kind possess Gyrlin and thus swell their ranks.”

      Sigyn frowned. “And when denied?”

      “They can spread illness and blight, drive away game, foul the river.”

      So by saving Gyrlin, Sigyn may well have damned the rest of these villagers. Still, how was she to pity a people willing to murder a young girl who had done no wrong? Damn, but she could not wish such an urd even upon these people. She tapped a finger against her lip. Only one recourse seemed open to her.

      “Frigg told me a story once, that every ash wife is bound to a heart tree, and that without it she would wither away.”

      Loki also spoke softly, not taking his eyes off the crowd. “Kill her tree, and she loses her tether in the Mortal Realm. But Sigyn, do not forget that, when propitiated the ash wife no doubt offers some service to these people. She appears to keep the mist at bay and quite likely ensures plenty of game and fish. Take that away—”

      “And they must fend for themselves, same as any other people, and without the need to cast away their children to sate the hunger of a vaettr. I’m doing this.”

      “How? Not even you can pass through the forest without the ash wife detecting you.”

      Sigyn glanced over her shoulder at Gyrlin. “We have something she wants.” The very thought of it set her stomach lurching. Such a cruel, calculating move seemed more akin to what she’d expect of her enemies. But Sigyn needed a way to keep the ash wife distracted while she searched for its heart tree. Sigyn grabbed Gyrlin now and pulled her forward. “I’m sorry for this,” she whispered in the girl’s ear. Then she looked to the elder. “Very well. Your arguments have convinced us. Take her back to the clearing.”

      The look of abject, speechless betrayal on Gyrlin’s face was almost enough to stop Sigyn’s heart in shame.
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      The villagers wasted no time in taking the girl away, and indeed, paid Sigyn very little mind the moment she handed over Gyrlin. No doubt thoughts of vengeance would come to them later, but in the meantime Sigyn was able to slip off, away from them. In the village, she snatched up an axe one of her would-be attackers had discarded.

      This would prove easier with Loki at her side—or if not easier, less frightening—but someone needed to watch over Gyrlin and make sure the ash wife did not actually kill the girl. With fire, Loki could do that.

      Sigyn let them bind the girl and begin their prayers before she slipped into the wood herself. With the slightest bit of luck, those prayers and the wailing girl would hold the ash wife’s full attention while Sigyn passed unnoticed among the trees. Now, though, she could afford to waste no more time. She moved quickly, deeper and deeper into the wood.

      Frigg had said a vӧlva recognized a heart tree by its twisted shape, the very wood warped by the presence of the ash wife’s soul. Whether the tree actually had to be an ash tree, or that was merely a name, Sigyn didn’t know, so she had to examine every large tree she came across. In the Myrkvidr, that was a lot of trees.

      She ran deeper into the wood, sniffing for aught that might smell amiss, tasting the air for any hint of the Otherworldly. It was a desperate move, a hope she might detect something that might well prove undetectable. What else was she to do? Not far back, Gyrlin was being tied to a tree to become a sacrifice to this monster.

      Damn, what she wouldn’t give for Loki’s or Odin’s or even Frigg’s gift of the Sight. All of them treated it like a burden, but some prescient insight would go a damned long way at times like this. If only she could …

      Sigyn paused.

      Up until this point, squirrels, birds, and the like had graced the boughs of nigh unto every tree she passed. But here, all of a sudden, no more surrounded her. As if they sensed something she did not—maybe because they had some sense she lacked, however keen her others had become.

      Slowing, she continued deeper into the wood. The ash wife’s unnatural soul must rest within one of these trees. Sigyn ran her fingertips over the bark of one. Naught odd there. Again, and again, she touched tree after tree.

      Until, at last, she came upon one she had no desire to touch. Here, the trunk had turned upon itself like the braids in a maiden’s hair, twined together and bent, with its boughs stretching down to scrape the ground and mesh with roots. After a shuddering breath, Sigyn laid her hand against the trunk. Within it pulsed something not unlike a thick, off-rhythm heartbeat.

      She swallowed. So. She had found it.

      After several steadying breaths, Sigyn raised the axe. This was it. Kill this tree, or Gyrlin was damned—destined to be consumed in body or soul by the vile ash wife these people mistook for a goddess. Damn. This sort of thing ought to have fallen upon Odin or his ilk. With a shriek, Sigyn slammed the axe into the twisted trunk. It only bit the surface, but the impact sent her arms tingling. Except it wasn’t just her arms—the whole fucking tree was trembling, groaning, writhing in disquiet, like the grim dead waking. Sigyn hewed again. This time, black ichor exploded out of the wound, stinging her eyes and drenching her stolen tunic. Unlike blood, it was cool and viscous and burned her skin.

      The tree shrieked like some damned soul fleeing the gates of Hel. The ash wife knew Sigyn was here and would no doubt delight on feasting on her soul any moment now. Again and again Sigyn laid into the trunk, chopping and hewing, tearing out chips and spraying more of the burning black fluid all over her. Every time she breathed, grunting with effort, the vile stuff seeped into her mouth. Its acrid stench filled her nostrils. And she was not getting through this.

      Without warning, vines exploded from the roots around the heart tree, snaking in and out and surging for her. Sigyn screamed, stumbling away, but too late. A vine snared her ankle and yanked her off her feet, hanging her upside down. It jerked from side to side, slamming her against the tree trunk once. The axe tumbled out of her dazed fingers and her vision swam in a black and red haze. As her view began to clear, the trunk ruptured, exposing a maw-like hollow lined with fibrous roots pulsing like limbs.

      Another vine snared her wrist, and the two of them began dragging her toward that maw. From inside, a fell green light began to gleam, shimmering like a poisonous moon. Sigyn’s stomach clenched so hard she couldn’t even squeeze a shriek through her throat. Please, please let Loki be close. Let him come and save her again.

      She grabbed the vine and yanked, having no more effect against it than a child would against an adult. As she drew nigh to the trunk, she managed to turn about, and brace one foot against it. The vines kept pulling until she felt like her knee would pop.

      He had said … had said he might not always be able to save her.

      Please! Not like this!

      It was inside her, Loki had promised it. Inside, the very same power! The power that—

      Her knee creaked, and she wailed in agony. The ash wife was tearing her to pieces, would devour her whole and leave naught for her love to ever find.

      Sigyn screamed again, not only in torment, but in gut-wrenching rage. She was not going to be separated from him like this. He needed her. Her people, her sister, they needed her. And she was not done with life yet.

      She shut her eyes rather than gaze into that putrescent maw, and in her mind forced the picture back, envisioning the rivers of life force coursing through her form. The pneuma filled her with the same power as Loki or Odin. She need but direct it. Sigyn had never known a battle fever like a warrior, but she could imagine it. Imagine ignoring pain and becoming stronger than she’d ever thought herself capable.

      In a single instant, the throbbing ache in her limbs faded—it did not vanish, for she knew it was there, but it became a distant misery, overshadowed by the wrath and vivacity that suddenly suffused her. She screamed again, this time in fury, grabbing the vine around her wrist and yanking with all her newfound might. Fibers within the vine split and then tore free.

      The tree shrieked again. For a moment she hung loose, then she grabbed the vine around her ankle with both hands. It creaked, groaned, and then rent in half. Sigyn fell like a stone and smacked her spine against the roots. The impact knocked the power out of her, and her injuries hit her like a waterfall, immersing her. Everything hurt. All she could see was pain. All she could do was moan.

      A tree split beside her, the ash wife wresting her torso free of it. Black blood drenched her as well, streaming down her naked form in rivers. Sigyn seized the pneuma and flooded it into her limbs again, blocking pain and enhancing her strength.

      Groaning in effort, she rolled over, snatched up the axe, and stumbled toward the heart tree. Another thwack. More ichor splattered on her. Another swing and the axe bit into pliant flesh.

      The ash wife pitched forward, clutching her chest and wailing, crawling toward Sigyn in a frantic attempt to forestall the inevitable. Sigyn, panting, spared the ash wife a final glance.

      “Go back to the fell world that spawned you.” She spun and plunged the axe deep into the pulsing heart of the tree. Gore jetted out from that heart with such force, it hurled her off her feet and sent her tumbling over the ichor-slicked ground.

      When she at last managed to roll over, the ash wife lay staring up at the canopy with empty eyes. Her ribcage had ruptured like the tree trunk, exposing a knotted mess of roots where bones and organs ought to have resided.

      Sigyn shut her eyes, unable to fight against the shudders any longer. She wrapped her arms around herself and tried to ignore the noxious fluid drenching her and burning her skin.
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      Though she had wiped the ichor from her face as best she could, Sigyn had no doubt the black gore staining every speck of her flesh and clothes made her appear like a specter drifting into the village. She dragged the axe behind her in one hand, the other pulling the ash wife’s head by the hair. Severing it had proved more difficult than she’d expected, requiring three swings and—to her surprise—human blood.

      The flame in Loki’s hand flickered and died as he looked upon her, yet she could have sworn a hint of pride lurked behind his crystal-blue eyes. He knew what she had done, without his help, without need for anyone to come and save her. She had slain a vaettr in its own domain. Odin himself would have been impressed.

      Sigyn flung the head in the midst of the villagers, her arm aching. Using her pneuma to drawn upon superhuman strength had drained her, as if she still had to pay a price for what she put her body through. Chills wracked her chest, and though the situation demanded she remain the implacable, unassailable representative of King Odin, all she wanted was to curl up next to a fire and sleep for days.

      Gyrlin, who had knelt behind Loki, slowly rose from her crouch, eyes wide.

      “W-what have you done?” the elder said.

      “Freed you.”

      “You’ve damned us! What of the mist? Without her protection, the varulfur, the trolls, the draugar—”

      Sigyn flung the axe between his legs. The blade embedded in mud at the elder’s feet, and he looked down at it, mouth agape. “Face them. And at least know you do so without selling your souls to some other vaettr, nor pissing away the lives of your young women.”

      Not that Gyrlin was like to be safe in this village any longer. Once Sigyn had gone, the villagers would blame her. With luck, they would only ostracize her. Without luck, perhaps they would kill her themselves, as if any of this had been her fault.

      Sigyn wiped a grimy hand across her forehead, then stumbled to where the girl stood. “Have you kin anywhere else?”

      “I … I … down the river, by the sea. My brother is a captain beholden to King Volsung.”

      Sigyn almost groaned. Volsung had proved himself foe to all Aesir already and would no doubt hang Sigyn and Loki both, given the chance. And yet … “A captain with his own ship?”

      Gyrlin nodded. “Newly promoted, indeed. I was engaged here, but when my betrothed fell to pox, the villagers blamed me. Thought I’d make an apt sacrifice to the lady.”

      Sigyn glanced back at the villagers. Maybe she ought to have let the ash wife wreak her vengeance upon these loathsome people. Either way, she could not leave Gyrlin here, and the girl might just have presented her an opportunity. She looked to Loki, who nodded. So Sigyn put a hand upon Gyrlin’s shoulder, heedless of the gore. “And will your brother be grateful? Grateful enough to ferry us to Valland or beyond?”

      Gyrlin looked to the villagers who had so betrayed her. Perhaps she did not know the answer. But she nodded again anyway, obviously seeking any escape from the wretched urd that awaited her here.

      So they would follow the river to the sea and—Freyja willing—be gone from Volsung’s domain in a matter of days.
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      In the early morning, Volsung’s servant led Gudrun down to the many ships. The king himself stood aboard this ship, clad in mail decorated with dragon motifs. He cut a mighty figure surrounded by his many men-at-arms. Of course, if he faced Odin in battle, he would die. For Hljod’s sake, Gudrun hoped Odin would be occupied elsewhere.

      All die …

      Irpa spoke the truth, but Gudrun had no interest in the wraith’s opinions.

      You will …

      Of course, if Fenrir went after him, maybe even the Ás god-king would die. The mere thought of the Moon Lord silenced even the wraith. A vaettr older and more terrible than even the twisted shade bound within her flesh, and it frightened Irpa. The wraith’s lack of protestation made that much obvious and almost brought a smile to Gudrun’s face.

      Almost, though in truth, she had little to smile about. Gudrun did not like sailing into a battle with so many uncertainties. No matter the outcome, chances were good someone she cared for or someone she at least needed would die. Volsung could prove a useful ally to her if he lived. And Odin … Gudrun ground her teeth. No! She did not care if he lived or died. Not anymore. In fact, it would be better if he perished and she could put all this behind her. This was the path Grimhild had set them all on, and Gudrun intended to follow it and beat her mother to the end. She would become the queen, no matter the cost.

      And it all came back to the grimoire. In her desperation, Gudrun had even turned to Irpa to help unravel its mysteries. Despite the wraith’s obvious desire to increase her hold over Gudrun, Irpa had admitted the book’s secrets lay beyond even her. That had left Gudrun with the gut-wrenching fear she might need to summon something older and more powerful than even Irpa to unravel the grimoire.

      A step she had thus far refused.

      Hljod already stood beside Volsung—a significant honor for the girl. And from the coy grin on her face, Gudrun suspected the girl had chosen to give in to the king’s pursuits. Gudrun nodded at her.

      She saw no sign of either Guthorm or Fenrir. The werewolf was probably stalking the wilds, sowing chaos and slaughtering peasants. He could move through the wilderness as quickly as the ships could sail.

      And Gudrun’s brother … as a draug, he would shun the light of day. Probably he hid somewhere in a hold, covered in a cowl and ready to strangle anyone unfortunate enough to disturb him.

      Time was short enough, Volsung would have to push hard to reach the Aesir. But the longships were swift and, if need be, could try to cut off the Ás ships’ passage. Grimhild had planned this well.

      Soon there would be war.

      And maybe Grimhild didn’t care who won. Maybe the Niflung queen only needed hurt Odin’s people so badly they could not overcome the Vanir.

      Judging by the sheer number of Volsung’s ships, that would not be a problem.
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      The ships were complete, and still Odin had no answer, save that he would need to see Vanaheim with his own eyes, to make his plan once he knew his enemies. No other recourse lay before him—if they sailed without his scouting the situation, more lives would be lost.

      He found Idunn still sitting on the beach, as she so often did these days, staring out across the sea. Beyond the mist lay her homeland … and his target.

      She stiffened as he approached. “It’s time, then?”

      Odin sank down beside her. “Tomorrow, I think. Our numbers are less than half what we set out with. Too many of my people have died already, Idunn. I need you to take me there, to the islands. I need to see them for myself, to know what we face before I lead the Aesir into it.”

      Idunn blew out a long breath and slapped her palms up and down on her folded knees. “It was an ideal, you know? A dream I was trying to fulfill for my grandmother. I keep telling myself that she was right, that no other way remains to us.”

      And yet, she was opening her own people to death. As Odin had done with the Aesir in starting this journey.

      We are all dead …

      Odin grimaced, ignoring Audr. “You all but forced me down this road, Idunn. Still, if I can win the loyalty of the Vanir, I will. I don’t relish the thought of their slaughter, but we both know why we came here. Let me go to them as an emissary. I can scout their defenses and numbers, catch the lay of the land. And I can try to negotiate on behalf of Mankind.”

      “All you’ll do is alert them to your presence. Njord won’t negotiate with you. After turning his back on your ancestors, how would it look for him to side with you now? He would seem fickle or a fool, at least in his own eyes. He is too cautious, too full of his own pride. Not unlike other men I know.”

      Odin glowered. Yes. He had known pride, and his people had paid the price for it. Ve, Heidr, and thousands of others. But he would do better this time. He would not lead the Aesir into an ambush. “Then take me to others, go around the king. Surely some of the Vanir are reasonable, as you are. If they can be convinced of the need to work with humans, a war might yet be avoided.”

      Idunn glanced at him. “Do you really believe that?”

      Probably not. But he could try. “Either way, if I go there I learn the truth about the Vanir with my own eyes. Or do you think they would harm a guest?” Such a crime would be unforgivable among the Aesir. For them, the implied pact between host and guest was sacred, as no one should be left out alone in the mist. But the Vanir were long removed from such things.

      “No. They might banish you from Vanaheim or imprison you, but they wouldn’t harm you unless you resisted.” She turned to face him now. “This is truly what you want?” When he nodded, she sighed. “So be it, Odin. You’re right. This is why we crossed Midgard. There are secret paths we can take to reach Vanaheim. I will take you there. Maybe my mother, or maybe Njord’s children. Maybe someone will listen to your words. If not …”

      They both knew what “if not” meant. It meant war. It meant he would take Vanaheim by force. He had not marched the Aesir across half of Midgard, faced trolls and draugar and sorcerers, only to give up now. Odin and all the Aesir had made this journey planning to kill their gods. And if those gods would not step down or join his quest to save the World, kill them was exactly what he would do.
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      “I do not like this plan,” Frigg said.

      Odin had not expected her to like it. They had built their own private hall not so far from the beach, one with a well-dug fire pit. Geri and Freki raced around it, chased by Thor, who had begun to walk, though he often tumbled down. Thick stones formed enough of a wall around the fire pit that Odin had no fear for the children.

      This place had become comfortable. It was not, however, a permanent home. It could not be. They had crossed Midgard to find a home. And one more battle lay before them now.

      Odin rubbed his beard, searching for words.

      His wife closed the distance between them and stroked his face. Frigg had never complained about his now-aged look, and Odin was grateful. His appearance had its advantages—it lulled men into complacency. But sometimes he did miss the handsome, youthful face he had not so long ago.

      “This is our best chance to avoid war with the Vanir. We cannot afford another war, Frigg.”

      She shook her head. She was clever, cunning, and politically astute. All of which meant she knew the truth he spoke.

      “I need to leave Gungnir here, with you. It would arouse too much suspicion were I to carry it to Vanaheim.”

      Frigg frowned. “You are walking into a dangerous land unarmed.”

      “You forget the strength of my muscles.”

      Frigg chuckled, then shook her head, then drew a dagger from her belt. “At least take this, in case your formidable muscles need help.”

      Odin did so, tucking the blade into his belt. “I will survive this.”

      “Is that the Sight telling you?”

      “My heart. Yes, and perhaps the Sight as well.” He embraced her, then snatched up all three children in his arms.

      Geri squealed and Thor laughed. Odin jumped up and down, relishing the giggling children. Finally, he set them back on the floor. He’d miss them.

      It seemed long ago now, but when Loki had rescued him from Gudrun, they had spoken of urd, of the possibility that urd gave him no choices. As now, when destiny seemed to force him forward, away from his family and his people, into the unknown. In his hour of direst need, Loki had arrived—more than once—to aid him. But now, he would travel where Loki could not follow—if the man yet lived.

      “What of you?” he asked Frigg. “Have you seen aught that might guide my course?”

      “I see … leaves falling from a great tree, splattered with blood.”

      Blood. Always, always blood was spilled.

      It was almost dawn, and time to ride.
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      Idunn sat before Odin on Sleipnir, her tiny hands clutched so tightly on the horse’s mane, her knuckles had turned white. Odin had to suppress a chuckle at the goddess’s obvious fear. True, they now rode across the waves, through a mist so thick he could see but a few feet ahead of himself. The torch he held high overhead kept the worst of the vapors at bay—not that they could truly harm either Idunn or himself, not since they had eaten an apple of Yggdrasil. Still, mists concealed vaettir, spirits always keen to cause mischief at best.

      “Stick to the southern approach,” Idunn said, as if he could even see where they rode. Her voice was a whisper, barely audible. Maybe not all her fear was born from riding over waves.

      Odin, however, had taken such rides before. And this time, Idunn’s warm body pressed close against his was a welcome comfort. His free arm was wrapped around her waist, holding her steady. Perhaps he should have feared what lay ahead—Vanaheim. The islands of the gods. There grew the mighty World Tree, making it the center of the Mortal Realm, touching both Midgard and the worlds beyond. All had begun here. Forty-eight hundred years ago, Idunn’s grandmother had led the Vanir to immortality in her last, desperate ploy to escape the mists consuming the World of Men. However pure her intentions, she had created a new race of deity who would look down on Mankind, hear their prayers, and turn a deaf ear upon them. In Borr’s name, Odin would not repeat that misdeed. So much had been lost to bring him here. Knowing this, he could never turn back. He would take whatever steps were needed to find a way to cleanse Midgard of these mists.

      Loki was wrong. It was not his urd—it was his choice. A choice to build a better World for all his people. Indeed, for all of Mankind.

      “Njord traded with Aegir to cultivate a treacherous reef on three sides of the isles,” Idunn whispered. She spoke often, rambling answers to unasked questions, as if to comfort herself in the chill and silence. Odin didn’t mind. “It left only the eastern approach clear for ships, and Njord could watch that approach, preventing our foes from attacking us.” Loki had told him of his encounter with the sea jotunn Aegir, whom Sigyn had turned into a foe. Shame, but then, if he were an ally of Njord, Aegir would have likely been a foe, regardless.

      “What enemies might attack Vanaheim?”

      “In times past, the jottunar, the Niflungar … others. Now, none dare challenge the Vanir. Many don’t even believe us real anymore.”

      Odin had grown up on stories of the skalds, so he couldn’t remember ever doubting the Vanir lived. But a few winters back, he would not have considered they might have aught to do with him or the Wodan tribe. Idunn had changed everything. But still she held back from him. Given what they rode toward, it was time to change that. His mission demanded he uncover all the secrets buried in five thousand years of mist.

      “The jottunar were your enemies. A few days ago you told me most of the First Ones were gone, slain in battle with such foes.”

      Idunn shivered. “We defeated them, in the end, banished them to the wastelands of Utgard. A frozen, lifeless Realm they now claim as their own. I’m told a few human tribes survive there, beyond the Midgard Wall, despite all odds. Some even live in houses made of ice. People are tenacious.”

      For a time, the only sounds were the hollow beat of Sleipnir’s hooves against the water and the splashing they created. Try as he might, Odin could not spot the reefs Idunn claimed lurked just below the water’s surface. A ship would be torn to shreds in attempting to reach Vanaheim—the bigger the ship, the worse the damage. An apt way to defend against jotunnar, after all.

      “One thing I still don’t understand, Idunn. Your people were immortal. So you’re telling me all the First Ones died fighting wars against the jotunnar and the Niflungar? No. There’s something else you hide, and now I know you well enough to see it. So come. There is nowhere for you to run off to and no time left for mincing of words. How many First Ones remain?”

      Idunn sighed, shivering against his grip, but she did not try to pull away. Twice, she opened her mouth then shut it without speaking. Finally, she sighed again. “Odin. There are a few undeniable truths in this world. Among them, power corrupts. Men—or women—given the power of gods, begin to believe themselves such. It’s a heady mead, even before others begin to worship at your feet. Look at what kind of person Grimhild has become.”

      “She’s a monster.”

      “Do you think she was born that way?”

      Odin grunted. He hadn’t ever considered it. Perhaps no babe woke into Midgard evil. Maybe it was urd. People played out their urds because of, or in spite of, their natures. And here he was agreeing with Loki and the vӧlvur. No, Grimhild had made choices—bad ones. Choices of spite and pride and selfishness. Idunn, however, seemed to hold a different opinion, as she seemed to hold on most everything. Odin kept his eyes focused on the mist ahead. There was so little he could make out here. Perhaps he ought to embrace the Sight, try to gaze through the mist as he had done in the past.

      “No answer for me, King? Because deep down, you know I’m telling you the truth. No one who uses the Art remains the same. There are beings beyond our Realm that can be bent to our will, and through that very will can be given power to change reality. They are not bound by the laws of this world.”

      “They’re bound by the laws of theirs.”

      “You don’t understand—that’s the point. You cannot understand the supernatural. It is inimical to human logic and understanding. All of it, a hostile presence eager to siphon off bits of your soul and your mind. And in losing either, you become less and less human. Sorcerers pay the price of their humanity, often not even knowing it is happening, as they give in to megalomania or even solipsism.”

      Odin scoffed. He didn’t even know what those words meant, which, in and of itself, made it seem Idunn simply wanted to scare him. “If our enemies master the Art, we have no choice but to do the same. You would make it seem like a living force eager to corrupt young minds.”

      She chuckled without apparent humor. “You know, maybe it is, though it’s not limited to corrupting the young. How often have you seen me work sorcery?”

      Odin hefted the torch high. Something was amiss, but he could not be certain what. Even Sleipnir seemed ill at ease.

      And now that she mentioned it, Odin could not recall seeing Idunn cast any spells. She had worked illusions, healed a tree, but that seemed all. “Are you not a sorceress?”

      “Almost all of the Vanir study at Sessrumnir—our academy of the Art. But the wise look at sorcery as the last resort of the desperate. The price you pay almost always exceeds the potential reward. Worse, you cannot ever predict with certainty the result or even the cost. I might cast the same spell twice in exactly the same way and produce a different result. Sorcerers like the Niflungar ignore the price, or maybe they don’t even care about their humanity anymore.”

      “Fine, say you’re right. What does this have to do with the First Ones?” The answer, sick as it was, hit him like a blow. Idunn had been trying to tell him all along. Most of the First Ones had grown so drunk on the power granted by Yggdrasil it had changed them beyond recognition. And then what? Had their own children betrayed them?

      “Oh. You guessed it, haven’t you? Many were hunted down and killed by our own people. Freyja helped cast others from this world, banishing them beyond the Mortal Realm because they had transformed themselves into something inhuman. Some escaped, of course. Perhaps they wander our world still, immortal, and likely possessed by the very spirits they chose to invoke. Or perhaps so soulless, so removed from their own nature, that there is no longer a difference.”

      Idunn fell silent, trembling slightly under his arm. She must have known some of the people she spoke of. Watched them fall into corruption and madness, much as he had watched Ve fall. Even thousands of years later, it haunted her, maybe haunted all the Vanir. The glorious gods of Midgard were terrified of their own history, frightened by their failings and the ever-present threat of becoming like those who fell.

      For what seemed an age, he sought any word of comfort to offer Idunn. None came to mind. Her own mother would have been a First One—but Idunn had said Odin might still win her over. So not all of them had fallen.

      An ear-rending squeal shattered the quiet, an instant before a boar the size of a horse charged across the waves as easily as Sleipnir. Odin swept his torch at the boar, but too slowly. The creature crashed into him, tusks shredding flesh and embedding in his mail.

      Idunn screamed as the impact threw her off Sleipnir and sent her crashing into the ocean. Everything happened so quickly, next Odin knew, the boar had hefted him off Sleipnir and carried him far over the waves. It swerved, its tusks rending his mail. And then the shredded armor gave way, and Odin plummeted into the ocean. He hit the sea hard, dazed for an instant as he fell deep into the icy waters.

      Heart pounding, he drew upon the supernatural strength the apple had given him. Using that strength, he swam for the surface, glancing around for some sign of Idunn. There. Swimming for the surface, her dress tangled up.

      Odin kicked his legs, carrying himself toward the Vanr. He had covered only a few feet before another form surged in front of him, that of a naked woman with a fish tail. A mermaid! Sigyn had spoken of seeing mer in the castle of Aegir, who Idunn had just claimed was an ally of Njord. She was beautiful. Beautiful for a heartbeat, until her mouth opened three times wider than it ought, revealing double rows of shark teeth. The mermaid crashed into him, bearing him deeper underwater. He caught her wrists, his own supernatural strength all that kept those snapping jaws from biting his face off. With every beat of her tail, they were carried further from the surface.

      Already, his lungs had begun to burn. His vision blurred on the edges. She was going to drown him. Left with no choice, he released one of her arms and grabbed her throat. It freed her arm to tear into his shoulder. Her fingers felt like claws gouging his biceps, but he focused all his strength into his hand, squeezing until her eyes bulged. Odin dropped her other arm and used his now-free hand to grab the side of her neck. Thick flaps of skin struggled to beat under his fingers. Gills. Odin snatched them and tore them away, ripping a chunk of her skin along with them. The mermaid shrieked, and the waters filled with blood. Odin let go and broke for the surface.

      He couldn’t see anything. His arms were becoming watery, like he swam through a dream. There was nothing left to do but rest.

      Arms gripped him around his shoulders. And then he broke through into open air. Gasping, ragged breaths tore apart his chest, followed by fits of coughing. Only after all that did Idunn come back into focus, treading water while helping him remain aloft.

      “What in Hel’s icy trench?”

      Idunn snickered. “Glad to see you’ve been working on controlling your tongue.” Her breath, too, came in heavy pants. “Hildisvini.”

      “What?”

      “A boar Freyja uses to patrol the shores—I had all but forgotten since it doesn’t target Vanir. It saw us and attacked. And the mer just happened to be nearby. They sometimes hunt these reefs. Njord encourages them, I think. They bring him news.”

      “Sleipnir?”

      “Hildisvini chased him off to the north, toward the shore. Not far, I hope.”

      A hope Odin shared. The sea was cold, and he could hardly swim across it.
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      The many Hunalander ships had dropped anchor just off the northern shore of Andalus. Though Gudrun had called the South Realmers weak, that was an overstatement. From what she knew of these lands, two large empires vied for control here. And while an individual South Realmer might well have been soft compared to hardened North Realmers, still they had numbers and, oft as not, superior arms and armor.

      But Volsung’s men had no interest in conquering Andalus, though they plundered every village they passed as they trekked through hills and woods, ever southward to the Middle Sea and the Ás camp.

      Volsung rode beside her now, high on a stolen horse, light glinting off his gilded helm and dragon-decorated armor. They cut quite the figure, and, indeed, had done well enough against peasants with no one to defend them. The Aesir, however, would present a very different challenge, and Gudrun needed to ensure this time would end differently than the last.

      The king cleared his throat, having caught her staring. “What vexes you, sorceress?”

      “We lose too much time with these pointless forays, waiting for your men to plunder lands that will still be here on our return.”

      Volsung grunted, then swept his arm back to encompass the disordered mass of troops making its way through the valley. “Even were all these men my personal levy, I could not well command them to abandon any hope of building their own hoards.”

      “I do not ask you to make them abandon such hopes, merely defer them.”

      “Fear not. My scouts tell me we can begin harrying the Aesir this very afternoon. You will have your blood, soon enough.”

      If they reached the Aesir before the ship left, blood would flow, without doubt. She was left to hope no small amount of that blood would belong to Odin’s precious people. As Hljod tightened her grasp around Volsung, he became a more useful weapon in Gudrun’s armory, but only so long as he lived. Unlike Grimhild, Gudrun had limited use for the dead. It was a weakness she might need to soon rectify.

      All are dead …

      And maybe Irpa could help her understand just enough of the grimoire to begin raising her own draugar, revenants loyal not to Grimhild, but to a new queen.

      Embrace the dead …

      Perhaps, very soon.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Volsung had led one of the forays himself and, if he lived, would no doubt return within the hour. The Hunalanders had some few berserkir and varulfur among them, true, but most men would not fight once twilight drew nigh, justifiably fearing the mists.

      They might have attempted a single massive assault against the Ás camp, true, but Gudrun did not know where Odin or Loge or Tyr stood. She had thus counseled Volsung to test their defenses with multiple simultaneous raids, depriving the Aesir of supplies and breaking their morale. It posed a risk, of course, that their enemies might try to flee, taking to their ships.

      The Hunaland fleet was still sailing around Andalus in case that happened, but Gudrun had no easy way to contact them. Time did not favor her, at least not until everything was in position, but caution seemed the better play thus far.

      Hljod paced around the clearing where they had camped, casting sidelong glances toward the south as if she might somehow see what unfolded in that battlefield. Without doubt the girl had grown fond of the Hunalander king, drinking in attentions Gudrun prayed to Hel were truly meant for Hljod, and not borne solely of Volsung’s desire to gain some hold over the Niflungar. Gudrun ground her teeth, watching her apprentice and not knowing what to say. Were she to voice any doubt as to the sincerity of Volsung’s intentions, she would only hurt Hljod and, like as not, distance herself from a girl Gudrun had started to think of as a little sister. No, whatever truth lay behind Volsung’s actions, Gudrun needed to make certain Hljod knew how to keep a man and, in time, bend him to her will.

      A subtle potion, perhaps, a draught mixed in the man’s ale, and then he would become more pliant: whatever his existing attraction to Hljod would be amplified. Unfortunately, while the forest could provide copious herbs and roots needed for such a tincture, this camp hardly contained the ideal instruments for the working of alchemy. Gudrun did not fancy brewing potions in a cooking cauldron like some common witch, but she saw no alternative.

      With a sigh, she approached her apprentice and stroked the girl’s hair.

      Hljod leaned against her shoulder and shook her head. “Should have been back already.”

      “Soon enough.”

      “The fucking Sight tell you that?”

      Gudrun’s use of the Sight was primarily focused on gazing across the Veil to contact vaettir, though certainly she managed dreams of prophetic import on occasion, as well as uncanny insights. And though she could not actively peer across distances to spy upon the battle—not without calling upon Snegurka to do so for her—it was oft best for a sorceress to appear to withhold knowledge, rather than seem ignorant. That being the case, she nodded absently. Let Hljod take it as she would.

      If she could have used the Sight as such, it might have told her where her brother or even that damned varulf had wandered off to. In daylight, neither of them would strike, but soon, the sun would set. She supposed that meant the Aesir’s night would be even more difficult than their day.

      Gudrun sighed and rubbed her arms. The time had come to create her own pawns to counter those of Grimhild. “I told you how to quicken your womb to ensure his seed takes.”

      Hljod nodded. “I take the tonic every night.”

      Good. Gudrun placed a hand over the girl’s abdomen. Insights, yes, they came to her sometimes. “Make sure he takes you tonight.”

      Hljod snickered, obviously looking forward to evening.

      So too did Gudrun, though for other reasons. When darkness fell and she was alone in her tent, Gudrun would call upon Irpa and see if she could not begin to uncover the secrets of giving rise to a draug. After all, one way or another, Volsung would have arranged plenty of corpses for her to choose from. One needed stronger pieces as well as pawns, to control the board. Gudrun would soon have both.
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      Sleipnir had returned to where Odin and Idunn struggled in the waves, and Odin, once again, felt a gratitude and kinship toward the eight-legged horse that stretched beyond words. He and Idunn sat upon the mighty beast’s back, shivering despite their immortality. Even the power granted them by the apples of Yggdrasil could not cut through the chill of their soaked clothes. Idunn’s teeth chattered as she leaned back against him.

      “How much further?” he whispered.

      “Not so much. I hope.”

      Gods, Odin hoped so, too. He didn’t think either of them could actually die of deathchill, but putting that to the test did not sound like aught he wanted to try.

      “I think I need to sleep a little,” she mumbled.

      “No, you don’t.”

      She didn’t respond.

      “Idunn. Idunn!” Odin shook her with enough force he heard her teeth bang together. She groaned. Damn it. He hadn’t meant to be so rough, but she could not sleep now. Not like this. Maybe she would be fine, but vӧlvur always said if you let someone in the throes of deathchill fall asleep, they were not like to wake again. That was not a chance he could take with Idunn.

      Strange, to think himself so dependent on her. No, not dependent—though he supposed his quest did depend on her. But after so many moons of her walking beside him, she had become more than the outsider she once was. A friend, perhaps one of the few who could begin to understand the changes wrought in him or the burdens he bore. Underneath her constant chatter and the cheerful facade she wore, Idunn knew the weight of urd. The terrible blessing and curse of those destined to shape the World. Maybe it did not matter whether urd represented a choice he made or a choice made for him. Either way, the burden remained the same.

      Just as with Idunn. She had spent millennia trying to guide events, to change things for the better, and now, as they finally stood upon that threshold, by Odin’s ancestors, Idunn would be here to see her efforts rewarded.

      “Sometimes I hate you,” she mumbled.

      “Then dwell on that if you must, but do so awake and alert. Tell me—are there more guardians of Vanaheim I ought to be aware of?”

      “Ugh.” She shivered again. “There are guardians around Yggdrasil itself. I don’t think anyone truly understands the tree’s full nature. And by now, Hildisvini has probably reported our presence to his master Bragi.”

      “God of poetry?” And the fucking boar could talk? Or perhaps it relayed its warnings in some other manner.

      Idunn chuckled. “Sure. He fancies himself quite the poet.”

      She fell silent, but stirred just enough to assure him she did not sleep, so he let her rest. Bragi. That was also the name she had given her husband, the patron god of the Bragnings—one more fallen people now. But if Bragi was a son of Halfdan the Old, he must have been adopted into the ranks of the Vanir. Strange thought that, the idea of other men before Odin joining the gods.

      Others, perhaps, had also tried to change the World, to save it. If so, they had tried and failed. Perhaps that was the source of the bitterness Idunn seemed to feel toward her husband. Perhaps their love had withered as their hopes for the future died a slow death. Or, worse, given the scope of thousands of years, maybe all love wilted until only memories remained.
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      Finally, the mists began to thin, the air to warm. A wind cleaner than any he had ever felt tickled Odin’s skin. The sky above was the palest blue he had ever seen, and clear almost beyond imagining. He rode out of the mist bank as if passing through a wall, and suddenly the sun warmed his face, so bright it stung his eyes and he had to squint.

      He gasped. In his whole life he had never seen such radiance, such brilliant light. Hand raised at his brow, he turned toward the island ahead. It rose from the sea in waves of greenery, hills that built upon themselves, so overflowing with foliage it seemed like some dream of Alfheim. And rising from a valley at the center of the island, he saw the boughs and canopy of a tree stretching the height of a mountain. Its branches brushed the sky and shaded half the island.

      Odin swallowed, unable to finds words or even thoughts to truly define the majesty of what he saw. Yggdrasil—the World Tree. If Idunn were correct, this tree was the source of life on Midgard. Its fruit had given rise to immortals. Its power held back the mist and allowed these two islands to flourish while the rest of the World slowly suffocated beneath the weight of Niflheim. An emotion he could not name shook him, tightening his chest.

      As they drew nigh to the shore, his eyes darted to castles dotting the slopes of the numerous mountains rising around the tree. Though not so different in shape from the ruins scattered across Midgard, these castles were whole, and yet, engulfed by foliage themselves. Covered in vines, flowers sprouting from every crack and cranny, so much that, at glance, one could almost miss the structures beneath them as they blended with the slopes.

      So enraptured with the sights, Odin missed their approach to shore, realizing it only as Sleipnir’s hoofs landed on sand. Idunn wiggled in his arms until he released her. She immediately leapt from the horse and fell to her knees on the beach. Odin followed. The sand was hot! How could ground be warm? He had never heard of such a miracle. Even the air was hot here.

      He turned to Idunn to ask, only to find her yanking off her dress. Odin stared, open mouthed, appreciating the perfect curve of her arse, and, as she turned to face him, her breasts and the tangled bush around her trench. The rich color of her skin was so exotic, he could barely control his sudden desire for her.

      “Wha …?” he mumbled, clenching his fists at his side to keep from rushing at her.

      “You’ll warm much faster out of those wet clothes.”

      That was plain truth, everyone knew. But men and women did not generally warm themselves together unless they intended … to warm themselves together.

      Idunn snorted at his hesitation, and lay upon the beach, face turned to the sun. Yes, she had the right of it. He needed rest and warmth badly. Averting his eyes, he doffed his tunic, then his boots and trousers and lay down beside her, staring up at the sky. The light still stung, but he was growing used to it. So impossibly warm, it was like being carried away to Valhalla. This land was paradise, suffused with warmth and life and vibrant joy. Of course the Vanir had never wanted to leave. How easy it must have been to turn their backs on the Hel-cursed lands of Midgard. Gods, before now he had never even considered facing such temptation himself.

      At last the heavy weight of his eyes forced him to close them, though even through his lids he could still see the image of the sun. This was what he had fought for. What so many had died to reach. A safe, eternal home for all the Aesir.
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      Some time later, he jolted awake to see a man stomping in his direction. The stranger—one of the Vanir, of course—wore a sleeveless tunic and had long red hair tied at the nape of his neck. He wore a long beard, but did not look the least bit aged.

      Odin rose, pulling on his trousers just before the Vanr reached him.

      “How dare you!” the man shouted.

      “What—”

      The Vanr’s fist slammed into Odin’s jaw, sending him stumbling back. From the tree line, a boar squealed. Hildisvini. His momentary distraction allowed the Vanr to land another blow, this one to his temple. It sent Odin sprawling to the sand.

      “Bragi stop!” Idunn cried.

      “I find my wife naked with another man!” He kicked Odin in the ribs, actually lifting him off the beach and sending him tumbling.

      All the air blew out of Odin’s lungs, and his vision blurred.

      “You think I’m going to let him get away with this!”

      “Damn it, Bragi! We both know you plow anything with tits. And besides, I …”

      The Vanr was on him, swinging again as Odin rose to his knees, gasping. This time, Odin caught the man’s arm on his own. He surged strength to his limbs and roared, hefting the Vanr up over his head. With a grunt, Odin flung Bragi down onto the sand. Odin spat blood, then backed away. The god of poetry was attacking him. That was something worthy of song. And a lot of mead.

      “Your body is strong,” Odin said, “but countless lifetimes of luxury have weathered away any warrior instinct in you.” How long since he fought a real battle? Centuries?

      Bragi rose, snarling, and rushed him.

      Odin sidestepped, caught the man by the back of the neck, and slammed his fist right in the poetry god’s face. Cartilage shattered beneath his blow.

      Bragi fell to his knees moaning, blood spurting from between fingers clenched over his face.

      Odin took a step toward him, but Idunn jumped in between them—still naked—and pushed him back with a firm hand on his chest.

      “Stop it. Both of you. By the Tree, Bragi! I never slept with Odin—our clothes got wet. And no, I actually don’t care whether you believe me. It’s not like I don’t know about you and Nehalennia. And Sunna. And—”

      “Your mother will hear of this,” Bragi said, his voice distorted by the broken nose and his hand clamped over it. The poetry god struggled to his feet and backed away.

      Odin’s instincts urged him not let a potential enemy walk away. But he had come here with the hope, however small, of reasoning with the Vanir. If he killed one now—Idunn’s husband, no less—his chances of peace would die forever. Fists clenched at his side, he watched Bragi slink away, up a path running through the hills.

      “He’s going to be a problem.”

      Idunn sighed. “Maybe. But he’s my problem, Odin. All right?” She shook herself. “We’re near Gefjon’s hall. I’m sure she’ll offer us something to eat and a place to sleep.”

      Gefjon. That was the goddess of plenty. Those Aesir who tried their hand at tilling fields—a difficult task given the nigh ever-present snows—prayed to her. It seemed every step of this journey would bring him face to face with beings his people had worshipped, with gods his instincts all but demanded he kneel before. The sudden reality of that left him dizzy, and he slumped back down to the sand.

      There was no turning back. He had made an oath. But was it the oath that bound him here, or something deeper? Was Loki right about urd? Either way, Odin’s stomach danced like a storm raged within.
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      Hills and forests covered much of the Andalus countryside. Gave Volsung’s men lots of places to hide. Small raiding parties picked off Ás hunters and gatherers. Sniped men working on the beaches. The shore was hard to guard.

      So Tyr had taken eight warriors with him and gone hunting those raiders. A small group could move with stealth. Catch the trollfuckers with their cocks dangling free. As now, with evening drawing nigh, and them thinking fighting was done for the day.

      Volsung’s raiders had taken a hill topped with a mighty elm. Already they’d set about making camp—laying fires, rolling out furs. Soon they’d have sentries. Not soon enough.

      Tyr pulled Gramr from her sheath and shared a look with his own people. Two shieldmaidens and six men, Hermod among them. All of them well proven.

      Without a word, he pushed forward, slinking closer. Quiet—silent as death. Until the last moment. Then, just when they might’ve noticed, he charged up the hill. Drawing power from the apple, he could run faster than a normal man. Not as fast as a varulf, but fast enough. Fast enough the first man only looked up an instant before Gramr sheared through his face. The runeblade cleaved through skull and brain like water. And Tyr was already advancing on the next man.

      Startled imbecile had been stringing a bow and kept fucking trying. Gramr tore out his throat and splattered his blood over his fellows even as they rose.

      And then Tyr’s people were among them.

      Someone flung a throwing axe into a shieldmaiden’s face. Woman tried to raise her shield, but the axe came too fast. Caught her right between the eyes. Should have been Gramr’s to kill. Who the fuck stole his prey!

      Tyr roared and charged straight for three other men. One had a sword, two had axes. Tyr feinted toward the swordsman, shifted and turned it into a lunge that opened an axeman’s gut. The other swung. Tyr deflected it on his shield.

      The swordsman had flanked around him and was swinging.

      Hermod cut him down. Bastard taking his glory again! Tyr shoved Hermod with his shield. The stupid trollfucker fell on his arse and stared up at Tyr like he didn’t know what he’d done. Tyr ignored him to cut down the other axeman.

      One of Volsung’s shieldmaidens had felled one of Tyr’s. Tyr bellowed at her and flung himself in her direction. She turned too slowly, and his weight bore her down. He slammed the rim of his shield onto her nose, shattering it in an explosion of blood and cartilage. She choked on that blood, her scream drowned in it. Tyr rose and ran her through.

      “What in Hel’s icy trench has got into you?” Hermod demanded.

      With no foes left, Tyr spun on him. Who did this man think he was, to question Tyr? There should be more prey.

      More blood.

      Oh, they’d find more before dawn. Have no doubt on that.

      One of Tyr’s men uttered a bloodcurdling scream that drew every eye. A figure shrouded in a cloak stood over the man, now fallen, corpse tumbling down the hill. Half his face missing.

      Tyr raced for the cloaked man, but the figure moved even faster. A blade flashed from beneath the cloak and cleaved through another of Tyr’s men. A third charged in, only to be caught by the throat, hefted into the air. Tossed off the hill like a fucking doll.

      And the cloaked man turned, revealing the bare hint of a red gleam from beneath his hood.

      “Draug!” Hermod shouted.

      At once, Tyr’s remaining warriors began to cluster together, forming a desperate defense. Anyone who’d fought draugar before—all Aesir now—knew how dangerous the dead were. Strong. Hard to kill.

      Easier with a runeblade. Tyr had slain more than his share, after all.

      He beckoned to his men to stay back, and moved in himself. Finally, a real challenge. A worthy foe. Let Gramr drink deeply of foul draug blood.

      The draug lunged forward as Tyr drew close. Dead always thought themselves invincible. Tyr met the lunge. Only it turned into a feint. The draug jerked his blade back into Tyr’s shield with enough force to crack the wood. The impact numbed Tyr’s arm. Forced him to draw on more of the apple’s power to keep using it. He wrung out his stinging hand.

      The draug had backed away rather than press his advantage. Testing him.

      Tyr cracked his neck and tossed the shield aside.

      “It is mine …” The draug’s voice sound like he’d just escaped from Hel, all raspy and hissing, air passing through holes in its neck. “You dare to raise … my blade?”

      What the fuck?

      Tyr followed its gaze. Gramr. The runeblade of the Niflungar. Taken by Odin after he’d slain Guthorm. “So,” Tyr said. “Guthorm?”

      “Yes …”

      Tyr spat. Odin would want to know the Niflung prince yet lived—after a fashion. Of course, if Tyr killed him now, that problem would be solved.

      “She’s mine now.”

      The draug chuckled, a vile sound like someone torturing bats. “She? It already takes your mind, driving you toward your own personal damnation. It was not meant for you younger races.”

      The dvergar had forged the nine runeblades for the Old Kingdoms, true enough. But times had changed. And Tyr had no intention of arguing with the dead. He surged forward, probing left, then swinging Gramr right.

      Guthorm parried each attack with ease, then turned into a riposte that drove Tyr back on the defensive. The Niflung prince moved with the speed of a mountain gale, launching attack after attack. No opening. No chance to take back the offensive.

      Just parry, dodge, fall back.

      Again, again.

      Someone charged in, screaming a war cry. Before Tyr could shout otherwise, the man—Eluf—swung at Guthorm. The Niflung didn’t parry, let the sword open a wound that slowed the draug not at all. Guthorm twisted, his blade opening Eluf’s bowels even as his other hand grabbed the man. Flung him at Tyr.

      The body sent Tyr stumbling backward. His footing gave way, and before he had it again, Guthorm was in. More blows. Gramr parried two, and a third. And then the draug’s sword snaked through and slashed into Tyr’s side. His mail bore the brunt of it, but the blade definitely tore flesh. Maybe bruised ribs too.

      Tyr drew more power to block the pain. That was getting harder. Even as he steeled himself, another blow fell, and another. He could barely hold them off. Guthorm was too fast.

      But Tyr wasn’t done with this trollfucker just yet. He drew as much of the apple’s power as he could and swung Gramr in a mighty upward arc. Guthorm’s blade hit him first, but he let it. If the draug could bear it, so could Tyr. The Niflung hadn’t expected the tactic, and Gramr caught him in the face. The blow sheared off a small hunk of his jaw and sent him tumbling down the hillside. It should have severed half its head, but … but Gramr had pulled herself back.

      Tyr roared intent to chase after the draug. Gramr became a sudden weight in his hand, almost pulling him into the dirt. She was … betraying him?

      Blood was seeping from the numerous wounds the draug had opened. His fingers were slick with it. Hard to hold on to Gramr. Some of the blood was Eluf’s, too. Poor bastard.

      Someone—Hermod—grabbed Tyr and dragged him away.

      Others of the Aesir had clustered, beating a retreat through the woods. Back toward the beaches.

      “We have to kill it,” Tyr said.

      “We will.” Hermod kept driving him, and so spent, Tyr had no strength to resist. “But if that thing kills us all, there will be no one to report. Besides which, you are not yourself.”

      Guthorm had tried to take Gramr from him. For that, Tyr would split the draug down the middle and scatter its ashes to the wind. Soon.

      But … but the sword was torn between her masters.

      And that cut Tyr deeper than any blow from the draug.
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      Gyrlin had done as she promised and taken Sigyn and Loki to meet her brother, Reiner, a captain for Volsung. Gaining passage west had not proved so difficult—given that Volsung already planned to launch his fleet against the Aesir now camped in Andalus. Sigyn could only assume Grimhild and the Niflungar had further incited the Hunalander king against the Aesir, in spite of—or because of—the extreme defeat Loki had visited upon them. Either way, Reiner had allowed them to pass as members of his crew, which meant Sigyn and Gyrlin, neither of them warriors, had dressed as shieldmaidens.

      The shield was an awkward weight on her back, especially given the knowledge she couldn’t use it well if pressed to it. Then again, what shieldmaiden had slain an ash wife? As shieldmaidens, they were expected to take their turn at the oars whenever the winds did not favor the passage. Sigyn’s newfound strength and stamina served her well, while Gyrlin, hands raw and bleeding, had borne it all without complaint.

      And so the long voyage had passed, and Reiner had released them on the shores of Andalus. And for days more, they snuck through the wilds, avoiding scouting parties of Volsung’s men, of Valls, even of strange Serklanders bearing curving swords and odd helms. And they had arrived to find the Aesir already beset by Volsung’s men.
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      Sigyn threw her arms around her sister, almost choking on the relief that swelled in her chest at seeing the woman again. Frigg held her back for a moment, before speaking of all that had passed in Sigyn’s absence.

      And much had passed.

      With Odin gone, it fell to Frigg to hold the alliance of jarls together, and Sigyn’s sister took to that duty with diligence. She held court in the same hall as Odin had, sitting in his throne to remind the people of whom she spoke for.

      At present, Vili and Arnbjorn both graced the court. Arnbjorn was cunning and ambitious, traits that could serve Odin well enough or could make him a rival, albeit a subtle one. Vili, on the other hand, was neither especially cunning nor, Sigyn thought, overly ambitious. Either way, Sigyn doubted any Aesir would be fool enough to challenge Odin now, at least not were he here to be challenged. As he so often had, though, Odin left his people to fend for themselves while pursuing his own ends.

      While Arnbjorn spoke of backup plans—cleverly skirting around actually suggesting Odin might not return, might die in Vanaheim—Vili grunted his assent. Sigyn knew better than to think the berserk cared overmuch for Arnbjorn’s plans or schemes. No, the werebear was in this hall for one reason—Frigg. Her sister thought the obvious lust driving Vili was born from when she had infused Vili with some of her own pneuma to bring him back from the edge of death. After his altercation with Tyr, Vili had backed off for a time, and perhaps the thegn thought it done. Sigyn could see more than Tyr. Indeed, the berserk seemed obsessed with the queen now, so much so Sigyn could scarcely believe Odin had not seen it himself. Even a few of the thegns whispered of the treason Odin’s brother courted, but the king remained far too preoccupied with whatever visions he saw. Having a vӧlva for a sister, Sigyn was used to being around those who drifted off into melancholy and Otherworldly contemplation, but Odin had taken it further, dangerously far. Maybe he saw the past or the future, but he seemed to miss the present.

      “That’s why I say we must split the fleet,” Arnbjorn was saying. “Send some few ships north and some south, ready to approach Vanaheim from all sides if the need arises. And in the meantime, take the local villages. Our supplies run low, and we cannot hold against the Volsung army for long. They cut down our hunters with each passing day.”

      Frigg held her hands in her lap until the jarl finally fell silent. Only then did she move, grasping both arms of the chair and drumming her fingers on them, a move probably calculated to make the jarls wait on her. “You seem to have forgotten what Idunn told this council some moons ago. We cannot approach Vanaheim from the north or south because of the reefs. A direct approach from the east is the only option unless you want your sailors caught in the net of Rán.”

      “I have not forgotten, my queen. I humbly suggest, however, that perhaps the Vanr enchantress is not to be trusted when it comes to such matters. Are we to believe her more likely to betray her own people than to betray us?”

      Sigyn snorted and shook her head. There was naught humble about Arnbjorn or his suggestion, and she would have trusted Idunn more than him, despite the secrets the Vanr woman kept. One of these days, Sigyn would have to uncover the truths Idunn and Loki concealed, but she did enjoy the challenge, after all.

      Arnbjorn must have heard her, for he cast a disparaging look at her. As the bastard daughter of the former jarl of the Hasdingi, she had no official rank here, though the queen always welcomed her presence. At some whispered word from Arnbjorn, however, Vili turned to her.

      “Sigyn … go and fetch Loki. We need his counsel.”

      Barely resisting the urge to roll her eyes, she looked to Frigg, who nodded with obvious reluctance. As the jarl of the Hasdingi—Sigyn’s tribe—Vili had the right to command her. And if Frigg overruled him in such simple commands, she risked undermining his authority and costing Odin even more. Vili wasn’t smart enough to have figured that out, but Arnbjorn was.

      With a nod, Sigyn turned to leave. When she glanced over her shoulder, though, Vili was moving in dangerously close to Frigg’s throne, pushing his boundaries. How was Odin so blind to this?

      Sigyn slipped out of the hall. Or maybe the king was not blind at all. He would know if he shamed Vili, his own brother, not only would he lose a supporter, he would himself look bad in the eyes of the jarls. Why, then, had he even named the werebear a jarl? Three possibilities seemed plausible. Perhaps Odin did not know Vili fancied his wife and was, as Sigyn had suspected, too preoccupied with his visions and his quest. Or he did know and was hoping to placate the berserk with a position of authority. Or … or he knew the truth but was not willing to lose another brother. If that was the case … of course he had to name Vili a jarl, for to favor someone else over his own brother would have shamed Vili.

      Which was worse? Odin the oblivious fool who did not see his brother lusting after his wife? Or Odin the conniving schemer who did know, and allowed it to continue? She wandered through the camp, finding no obvious sign of Loki. Oh, she knew how he would answer that question anyway. Did they really want a king who was not able to plot and connive and manipulate? Yes, the machinations of such a man might seem painful when turned against his own people, but they might also be all that allowed a final victory against his foes. Sigyn gnawed her lip. Maybe Odin had no easy answers, either.

      On the beach, Tyr sparred with three opponents at once. At least Sigyn assumed it was sparring, though by the look on his face, he seemed half-inclined to cut down his foes. If she couldn’t find Loki, maybe Odin’s champion could talk sense into the jarls. Tyr was no Hasding tribesman, and Vili could not order him away.

      Sigyn beckoned to him, though it took several tries to get his attention. The thegn caught one warrior’s blade on his shield and shoved him back so hard the man actually left the ground for a heartbeat before hitting down. Hard.

      “Enough!” Tyr shouted. He eyed the other two as though thinking he wanted to thrash them as well.

      The warrior he had thrown shook himself, trying to stand, then collapsed, holding his head.

      “Tyr!” Sigyn shouted.

      After a last glance at his foes, Tyr tossed aside the shield and tromped over to meet her. “At last you return.”

      “Just this morn. Frigg holds court in the hall and would appreciate your counsel.”

      He grunted. “She asked for me?”

      “Well, no … but Vili seems to be advising a course that might—”

      “Vili is alone with her?” Tyr practically snarled and took off at so swift a trot Sigyn had to run to keep up.

      “Tyr, wait. They are not alone!”

      Tyr slowed now and looked at her face, visibly forcing himself to stillness.

      “You need to hold the alliance together,” Sigyn said. “As before, with Odin gone, tempers and ambitions rise in equal measure. You must control your temper, lest—”

      “You forget your place, bastard girl.”

      “My place? You mean as the sister of the queen?” Had they not discussed this before? Tyr was a simple man, and perhaps Sigyn did not fit cleanly into his view of society.

      He scoffed and stormed into the hall.

      “We know Volsung must have ships north of here,” Arnbjorn was saying. “At least let us find and strike against them.”

      Frigg looked up as Sigyn and Tyr entered and nodded at them. Her sister quirked the barest hint of a smile. “I have a better plan.” She beckoned Tyr to her side. As the thegn approached, Vili drew back and Arnbjorn stiffened. They were afraid of Tyr.

      “My lady.” Tyr nodded when he stood before her.

      “Odin paid a great tribute to the Vall emperor for protection, did he not?”

      “More than once.”

      Frigg leaned forward. “Then it is time we call upon that protection. Tyr, go to the Vall camp and report this incursion by the Hunalanders. Remind them of what we bargained for.”

      Sigyn tapped her lip. Clever. Rather than spend more Ás lives against the Hunalanders, Frigg aimed to force others to fight for them. If the Valls refused, they lost any pretense of alliance with the Aesir. If they did act, however, it would distract Volsung and his people.

      And Tyr, who had already met with the emissary, made the obvious envoy, even if his diplomatic skills seemed lacking. Sigyn only hoped he’d be up to bringing back allies instead of creating fresh enemies.
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      As Idunn had suggested, Gefjon had welcomed them into her home. The hall was a tiny castle carved into the side of one of the lower hills, overlooking numerous fields of vegetables. Gefjon and her people tended to carrots, cabbage, and more, such that her table almost overflowed with splendor. Albeit, only with vegetables and fruits. Odin could have gone for a roast, but Gefjon offered none. She did, however, have a hearty brew she called wine. The bitter stuff burned like mead but had none of its sweetness.

      The afternoon wore on, with Odin strolling through the fields and terraces. He didn’t know what Idunn had said to the woman to convince her Odin meant no harm, but now Gefjon seemed pleased enough to offer him a tour. Vegetables held little interest for Odin, but the way the Vanir managed to grow such abundance of food was staggering. The terraces turned the hill slopes into innumerable lanes of produce. Even within her hall, Gefjon had a courtyard strung with arches where fruits grew.

      “We ferment the grapes and the pears to make different kinds of wine,” the Vanr was explaining.

      Odin indicated one of the grapes. “May I?”

      “By all means.”

      He plucked it, then bit down. The sweet, tangy flavor filled his mouth. This truly was a land of wonders. Immediately, he pulled a few more, savoring them one by one.

      “Idunn helped design the vineyards in here,” Gefjon said.

      “You two have been friends a long time?”

      Gefjon chuckled lightly. “I suppose so. She’s second generation, much older than I … Oh … You wouldn’t know, would you? Second generation means she’s directly descended from the First Ones, the original Vanir.”

      “And you’re not.”

      “I’m fourth generation—though after third generation, no one really cares. The seconds and thirds make up most of the Aethelings.”

      “Aethelings?” he asked as she led him back into the hall.

      “Ah. Forgive me, Lord Odin. It’s been so many years since outsiders came here. Those who do are mostly mer, long familiar with our customs. The Aethelings are our ruling class. Because Vanir do not perish often, such positions are less hereditary than they are based on generation. The Aethelings are led by King Njord—also second generation.”

      Obviously, Odin knew of Njord—who didn’t? The famous king of the gods and master of the wind and sea. And probably Odin’s ultimate opponent on Vanaheim.

      They paused before a giant window looking out over an apple orchard. Unlike the golden apples of Yggdrasil, these were bright red, looking truly luscious. Gefjon pointed at them. “Those fields are owned by Sunna, my own lady. I suspect Idunn didn’t seek shelter with her, though she is an Aetheling, because of the rumors Bragi had an extended affair with her.”

      Since every Vanr he’d ever met treated bedding someone of little more importance than sharing a toast with the person, Odin had to call Bragi’s reaction petty and hypocritical. The god of poetry wanted to have his own affairs and yet deny them to his wife. Most men were like that, he supposed. Still, no wonder the two of them were estranged.

      “How is it,” Odin asked when they resumed their walk, “that no First One is king here? If the Vanir measure rank by generation, and even a few First Ones remain, I would think those would become your leaders.”

      Sometimes men betray their greatest lords …

      What was Audr saying now?

      “There were three in the past, before Njord,” Gefjon said. “The last of them, Mundilfari, chose to step down. They say he saw something in the well that changed him forever. And after that, he took to wandering our world, maybe even Otherworlds beyond this one. Ever searching, though no one can say what for. I wouldn’t repeat those rumors in front of Lady Sunna, though.”

      “Oh?” What well did she speak of? Something that revealed visions? That might prove useful—anything to help clarify the madness unfurling from the Sight. The shadows that played in his dreams showed glorious battles, yes, and death. Death beyond measure, as the World burned.

      Gefjon smiled. “Mundilfari was Sunna’s father. He hasn’t been seen on these shores in the better part of a thousand years. Some pains never truly heal.”

      Odin gritted his teeth. No. Gefjon was right about that. You never got over losing those you loved. Not if you lived for centuries, for millennia. The Vanir were living proof of it.
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      As they headed back into the great hall, Odin fell short. Idunn stood there, face drawn as she conversed with another woman. An uncanny resemblance lay between them. The other woman’s skin was darker and richer even than Idunn’s, her long hair black as night. This had to be Idunn’s mother.

      Gefjon at once bowed. “Lady Eostre. You honor my hall with your presence.”

      Eostre was short, slim, and girlish looking. She might have passed for Idunn’s sister, if not for eyes holding impossible depth. She nodded at Gefjon, then turned to Odin. If she was waiting for him to bow, she might as well wait for the snows of Hel to melt. Instead, he nodded at her.

      “Lady Eostre.”

      “Lord Odin.” The Vanr’s voice lacked inflection or even emotion, but somehow carried weight enough. She turned to her daughter. “I will walk with this Ás in the gardens. We are not to be disturbed.”

      A test then. Odin struggled to keep his emotions from betraying him. Idunn had hoped he might reason with her mother. Odin would have preferred to match wits with the woman after a good night’s sleep and a hearty breakfast. It seemed their hopes would now hang on his words, whether he fancied himself ready or not. He waved an open hand toward the door, accepting Eostre’s invitation.

      She led him out into the fields, and he walked beside her, fearing to speak first. The goddess had a presence, a serenity that demanded respect and silence. Without a word, she led him on past terraces and flowerbeds boasting plants and colors he had imagined only in dreams. By his reckoning, they must have walked nigh to half an hour, probably beyond even Gefjon’s domain.

      Finally, she spoke. “Did you know,” she said, pointing at the sun as it dipped low on the horizon, “that my mother named me after the dawn? My father worshipped the sun. After my mother lost him, she called me Eostre, I think hoping I would somehow lead her back to him. I’m not sure that ever worked.” Eostre turned back to him. “You probably never really saw the sun, not the real sun, until you landed on these shores.”

      Indeed. He had never considered it, but seeing the sun from Vanaheim, without the veil of mist and cloud, seeing real light, had left him speechless. “You are insightful, my lady.”

      “There’s no need for flattery, Odin. I need to know the real you. I am faced with a dilemma. My son-in-law comes to me—with a broken nose, no less—claiming my daughter has brought a mortal lover to these shores.”

      Mortal? So Idunn had not revealed that Odin and others among the Aesir had eaten the apples. Because Idunn was meant to be their guardian, and to admit she had stolen some away, given them to outsiders … Hel only knew what kind of punishment Njord might dream up for that.

      When he made no immediate answer, Eostre continued. “It’s nothing to be ashamed of. Nor is it the first time one of my people has returned from the outside with a lover. Sometimes they stay here for years, sometimes their whole lives. Mortal lives are short by our reckoning, and as long as their numbers remain few, no one seems to care overmuch. A human here or there offers little risk. But Idunn, well she was never the kind to bring her lovers home. So what changed?”

      Odin cleared his throat. If he spoke wrongly he might well find himself banished—or worse, imprisoned. Eostre offered no outward hostility, but he was not fool enough to miss how thin the ice beneath his feet had grown. Idunn, an Aetheling, had a position of great authority and respect as guardian of the apples of immortality. With that position must come some extra caution on her mother’s part.

      “Lady Eostre …” The best lies were all true. To be the king his people needed, he would have to convince all or most of the Vanir to his way of thinking. Or at least to frame every situation such that truth might be concealed in clever words. “Idunn and I are not lovers.” He pointed off in to the distance, toward where Andalus lay. “My wife and children are out there, waiting for me. I admit, I have betrayed her, but not with Idunn. I love my family, and I’ve sworn to do better by them.”

      “Then why have you come?”

      Everything hinged upon his choice here. He had to hope the half truth would be enough to get him in the door, to win enough sympathy to prevent the imminent war. Or, if war was inevitable, if it was truly his urd, he at least needed time to learn the strengths and numbers of these people. “I come speaking for the Aesir.”

      “All of them?” The surprise in her voice was among the first emotion he had heard from her.

      “Yes, all. I was appointed their king because of a common threat. And now I come to you, to Vanaheim, as an ambassador seeking aid against that threat.”

      She paused, looking him right in the eye. As if daring him to offer any cause she might care for in the least. Though she stood far shorter than he did, her gaze left him feeling small before her.

      “The Niflungar have returned, Lady Eostre. Their sorceress queen raises armies of draugar and plots with trolls to overthrow the Aesir and all kingdoms of men.” That truth would have to suffice. “We know in ages past, the Niflungar were enemies of Vanaheim. Now, those who spent centuries worshipping you have come begging your aid in a broken World. A battle for all of Midgard has begun. Do not abandon the Aesir out in the cold.”

      Eostre’s eyes had narrowed at mention of the Niflungar, and she began to chew her lip, once again seeming young. An illusion disguising a five-thousand-year-old goddess, of course. For the first time, Odin wondered what gifts an apple had given the dawn goddess. “The Niflungar were defeated long ago, but perhaps it was always urd they would return. Still, you are not like to find help here, King of the Aesir. The Vanir withdrew from Midgard. The problems born of Halfdan the Old’s mistakes are not ours to solve. That, at least, is what Njord will tell you, should he deign to see you at all.”

      So even the Vanir believed in urd guiding their steps, shaping their lives. The thought did not comfort Odin.

      “Idunn told me as much, about Njord. But I did not come here to see your king. I came to seek help from people like you, my lady. The Niflungar are sorcerers, steeped in the Art and thus armed with weapons the Aesir cannot understand. The Lofdar are gone, dwindled to shattered peoples. But the Vanir, you understand the Art, you know how to stand against the Niflungar.”

      The path Eostre led him on had taken a steep turn, rising along the curve of a hill and forming a circuitous route deeper into the island. Odin wanted to ask where she was taking him, but he dare not distract her from his entreaty. Instead, they walked in silence for a time, until the sound of rushing waters reached him, drawing nearer as they pressed on. High overhead, a waterfall cascaded down the mountains, cut through the hills in rapids, and then poured out into another fall. An ivy-covered stone bridge arched over those rapids, high above them. This path would eventually lead there, but first it passed into another hall. This one, a many-tiered tower seven stories tall. Overgrowth wrapped the spire as well, save for a balcony at the apex, open to the east—to the rising sun. This must be Eostre’s tower.

      “You’re correct,” Eostre said, pausing at a bridge the led between hills and rose to her tower. “I do know of the Art, though to say anyone understands it, is to misinterpret its study. You call it a weapon, but it is both less and more than that, and we spend lifetimes trying to grasp those distinctions.”

      Petty, would-be gods who glimpse a teardrop … and call it the ocean …

      Odin resisted the urge to argue with the wraith. Such things rarely provided any useful result. He needed to focus on Eostre. “At Sessrumnir.” That was what Idunn had called their school of witchcraft.

      Eostre quirked an eyebrow. Had Odin said too much? At last, the goddess set out across the bridge. “Maybe that is the best place for you to seek answers. Those with questions always seem to linger there, and its keeper, Freyja, is better suited to answer your questions than I. For tonight, you will shelter in my hall. In the morning, I will take you to Sessrumnir and introduce you to Freyja.”

      Vӧlvur called Freyja their patron, the goddess of seid. Of course, common men and women knew her more as the goddess of love and sex. Odin followed Eostre. She had not turned on him, nor informed Njord of his presence. He could not have hoped for much better an outcome.

      “What of Idunn?”

      “A servant will go and fetch her.”

      Eostre led him into her tower and up the first flight of stairs to a landing, in the middle of which lay a fountain the size of a small house, carved in the likeness of a dragon, one spewing water.

      Odin’s eyes glazed over and he swayed. It was … not unlike those dreams he’d had as a child. Could he have foreseen this decades ago? And if so, if every choice had lead him here, did that not confirm he was bound by urd, trapped in a weave greater than himself? His throat was dry and his eyes stung.

      Enormous glass windows let in so much light it hardly seemed like being inside a building. Beside the fountain Bragi sat, rising stiffly when Odin entered.

      “What is this currish miscreant still doing on the sacred islands?” The god of poetry’s words wheezed through his broken nose, grating on Odin’s ears.

      “Lord Odin is my guest for the evening,” Eostre said.

      Bragi stiffened, glaring at Odin before turning a meeker gaze on the lady. “Lady Eostre, surely you cannot believe his protests of innocence. I found them lying together unclad. The basest child could not help but glean what had gone between them.”

      “Do you call me a child, Bragi?”

      The poet sauntered forward, clearly more at ease with this game of words than Odin was ever like to be. “I would never mistake your youthful visage for one lacking in any manner of fortuitous experience.” Odin was starting to hate this god. “But, were I left to believe this mortal has somehow forced or duped you, I would have no choice but to take the case to the highest authority—all in the best interest of my family, of course.”

      Eostre snorted. “If King Njord were to hear of this, know that not only Idunn, but I as well, will be displeased with you, son-in-law.”

      The poet god shrugged. “Then I, of course, must defer to you. Mother. I could never act to displease you.” After a moment’s hesitation, he bowed and left.

      “Hope the nose feels better soon,” Odin shouted after him. He decided it was best if he left the “trollfucker” bit unspoken at the end.

      Eostre turned to him. “That was unwise.”

      Odin shrugged. “He thinks I slept with his wife. Then I broke his nose. I doubt a little taunt will be what turns him against me.”

      “Do not forget yourself, Lord Odin. You are a guest among the Vanir, and here, your rank among the Aesir means naught. It is but a common courtesy that we even address you as a lord. You are safe in my hall. Do not think yourself beyond Bragi’s reach elsewhere in Vanaheim.”

      It had never crossed his mind. Nor, in truth, did he think Bragi was like to prove his biggest threat on these shores.
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      “This man, Tyr,” Volsung said, “he bears a fell blade and fights like a man gone fey.”

      Gudrun frowned, staring out into the mist from the grove where they had camped for the night. If Volsung only knew. Tyr had not only taken a Vanr apple, but bore the runeblade Gramr. Since Grimhild seemed to have increased his bloodlust, the Ás had become all the more dangerous. Sooner or later, he’d destroy himself, but the present seemed to turn against the Hunalanders. And she had been careful not to let him even learn of Tyr’s battle against Guthorm. Her brother ought to have wiped the Ás from Midgard, and instead had returned maimed, barely able to speak with his half-severed jaw.

      Volsung spat. “Today he slew two berserkir. How would you have us reach the ships to burn them while such a man guards them?”

      Now she ground her teeth. Tyr needed to die, and soon, but that was hardly her chief concern. Though she dare not say it, Gudrun had begun to think burning the ships came secondary to allowing Guthorm to capture Loge. The fire priest had helped the Lofdar bring down the Niflungar already. Gudrun did not want to see her rise to power as the new queen thwarted by the man, and, in this, he might prove a greater threat than even Odin.

      With Irpa’s insight, Gudrun had succeeded in raising a draug of her own—an Ás warrior chosen at random. She might send the creature against Tyr, but the warrior had already come close to slaying Guthorm. Perhaps, though, she might solve two problems at once: impeding Tyr’s efforts to hunt the Hunalanders and drawing out Loge at the same time.

      Finally, she sighed. “I am not to be disturbed this night, not under any circumstance.”

      Volsung worked his jaw before grunting and turning away. The man had just enough wisdom not to ask about that which he would not wish to know.
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      Guthorm had been kind enough to secure her an Ás prisoner—a shieldmaiden drawn away from her troop. The woman hung from an ash tree by her ankles, bound and gagged, but struggling, clearly unable to take her gaze off the rotting flesh of Gudrun’s brother.

      Blood drizzled from shallow cuts on the victim’s arms, blood with which Gudrun had painted glyphs on nearby rocks and trees in a summoning circle. Beyond the Veil, vaettir had already begun to gather, watching, drawn no doubt by the eldritch symbols. Gudrun could see them with the Sight, as could Guthorm of course, but the Ás shieldmaiden would have seen naught. Which was worse? The sense of gathering doom which one could not see, or to look upon the foul faces of the dead?

      In truth, it did not matter. The shieldmaiden would see what awaited her, as life began to flee her body.

      Gudrun blew out a long breath and wiped sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand. Evoking several snow maidens was risky, especially weak as she had grown—and deprived of any protective talisman—but Snegurka alone would not serve her needs. With a last look around to ensure no mortals drew nigh, she began to chant in the spirit tongue, the foreign syllables tasting odd and seeming to reverberate in her skull, even after so many years of castings.

      At her words, Snegurka and Irpa both stirred in the back of her mind, pushing, pressing against her will, perhaps even against one another, each seeking control of a mortal vessel.

      Drawing a dagger from her belt, Gudrun approached the shieldmaiden, never ceasing her evocation. The victim thrashed, eyes wider than ever. Gudrun slid the blade along her throat, allowing blood to rush out in a waterfall over the woman’s head. The convulsions lasted but a moment more.

      The mist thickened.

      It whispered to her, answering her summons, as snow maidens drifted in on the vapors, approaching from all sides. Three of the them came, moaning and wailing, invisible to those without the Sight or drawing nigh to death. The Mist spirits were born of death, drawn to it, as if keen to drink the suffering of the damned. Sometimes, they even appeared to those fated to soon pass from the Mortal Realm, privy to some uncanny insight that revealed such things.

      One drifted closer than the others, hair, eyes, and clothes all white and translucent, like moonlight reflected on a frozen lake.

      They pressed their wills against her, seeking any ingress into her body.

      Gudrun slumped to her knees and clenched her fists, ground her teeth and stared defiance at the Mist spirit. Pressure beat against her temples and welled in her chest, the weight of an avalanche crushing her from all sides. Instinctively, she reached for the Singasteinn, but it was not there. No talisman, no protection. Just her.

      Hot liquid began to dribble down her nose, running over her lips. She could not let up, could not give in.

      And then, all at once, the pressure eased, and the Mist spirits converged on the now-dead shieldmaiden. Gudrun did not look as they began feasting off the woman’s soul, accepting the sacrifice.

      She wanted to stand but feared to topple over. One did not show weakness in front of vaettir.

      You are weak.

      Snegurka. The snow maiden did not speak in her mind so oft as Irpa—perhaps because Irpa was stronger, or because Gudrun had inadvertently allowed Irpa a stronger hold over her. Either way, Snegurka’s voice was softer and more sibilant than the wraiths, seductive rather than filled with loathing. Or maybe Mist spirits were just better at concealing their hatred than wraiths.

      Almost. You are almost mine … Your final choice … between mist … and shadow …

      Snegurka or Irpa. A choice of madnesses. A choice of damnations.

      Gudrun blew air out from her mouth, clearing the blood away. “Go and bring the mists to the Aesir. Show them their impending deaths. Show them …” She paused to catch her breath. “Let them catch a glimpse of Hel. Thicken the mist … so they cannot see aught save doom.”

      All three of the spirits turned to her in answer, an icy gleam in their eyes. They held her gaze so long, her heart clenched. And then they began to drift out, on the mist, as they had come in.
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      Eostre’s servants awoke Odin before sunrise, insisting he join their lady on the balcony. He yawned, climbing the many steps to reach the tower’s apex. He should have figured the goddess of the dawn would wake early. After his adventures on the sea, Odin could have done with another hour’s sleep. Perhaps three more hours. But even had Eostre not summoned him, the urgency of his quest did demand sacrifices.

      He rubbed sleep from his eyes as he followed the servant—a muscular young man who strode about shirtless. Come to think of it, most of Eostre’s staff seemed to be handsome young men. Of course, young was a relative term for Vanir. Any one of these servants might well be immortal, like their masters. The man led him through a giant archway onto the balcony, a semicircular platform several fathoms across, where Idunn and Eostre waited.

      The platform had no rail, just a drop to a seventy-foot fall. From up here, he could see out for countless miles, gazing across the mountains and valleys of Vanaheim. All were shrouded in darkness, though still he could make out the greenery covering the island. Before he could comment, a blinding ray broke over the horizon. Odin had to squint, but he would not have looked away for all the treasures in Midgard. In his whole life, never had he imagined such brilliance in the sky, nor dreamed of the colors now expanding around him.

      He could almost feel the wraith retreat into the furthest corners of his mind. Come to think of it, Audr always seemed least inclined to speak or assert himself while Odin walked in daylight.

      “Is it always like this?”

      “Save when it rains,” Idunn said, sparing him a glance.

      Odin moved to stand beside her. The wonders of Vanaheim never ceased. In the light of dawn, he could make out the shadows of the other island, sure to contain its own secrets and glories enough to fill a lifetime. On this island, though, rose the World Tree. Odin’s eyes drifted toward Yggdrasil, toward the boughs of the great tree overshadowing the valley at the island’s heart. Yggdrasil, that gave rise to all the beauty before him, holding back the mists of death, locking the islands of Vanaheim in eternal spring, and granting the Vanir themselves their immortality. Walking here was like walking through an Otherworld, so removed from Midgard he might think himself dreaming.

      Idunn pointed to a mountain near the great tree. “Do you see the palace atop it?”

      Indeed he did. A golden castle stood there, glittering in the sunlight, its spires topped with gleaming crystals. Vines overgrew the walls, making the shine of light beneath them all the more potent. At the castle’s foundations, giant stone faces poured out streams of water like fountains, but the size of waterfalls. Along the slopes, other golden structures rose as well, as if the mountain itself had sprouted palaces like flowers growing from a tree.

      “That’s Sessrumnir, Freyja’s hall. Mother will take you there after breakfast.”

      “You’re not coming?”

      “Eventually, for certain. I haven’t seen Freyja in years, and I am eager to hear her stories and share my own, but Mother told me Bragi left here livid. I need to find him and make certain he won’t create trouble for us.”

      Odin nodded. He would have rather travelled in Idunn’s company than Eostre’s, but he had not come all the way to Vanaheim to see a woman he already knew. Ingratiating himself with the rest of the Vanir might mean the difference between success and failure.

      And he could not afford failure.
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      After a glorious breakfast of exotic fruits—most of which Odin could not name—and roast pig, Eostre guided him from her hall. The dawn goddess said little, seeming content more to bask in the radiance of her homeland. Nor could Odin blame her.

      They walked along the mountain slope, pausing before a waterfall ten times the height of the tallest jotunn. It formed an endless curtain of water that rimmed the path leading between the mountains, its roaring cascade drowning out any other sound. Eostre watched his face, and Odin did not bother trying to conceal his awe.

      After granting him time to absorb the sight, Eostre resumed her pace, and Odin reluctantly tore himself away to follow. Moss-covered stone bridges passed over great gulfs where more water poured down into glittering lakes that seemed to fill half the valleys on Vanaheim. The bridges also spanned across valleys, allowing them to cross the mountains without having to repeatedly climb slopes, the last of which led toward the mountain where Sessrumnir lay. Though they passed several palaces, in the whole time they walked, Odin spotted no more than a dozen other people, most paying them little mind. Vanaheim was pristine, almost empty. What kept the Vanir’s numbers so small? Or perhaps the other island was more populous than this one.

      At the foot of the mountain, several ivy-covered buildings stood, all carved from golden stone. Most sported great columns five times Odin’s height or more. Yet the buildings themselves often lacked walls, the columns merely supporting decorative roofs. Perhaps their sole function was shelter from the rain. Here, at last, he saw people. Thirty or so of them, lounging about in the sun or in those structures, eating grapes and laughing.

      Eostre did not pause nor speak to any of those people, so Odin had no chance to investigate. But one thing was obvious enough. Not one of those people carried a weapon. Half of them were barely clothed at all. Both men and women walked around in the sunlight with nothing but loin cloths. If these were the gods, they had grown soft through ages of peace and isolation. Still, he could not afford to underestimate them. They had banished the jotunnar and kept the Niflungar from their shores. Power lurked here, even if he could not easily spot it.

      “With water crashing down over half the mountain, how are we to reach Sessrumnir?” Odin asked, as they passed by the cluster of Vanir.

      “We carved a path through the mountain, beyond the falls. It’s a long climb, but we pass by the lower halls, should you need a place to rest.”

      Rest? He kept forgetting Eostre thought him mortal, and an old man at that. He could have climbed all day if need be, but instead he nodded. A little feigned weakness might sometimes lead to a position of strength. Not that most of Odin’s people would believe showing weakness ever wise. Vili would have scoffed to hear him even suggest it. But Odin had seen things most of the Aesir could not imagine, and he bore burdens they would never understand.

      The path leading up was paved with snug fitting stones, smooth, and so overgrown he’d not even noticed it until they neared. The Vanir didn’t appear to use stairs on their roads, though this path rose steeply.

      “Lady Eostre,” Odin said as they climbed, “you spoke of your father, and Idunn told me stories of your mother.”

      “Hmmm. I never knew my father, but Mother spoke of him. Not often, mind—she kept to herself most times. I remember she often seemed like she bore the weight of all the World on her shoulders. A burden perhaps you can begin to understand, King of the Aesir.”

      Odin grunted. Yes. He imagined he could understand the burdens Eostre’s mother had borne, probably better than even Eostre or Idunn could. “Idunn was close to her.”

      Eostre sighed. “Sometimes I think Mother was closer to my daughter than she was to me. Maybe I reminded her too much of Father.”

      “There are things you wish you had asked her?”

      “I’ve had five thousand years to regret the things unspoken between us. Time dulls such pains, but it does not erase them.”

      Her words set Odin’s stomach burning. He had lost so many people in his life, and now Idunn’s apple had damned him to the same eternal regret as Eostre. Or maybe as all the Vanir, certainly the older generations. “Sometimes … do you wish for death?”

      Eostre shook her head. “You are assuming the tales your people tell of an afterlife are true, that were I to perish, I would be reunited with my lost parents and all those who have gone before?”

      “You don’t believe in Valhalla?”

      “In five thousand years, nothing the Vanir have uncovered has led us to believe any paradise awaits those who pass from the World. Those who are exceptionally strong will linger between life and death as shades, locked in eternal torment. The rest … they are gone, Odin. All that they were is snuffed out and lost forever, save what little lives on in us. Idunn and I are all that remain of my parents.”

      The bitterness in her voice tasted like poison in Odin’s ears. In all his musings, never had he considered reality to be so arbitrary and capricious as the one she spoke of. True, he had seen horrors in the Astral Realm, seen the Roil try to consume his very soul. But he had allowed himself to believe that, beyond the horror, something bright still existed. If Eostre was right, if no Valhalla awaited him, he would never again see his parents, either. Borr and Bestla would have simply vanished into oblivion. And when and if Odin’s work were accomplished, that was the only reward he, too, had to look forward to. The Vanir thought death meant the end. The Aesir believed that falling in battle would grant them a glorious paradise. That would prove a keen edge if it came to battle. The Vanir would probably do almost anything to save their own lives. After all, if Eostre spoke the truth, who wouldn’t?

      We are all dead …

      Odin’s legs wobbled beneath him, not from fatigue, as Eostre would no doubt guess, but from profound hopelessness. All of his efforts would mean naught if his ancestors could not look down on him. Alone, he was a man claiming godhood, making grand gestures that amounted to little more than a child building a snow castle. It might endure for a day or a season, but it would fall and be forgotten, as would all Odin wrought. The World would continue on, caring naught for the petty dreams of men or so-called gods.

      All you build will turn to ash, your children shall die, and your dreams shall burn.

      The Odling ghost’s curse. The runes she had branded him with stung, feeling fresh, though he knew it all in his mind.

      He slumped down on a boulder some distance from the nearest palace and let his head fall into his hands.

      “Forgive me,” Eostre said. “I forget you must be entering the twilight of life, and here I speak of the only options in death being oblivion or torment. I’m sorry. Perhaps a beautiful lie is easier to swallow. I imagine that’s how your people dreamed up Valhalla in the first place.”

      Languor warred with his sudden desire to throttle the Vanr woman, even knowing she meant no harm. He kept his glare locked on his own boots lest she realize just how close he was to killing her. Perhaps she did not deserve his rage, but it bubbled in his gut like a frothing cauldron, demanding release. He refused to believe Eostre. He had seen the endless ranks of ghosts populating the Penumbra. And, in truth, all of them did seem lost, tormented, lingering on in an existence even more pointless than sheer oblivion. He had seen naught of glorious ancestors or happy halls, no sign of Valhalla. And after all they had learned of the Art and the Otherworlds beyond Midgard, the Vanir believed nothing awaits the fallen. He had come here seeking knowledge, but not this. Nor could he ever share such revelations with his people—if they believed at all, it would break them, perhaps turn them into the cowards the Vanir themselves had become.

      Odin rose, shaking his head. “You were right. We should rest in one of the lower palaces.”

      Eostre nodded, then turned, continuing down the path.
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      It took perhaps another hour to reach the nearest palace, this one a sprawling complex wrapping around the mountain in a semicircle. The stone walkway branched off, one path continuing up the mountain, the other leading to this structure. Marble statues of nude men and women decorated the path leading the palace, many engaged in activities so lewd, Odin could not help but stare. Eostre quirked a half smile at his reaction but made no comment, instead leading him onward.

      More waterfalls pitched out of great archways cut into this palace’s foundations. How did they arrange such things? Surely only sorcery could have built such a continuous flow of water from so many locations. And yet, given the fear with which Idunn spoke of the Art, it was hard to give credence to the Vanir risking it on extravagances like making a river run through a building.

      The palace itself glittered like gold, drawing his eyes to glimmering sun motifs carved above the front entrance—a doorless archway ten feet tall. Something about those carvings held his gaze, refusing to let go until he tore his gaze away through sheer will. A pair of nude women stood out front, each armed with a spear, though neither held her weapon as though inclined to use it. Who in Hel’s icy trench went into battle unclad? Well, save berserks and varulfur.

      At their approach, the women both fell to one knee, inclining their heads at Eostre. Her eyes on the ground, one spoke. “My lady, Lord Frey awaits you inside.”

      Frey—god of fertility and sunlight, the war champion of the Vanir. On the long trek across Midgard, Odin had mused over meeting Frey. Legends spoke of Frey wading into battle against jottunar, bearing a flaming sword and descending upon them with the fury of the sun. The Aesir prayed to him for glory in battle. Odin himself had grown to manhood shouting exaltations to the sun god, beseeching him for victory. He had prayed for such before leaving to hunt Ymir what seemed lifetimes ago. And now, he would soon stand face-to-face with the being he had once worshipped.

      Foul light …

      Odin ignored Audr. Heavier burdens weighed on his mind in any event. It did not bode well that the Vanr expected him. Odin had dared hope his presence remained a secret known to but a few. And yet, Idunn had mentioned he might find allies among Njord’s children. Frey—Freyja’s twin brother—was Njord’s heir. If the Vanir did join him, Odin could think of no finer ally among the Vanir. Nor any worse foe, should he misspeak.

      The woman who had spoken rose and turned to guide them inside. The palace ceiling rose up three full stories, carved into a series of vaults not unlike the valleys and mountains just outside. Within each of those vaults stood massive glass windows open to the sky, allowing in sunlight that cast the great hall in radiance. Carvings of the sun decorated the walls—intermingled with reliefs of couples in more lascivious acts. The hall stretched so far it would have served well for a jotunn. At the end of it, a man sat on a throne upon a raised dais, basking in sunlight.

      “Frey embraced the legacy of my father’s people,” Eostre whispered as they walked down the hall. “With his sister’s help, he uncovered the lost secrets of harnessing sunlight.”

      Odin had no idea what that meant. A dozen or so other people milled about the hall, flitting in and out of side passages. None of them wore clothes. In fact, even Frey was clad in only a loose sheet draped around his waist. The god had bright green eyes and dirty blond hair that stretched to his shoulders. Resting against his throne lay a great sword, half again as long as Odin’s arm. That could only be Laevateinn, the famed runeblade with which the god had slain jotunnar and vaettir alike.

      That sword …

      Eostre paused on the dais’s threshold, and Frey inclined his head to her. It was the smallest gesture of respect Odin had seen anyone show the First One, and Frey was only a third generation Aetheling. Odin struggled to hide his grimace. What did this portend? He nodded his own head, a dozen possible opening entreaties running through his mind.

      Before he settled on any of them, Eostre spoke. “Lord Frey, might we partake of your hospitality? My guest is weary.”

      Frey chuckled. “I imagine brawling with a god would tire an old man.”

      Odin’s grimace only deepened. Frey had learned of his conflict with Bragi. Certainly others might have informed him, but Odin suspected the poet god had come here himself, turned Frey against him.

      “My lord, Bragi and I had a mere misunderstanding. He thought I had lain with Idunn—I assure you that is not the case.”

      Frey shrugged, then rose from his throne. He strode down the steps, walking past Odin, looking him over. As he passed, he revealed a sun tattoo on his back, glittering sunbeams stretching out in all directions from it. The Vanr made a complete circle around him before re-ascending the stairs, never once taking his eyes from Odin. It took all of Odin’s will not to squirm under that gaze.

      “You do not belong here, mortal.”

      “Lord Odin is my guest,” Eostre said. Her voice was quiet, emotionless, and yet somehow carrying an edge of reproach.

      At her words, Frey nodded. “You are entitled to any guest you wish, Lady Eostre. But I fear you misplace your trust in this man. No good will come from his presence in Vanaheim, nor is he welcome in my hall. I urge you to banish him onto the sea and be done with it.”

      Damn Bragi! If Odin could not win support from a man like Frey, he would wind up having to face him in battle. Such a fight might be glorious, but it would also cost lives. And if it did, what if Eostre was right about the price of death and the nothingness that lay beyond the Veil? Could it be truth? No Valhalla for those had fallen in Odin’s quest? Suddenly his entire mission reeked of pride. What better World could he create when so many had died to make it?

      So many had died and maybe were lost. Odin had to do all he could to avoid more war, more death.

      “My lord Frey,” he began.

      Frey waved him to silence. Odin grimaced. The damned poet had poisoned Frey against him. The look on the Vanr’s face was enough to confirm that—aught he said now would only further draw Frey’s ire. There was naught to be done now. Not today. In time, perhaps, he could change the Vanr’s mind. He prayed he could.

      “Forgive the intrusion, Lord Frey,” Odin said. “I will not stay where I am not wanted.”

      Eostre lingered a moment longer, then turned, shaking her head. “I’m sorry he wouldn’t grant you a respite,” she said as they left the hall.

      So was Odin, though not because he needed rest. If Frey was any indication, the Vanir were not like to cooperate with him. But at the least, he saw very few of them who bore any arms. If it came to war, perhaps the battle could be won quickly.

      “I can manage to trek on,” he said. “I just hope Bragi has not swayed Lady Freyja as well.”

      Eostre nodded, continuing up the path.
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      “The sorceress aids our enemies,” Frigg said.

      Sigyn’s sister stood, looking over yet another foray by the Volsung army. With Tyr and Odin away, the Aesir had lost their greatest warriors, and perhaps Frigg had begun to doubt her decision to send her champion for aid. Tyr had the best chance to make it, of course, and like as not, the best chance to actually win the aid. Still, they had lost many lives yesterday, and today was shaping into more of the same.

      With the mist blocking all view and men wailing about death omens haunting them, morale had begun to break. How long until the jarls once again began to think of breaking away?

      Loki had joined them not long ago, watching the warriors clash without comment.

      “A sorceress turns her power against us,” Frigg repeated.

      Not an idle comment, then. On the day Sigyn was captured, Loki had not been by her side, instead turning his power against the draugar. Fulla had told Sigyn the tale—twice—since her return mere days ago. And if Frigg’s maid knew it, half the Ás camp probably knew it as well and must wonder now, as Frigg did, why Loki did not act in their favor once again. They would wonder, because they did not understand the terrible price he seemed to pay for any use of the Art, though Frigg ought to have known better.

      Sigyn tapped a finger to her lip. She could intercede and tell Frigg to back off, but the queen was only thinking of saving Ás lives as, in fact, was her role. Maybe Frigg did have an inkling that Loki would pay dearly to do as she asked—or rather had not yet asked. Loki’s hand brushed over Sigyn’s, as if he had anticipated her speaking on his behalf. As if, while acknowledging and appreciating that, he still wanted to forestall it.

      “Will you not do something for our people?” Frigg finally asked.

      Loki looked to the queen now. “There will be a cost.”

      “Whatever it is you wish, we will pay. But please, help us live through the present first.”

      Sigyn opened her mouth, and Loki’s grip on her wrist tightened. He wouldn’t tell her. He was going to let her misunderstand his words, think that she would be the one to pay that cost, as if Loki would be interested in chests of gold or trinkets of silver. Why? Why did he insist on suffering rather than speak?

      Oh, but the answer was all too obvious, for it was the same reason as ever. Loki wanted to teach something. He was always trying to teach Odin and Sigyn, and, with Frigg connected to them both, perhaps he needed to teach her as well.

      And he said naught now, just offered Sigyn’s wrist one more squeeze and then left, claiming up a pair of torches from nearby guards. Her love trod toward the battleground, where men and women massacred one another and stained the ground with rivers of blood, there to spread ash and flame at the behest of Sigyn’s own sister.

      “You were not listening to what he said.” She could not hold this in any longer, and Loki was already well out of earshot. “He never said you would be the one to pay this cost—at least not directly.”

      “What are you saying?” Frigg asked, not taking her eyes off the battle.

      A cacophonous boom stole away all sound. Sheets of flame incinerated men and burnt away mist meant to shield them. Even here, above the battle, Sigyn and Frigg both fell back a step from the intensity of it.

      All the warriors fell still a moment. Fire erupted in a swirling arc, like a maelstrom at sea, boiling the flesh and blood of all men in a twenty-foot radius. In the chaos of those flames, Volsung’s army began to break, men routed in all directions.

      And then, from nowhere, great balls of hail began to rain upon the Ás archers. Skulls splattered, bows snapped, and men died.

      Loki had unleashed an apocalypse on the battlefield, and the Niflung sorceress—Gudrun or Grimhild, it did not really matter—had responded in kind, abandoning attempts at subtlety.

      Sigyn closed her eyes, not wanting to behold any further cataclysm. When she at last opened them, the battle had fallen silent, both sides beginning to limp away.

      Frigg had a hand to her mouth. “This? This was the price he meant? That they would also …?”

      If only it were that simple. Sigyn’s gut clenched at the thought of what lay ahead. She grabbed both of Frigg’s cheeks to draw her sister close. “You still do not understand, do you? The power costs him! He has but so much he can call upon, and by using it now, he may not be able to do so when we need it even more. Say, when we move to strike against the Vanir. Because you used this weapon now, Frigg, you may not have it when the greatest battle lies before you.”

      Sigyn released Frigg without waiting for an answer. She dashed down to the battlefield.
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      She found Loki there, kneeling amidst charred bodies and a field of cinders, wafts of smoke still rising from them, and from him. The sickly sweet stench of cooked human flesh saturated the air and left Sigyn gagging.

      Loki did not look up as she drew close. Rather, he stared down at his hands, which still smoldered like embers, and he trembled as if in the grasps of deathchill. Pieces of his shirt had burnt away, and it hung loose about him now, like the burnt out remains of a razed house.

      Sigyn knelt before him. Flames swam behind his eyes, obscuring the crystal blue, and he did not seem to see her at all, giving no acknowledgment of her presence. She brushed his shoulder with a hand, then jerked it back, singed.

      While she sucked her burned fingers, Loki’s trembles increased until he pitched forward, catching himself on his palms.

      “Love?”

      He didn’t answer.

      Not like this. She wasn’t going to lose him like this. He had saved her again and again, not just in body, but more than that. He had saved her from a life of mediocrity she had not even known was suffocating her. And he had taught her to harness her pneuma and use it.

      She wrapped her arms around him, trying not to shriek as his smoldering skin seared hers. Her arms and chest felt like she had thrown herself atop a boiling cauldron. But she did not—would not—let go. Frigg had healed Vili by sharing her own pneuma. So why then, could Sigyn not do the same? She envisioned the rivers of it, flowing through her. And she imagined one of those rivers diverting into Loki.

      Naught happened.

      Sigyn shut her eyes and concentrated harder.

      Loki jerked beneath her arms as if swept over by a wave. Apt enough, as cold seized her, so profound she began to shiver despite being pressed against his burning flesh. Like her very soul were being sucked out.

      Her throat closed over, too cold to breathe. Her thoughts became a thick languor. Life was leaving her. Unable to hold on any further, she let go of the river and collapsed.

      They both fell over sideways.
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      When she woke, they lay abed together, in Frigg’s hall. Loki held her tight.

      “I’m surprised you could do that.”

      “Me, too.” Her voice sounded harsh.

      “You should not have tried—you might have killed yourself.”

      “I won’t let you go.”

      He shuddered and pulled her even closer. “Your life force gave me strength to fight for mine. But do not ever try that again.”

      She giggled weakly. “No promises.”

      Gods, she was starving.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

        

      

    

    
      The roar of waterfalls grew louder the closer he drew to Sessrumnir. Once he reached the threshold, the golden sparkle of the palace in the sun grew nigh to blinding. The ivy that covered the walls offered the only protection from the glare. Perhaps Freyja had cultivated it for that very purpose. Up here, the sheer size of the fountain faces—as big as a jotunn—made him feel tiny.

      Though not as sprawling as her brother’s palace, Freyja’s hall was taller—four stories, not even counting the numerous towers. Also, unlike her brother’s hall, this one boasted a hefty door of gold, twice Odin’s height. Eostre placed a hand upon it, and the door shuddered, then began to slide down into the floor with the sound of grating metal. The foyer it revealed was flanked by twin streams of water pouring out of a pool ahead of them. Those streams ran into the wall, presumably to flow out of the faces and become the waterfalls running down the mountain.

      Eostre led him forward, to the edge of the pool. Giant flowers Odin could not name floated upon the surface in a parade of pink and white and magenta petals that somehow never drifted into the streams. The dawn goddess let him admire the sight a few moments before leading him onto a stone bridge arching over one of the streams.

      “The Vanir used sorcery to build this place,” Odin said. He could see no other explanation.

      “They invoked vaettir long, long ago, in times when the depth of the price they would pay still remained unknown.” Her voice sounded far away, mournful. Of course, Gefjon had told him most of the other First Ones—those who had not fallen in battle—had become corrupted by their power. How many friends had Eostre left behind? How many loved ones lost to create a sanctuary like this? In extraordinary hubris, the Vanir had called themselves gods and thought to defy the order of nature. Pride was a failing Odin understood only too well.

      They walked through a long hall and into a room where two women and a man reclined, reading. Row after row of books lined the walls, thousands of them. Gudrun had shown Odin books. This room must have contained more words than could be read in the lifetime of a mortal. Eostre, however, did not linger in the book room, instead heading straight for a wide staircase that rose on the far side. The stairs wrapped along a graceful curve, leading to a second level filled with more books. Eostre continued on, leading him through hall after hall and up several more stairs. Finally, they reached one of the towers and climbed the winding stairs to the terrace.

      Arches here supported a sparkling, iridescent crystal overhead. Given it was as tall as he was and twice as wide, Odin imagined it must weigh more than a horse. In the terrace floor, a pool of water rested beneath the crystal, and beside that pool lounged a pair of cave lions. The felines looked at Odin as he drew nigh, but did not rise.

      His steps almost faltered, staring at them, until he realized a woman with long golden hair sat between the pair. Her face was soft, innocent, and surprisingly endearing for one of the Vanir. As Odin looked into her vibrant green eyes, a pit he could not explain opened in his stomach, and he found himself stumbling over his own tongue, unable to speak. Those eyes held his own, enraptured him like some enchantress, though he didn’t think it was seid working at him.

      The woman wore a sleeveless white shirt, unlaced, and a white skirt. She bit her lip, toying with a rose in her hands, before quirking a half smile. “I saw you climbing the path.”

      “I knew you would expect us,” Eostre said.

      “I’m not sure I expected you.” She rose gracefully, drifting closer to Odin, then stalking around him in much the way Frey had, albeit with less judgment in her gaze. Indeed, her resemblance to him was obvious.

      “Lady Freyja?” he asked. One of the cave lions turned to look at him now, though he tried to ignore the cat.

      Again, she quirked that mischievous smile. “You know who I am, old man.”

      Odin couldn’t help but recoil at that. Sometimes, being judged an old graybeard was an edge he could use. Others, less so.

      “Lord Odin has come here to learn from you, Freyja,” Eostre said. “The Niflungar have returned to threaten his people.”

      Freyja clucked her tongue, shaking her head. “And you want me to instruct a mortal in the Art? Father would have a fit if he learned of it.”

      “Then don’t tell him.”

      Freyja laughed and rolled her eyes. She walked to the edge of the terrace, looking out over the balcony.

      When she said naught else, Odin took it as an invitation to join her, casting a wary glance at the lions as he did so. Up here, he stood almost level with the canopy of Yggdrasil in the valley beyond. The closer he drew to the tree, the more cosmic it seemed. Even from here, spots of glittering blue and white light like fireflies appeared, weaving in and out among the branches.

      “There’s a theory,” Freyja said, “that all living beings in the World are born from Yggdrasil.” She pointed out into the canopy. “Do you know what grows up there?”

      To admit it might raise her suspicions, but to deny it risked raising them even more. Odin had already lost his chance to win over Frey. His sister was his last, best chance to avoid having to raze Vanaheim before he could claim it. Razing a land of endless green valleys and waterfalls and wonders would be a crime as great as any the Vanir had ever committed. How odd that here, at the end of his journey across Midgard, he should find himself so reluctant to take that final step. But until he had seen Vanaheim with his own eyes, he’d had no idea how monstrous the final step must be.

      “I came to Vanaheim with Idunn. She told me of her duty in these lands.” He glanced at Freyja, who was smiling again.

      “She’s the only one allowed to climb up there and pick the apples. Once, long ago, she fell, oh, at least ten stories. She broke a score of bones and cracked her pretty skull. I had to use sorcery to save her life. Since then, she’s never fallen. Some lessons only have to be learned once, I guess …”

      Odin would think so. Though he could not say exactly where Freyja was going with her story. From the way she trailed off, maybe she didn’t know either.

      “Freyja?” Eostre asked after several moments of silence.

      The blonde Vanr turned back to Odin’s guide, then nodded. “Your daughter and I went through a lot together. I always felt connected to her.”

      Eostre said nothing, though her face made it seem she knew well enough everything Freyja was saying.

      Freyja shrugged. “If you and Idunn want me to teach Odin about the Art, I will.”

      “Teach him how to stand against the Niflungar. I do not suggest you arm the Aesir with the means to destroy themselves.”

      Freyja laughed. “You should know the two are much the same thing. You cannot walk through the world of seid without being changed by it.”

      If only she knew how changed Odin truly was. His trek through the Astral Realm and the tortures Gjuki had visited upon him—or how Odin had bound the wraith to him—had forever altered his body and mind, even as pieces of his soul were torn away. And more than anything, he suddenly wanted to tell her that. To confess all his burdens and be absolved of them. And if he admitted to having eaten one of Idunn’s apples, what would the Vanir do to him? Would they kill him for participating in the theft of their most precious of treasures? Perhaps not only him. Idunn too might pay that price. He couldn’t take that risk.

      The Astral Realm. In it, he had seen a valkyrie—Svanhit. If there was no Valhalla, where did the valkyrie intend to take his soul? But he could not well ask Eostre such a question without revealing far more about himself than he dared.

      “I’ll leave you to it, then,” Eostre said. “I need to have words with my son-in-law.”

      Freyja quirked a half smile, then turned back to Odin. “Are you hungry?”

      Gods, he was famished. “I could do with a meal.”

      “Then come. I’ll have the servants prepare something, and we can talk. If the Niflungar have returned, I want to know everything.”

      With a final glance at the lions, Odin followed her downstairs.
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      A scouting party crept through the forests some few miles from the Ás camp. Speaking the Northern tongue, so not Valls. Five men, all armed with blades and axes. One with a bow. If Gudrun had sent her minions after the Aesir, Tyr would have expected something more akin to Flosshilde or Guthorm. Something foul. Seeping out from the mist and wont to drag his people into some uncertain demise. Instead, she’d turned to Volsung again.

      Human foes, though, seemed almost a distraction. He could pass these men by. Guthorm was still out there, and Gramr seemed to almost want to return to him. That alone made Tyr dream of hunting the draug down. But then these scouts would report back. That would lead to Ás deaths. Slinking low behind a snow drift, he kept Gramr in hand.

      The scouts kept their focus on prey ahead, only rarely sparing a glance behind themselves. Definitely not Valls. For who, when wandering such woods, would forget to watch for vaettir or aught else? Who, save an army preparing for battle, focused on a clear enemy?

      Gramr sang to him of glory, promised him a swift victory. No denying her.

      One of the scouts fell behind to take a piss, standing before a tree, back to Tyr.

      Tyr allowed the others to put a few dozen feet of distance between them, then rose, creeping ever closer. As he drew nigh, snow crunched under his foot. The scout started to turn mid-stream. A single stroke from Gramr lopped off his head before he could scream.

      Tyr allowed himself the slightest smirk, then slipped between two trees. Stalking closer to the remaining scouts.

      One of them finally glanced back. “What the fuck is taking him so long?”

      Another man snorted. “Maybe you should go help.”

      Tyr circled around them, drawing as close as the tree cover allowed.

      “Maybe you should swallow some troll cock,” the first man answered.

      That remark sparked raucous laughter from the remaining men. And provided enough distraction. Tyr charged into their midst. The speaker looked to him, mouth wide. A low swing severed one of his legs, drowning out his words in screams.

      Bellowing, Tyr launched himself at the bowman. The scout dropped his weapon to go for a broadsword. Only managed to get one hand on it before Gramr bit through one of his lungs. Tyr yanked his sword free and raised his shield, blocking an axe strike from the nearest man.

      He danced around.

      Two remaining men worked in unison. Well trained. Or at least used to working together.

      One swung while the other feinted. Tyr swept the feint aside with Gramr. Deflected the real attack on his shield. A swift twist let him scrape his blade along the axeman’s thigh. The chilling numbness would set in almost instantly. Indeed, the man fell back, gaping at his shallow wound as though his life were being drained by some foul vaettir.

      Close enough to the truth, perhaps. Souls were bound in the runeblade, angry. Hungry.

      “What in Hel’s—” the other man started to ask.

      A quick slash spilled the speaker’s steaming intestines over the forest floor. The wounded man toppled onto his arse, trying to crawl away.

      “Who sent you?” Tyr asked.

      Before the scout could answer, Gramr drove herself through his throat. Tyr grunted, looked down at his blood-drenched hand. Had he meant to do that?

      “Trollfuckers,” he mumbled.

      It didn’t matter. He knew who sent them.

      And he knew where they were going.

      But if he went back … No.

      Damn, but no. He had to press on and reach the Vall troops. Frigg had ordered him to bring back help.

      And he would do so, even if it meant leaving his people alone for now.
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      All in Vanaheim seemed to move with a calm pace an outsider might mistake for languor, or even total apathy for life. After days walking the gardens with Freyja, Odin suspected it was more a matter of repose, of appreciation for nature and life born from living in a place where survival was no longer a struggle. And that was a reality he had never before imagined nor prepared for.

      Freyja woke when she felt like it, stayed up late into the night, and often encouraged him to sit on the cliff, staring out over the landscape in silence. When he asked after the Art, she would sometimes answer questions and sometimes laugh it away. The night before, they had watched the stars, sipping wine and speaking of life until well past midnight. Never had he seen the moon so clear.

      Most times, one or both of her cave lions walked beside them, seeming more companion than protector to her. After days of quiet, Odin had almost even gotten accustomed to the cats.

      This morning, Freyja had sat with him in the book room, trying—as she had most days—to teach him to interpret the letters on the pages. He had managed some, but oft as not, his head would throb after but a few hours. In answer to which, Freyja always seemed to recommend wine and a walk in the sunlight.

      Which he welcomed. He treaded behind her, more or less ignoring the lions pacing after them.

      Sessrumnir’s terrace glittered. It was home to a rooftop hanging garden of a thousand varieties. And Freyja, for whatever reason, seemed intent for him to learn the names and scents of every one.

      Somehow, she made such lessons so pleasant, he hardly minded passing a day like this. The sun was so warm, he had doffed his cloak and wool shirt for a simple tunic like she wore.

      Now, as he sat on the terrace rail, Freyja pulled at the side of the tunic’s opening, examining the runes branded into his flesh. “Do these cover your whole body?”

      “Most of it, my lady. Both arms, my chest. My back.”

      Freyja quirked that odd half smile. “You can drop the ‘my lady,’ Odin. By the Tree, after days walking together, perhaps we can dispense with titles.”

      How could he refuse such a simple request? Freyja was grounded in a way he would not have expected of a princess, much less a divine one. And she was quick to laugh, with an infectious smile. Her easy way made him want to agree to anything she asked. “Do you … know what they mean?”

      “I can take a closer look later. I have someone coming here today just to see you—a specialist in alchemy. It’s an important aspect of the Art—safer than sorcery, if not quite safe. A bit more predictable, too. Mostly.” She snickered at that. “Come on.” She inclined her head for him to follow, and he did so.

      Her hips swayed with such elegant grace as she walked. It had to be intentional. Unless she had grown so accustomed to such styles, she no longer thought of them. Following her down the stairs, he found it hard to think of anything else.

      Walls of water separated many of the lower rooms. In fact, many of the sleeping chambers, including Odin’s own, seemed shaped by walls of water that flowed upward. Naturally, these walls were translucent, and he assumed one could pass through them—if one didn’t mind getting drenched.

      They passed by one chamber where a pair of Vanir hammered away at incandescent metal, working it over green flame. Though Freyja had given him a tour of most of the hall and the surrounding mountains, he had not noticed this forge before, and he paused.

      “Oh.” Freyja turned when he stopped. “Right. They’re forging orichalcum.”

      “Which is?”

      “A metal with some unique properties. It’s found almost exclusively on Vanaheim, though some pieces have made their way into the Middle World. Dvergar, in particular, prize it beyond all other wealth.”

      “What kind of properties?”

      “The metal resonates at a frequency that seems to pass between Realms, making it suitable for ensorcellment.”

      Odin took a step toward the forge. “You mean it’s magical?”

      Freyja snatched his wrist and pulled him away. “It’s susceptible to the Art in surprising ways. Most importantly, one can forge souls into it, which is how the dvergar crafted the runeblades. On the other hand, it can be attuned such that it drains any supernatural energy from those bound by it, effectively blocking seid or other forms of the Art. We use it to bind those possessed by vaettir.”

      Odin faltered. A metal that could block the Art? Maybe that was how Gjuki had bound him during his torture. The Raven Lord had claimed Odin would never break his chains. Perhaps because those very chains grew stronger as Odin fed his supernatural strength into them.

      “Orichalcum is rare, hard to work with. And not my specialty—though I can teach you a bit about it if you really want to know, some other time. I just … soul forging is a vile practice, Odin.” She murmured something unintelligible, then shook her head. “Gullveig is waiting.”
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      Freyja guided him to a sun-drenched room lined with numerous tables and shelves. Upon each shelf sat various powders, poultices, and jars. Some of those jars held what looked to him like animal organs. One might have been the heart of a large bird. He rather hoped not, as a yellow-green bird the size of his forearm sat on one windowsill. Just big enough for the heart to have belonged to a relative.

      A dark-haired woman sat in front of one desk, looking slightly disheveled and bemused. She had feathers laced through her hair and runes tattooed on one cheek.

      “Freyja!” The woman stumbled to her feet without any semblance of the uncanny grace Odin had come to associate with immortal Vanir like Freyja or Idunn. The chair toppled backward, clattering to the floor.

      “Sorry, sorry!” Indeed, this Gullveig seemed more like a laughing matron who ought to be weaving blankets and tall tales at the same time.

      Freyja embraced her, then turned to him. “Gullveig, this is Odin. I want you to give him the basics in alchemy.”

      The woman’s slightly-too-wide grin made her seem a child given a new toy. Strange odors wafted off her, a mix of wine and some putrid stench under it. “Oh, yes. I haven’t trained many mortal men. Women, yes, on occasion. Not so many anymore. No one brings them for training these days.”

      Freyja frowned slightly at Gullveig’s words, though Odin couldn’t say why.

      “Alchemy is like cooking with the Art. Or brewing! By the Tree, yes, like brewing a fine wine! Do you like wine? Shall we have a glass?”

      Odin glanced at Freyja, who nodded encouragingly. He shrugged. Why not? A glass of wine might help him make sense of these lessons. It might also help cover the woman’s unpleasant odor.
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      Gullveig, it turned out, was fond of talking to the bird, which she called a ringneck parrot. More disturbingly, it spoke back from time to time.

      “Blue one!” the bird chirped as Gullveig reached for a green vial.

      “Pshwt,” the woman snorted. “Fool of a bird would have us seeing visions and talking to the walls.” She glanced at Odin, then winked at the parrot. “A worthy diversion, of course. Not what we’re learning today, though.”

      The bird flew about the room, occasionally grabbing random vials in its claws and carrying them to one corner or another.

      Odin kept a wary eye on the bird. Not long ago, it had tried to perch on his shoulder like it thought him some tree. When he swatted it away, it called him a “cranky bitch.” Who taught an animal to speak at all, much less in such terms?

      The giggling woman mixing powders seemed the obvious culprit.

      “Try the blue one,” she muttered under her breath. “Indeed. Oh, I wrote a book on the experience once. I don’t think anyone read it. It’s in the library downstairs, though, if you’d like to examine my musings on altered consciousness. I still believe the right mixture might allow one to pierce the Veil and see beyond the Mortal Realm.”

      Odin leaned against the wall without taking his eyes off that bird. The next avian to call him a cranky bitch would be roast over a spit and be served for the night meal. “You’re talking about the Sight? Vӧlvur smoke herbs to achieve it.”

      “Oh, oh my. The Sight is limited to certain, uh, special individuals.”

      “Lucky bitches,” the parrot added.

      Gullveig flung an empty bowl in the bird’s direction, and it took flight, settling down on the other side of the room. “Ahem. Yes. The right concoctions might open the minds of those not otherwise inclined toward supernatural perception. And for those already gifted, it could serve as a catalyst.”

      “A catalyst?”

      “A focus. The Sight is different for everyone, of course, oh yes. Always different … and most with it find it easiest to focus with an object to rarify their senses. Pyromancers stare into fire, hydromancers watch patterns in water. Others throw runes.”

      Runes? Like those marking his skin? “Tell me about runes.”

      She raised a finger. “Ah. Have your attention now, do I?”

      “Cranky bitch,” the bird said.

      “Oh, um. Well actually, Freyja is perhaps more suited to explain the correlation between runes and divination and sorcery. I can fill you a pipe, though! Damn, but you will see something once you finish that.”

      “Something real?” If these catalysts could serve to focus the Sight, maybe he could finally find his answers. Loki oft stared into flames. Was that how his blood brother controlled the Sight?

      “Real?” She giggled for a moment. “Well …” She drew that word out so long, she sounded daft. “Real is in the eye of the beholder.” Whatever she was mixing, she corked it, shook the vial, then offered it to him.

      Odin frowned, but pushed off the wall and accepted the vial. “What do I with this?”

      “Pour it in a flame. It will help open your mind.”

      “I thought you were to teach me alchemy?”

      “Oh! Well, I am, I am. You cannot learn it in an afternoon.” She snorted.

      “Cranky bitch,” the bird repeated. Wait, did the parrot speak to him or to Gullveig? If the latter, he was starting to like the bird after all.

      “These lessons can take years, my, yes. First, drink the potion.”

      “You said to throw it into a fire.”

      She nodded with a fool grin. “Quite right. Do that. Enjoy the results. You only get one first time!” She turned to the bird. “Come on, Cranky. Time to go.”
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      A great cliff overlooked the land, rising above the mist. One of the Old Kingdoms had built a bridge from a hill to that cliff. Arches bigger than a jotunn supporting it. And atop the cliff, a fortress, the heart of Valland’s power in Andalus.

      Tyr had come a long way to reach it. He trod across the bridge, staring at the behemoth structure ahead. Unlike many places of the Old Kingdoms, this wasn’t crumbling. They’d rebuilt it. You could spot where walls were patched up, the gates reinforced. Dozens of archers up on the ramparts. Serklanders would have it hard to take this place. Only one way in. Of course, it meant only one way out, too. If the Serklanders made it this far north, the Valls would be trapped here.

      The South Realmers guarded the gate, too. Six men with halberds, flanking it. Others, at the far end of the bridge, they’d let him pass. A single man posed no threat—or so they’d think—and they believed him an emissary of Odin.

      He passed between them, into a large gatehouse. Ceiling had holes in it. Maybe for archers? Some intentional defense, no doubt. Yes, Serklanders would lose thousands of lives to take this place.

      Beyond the gatehouse lay a small town. Shanties and shops, all clustered together. Stinking of horse shit and humanity. The emissary—the sniveling weakling who had called on Odin not so long ago—met him there.

      “Welcome, chosen of Odin. We did not, uh, expect you to come calling upon his imperial majesty directly.”

      “The emperor himself is here?”

      “Indeed my good, uh, good sir. Emperor Karolus arrived a fortnight ago to oversee the war. Have you come to discuss that?”

      Not exactly, but close enough. Tyr grunted in assent.

      “The emperor is a busy man, yes. I’m certain you, uh, you understand these matters, being in service to a king. And you can but imagine, an emperor is far above—”

      Tyr cut him off with a raised hand. “I’ve walked a long way to come and say my piece. I have no patience for delays. Take me to the emperor.”

      “Well, you must understand that—”

      Tyr stepped very close to the emissary and placed a hand on the back of his neck, forcing him to crane to look up. “We are besieged. I have no time to waste. Do you understand me, little man?”

      The Vall wiggled free from Tyr’s grasp and scowled, mumbling something in his own tongue. “Very well. I will see what I can do. Follow me to the keep.”
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      The man had led him through a maze of tiny streets in that town. Might have taken Tyr an hour or more to navigate himself. Maybe intentional. More defenses? Beyond that lay the keep and yet another guarded gate. They allowed him inside and bid him wait in the foyer.

      Room seemed as decorated as any dvergar horde, all golden ornaments on the walls and fancy tapestries. Lots of plunder worth taking, if a man was of such a mind. Made him wonder what the emperor’s real palace in Valland looked like. Probably soft and silky, weak. South Realmers always wanted to pamper themselves.

      Eventually, the emissary returned and beckoned Tyr into an even more ornate throne room. Candles hung from some giant lantern-like device above, lighting the hall. The emperor sat on a throne upon a dais at the end of a carpet that gave way under Tyr’s boots. Too soft. Could these people even fight? If he’d come all this way for allies who’d rather sit on cushions than face their foes, he’d wasted too much time already.

      The emperor was aging, but still fit. Well muscled, if not tall. He wore a crown decked with gems and crafted in gold. So much wealth here. Small wonder, if they exacted such tribute from all their allies as they had from the Aesir.

      The emissary left Tyr’s side to go and stand next to the throne, where also stood a clean-shaven young man suited in a breastplate and mail. Personal guard? Champion?

      “Your imperial majesty,” Tyr said. That was what the emissary had called the emperor, after all.

      The emissary whispered something in his master’s ear. Translation.

      The emperor in turn spoke in the strange Southern tongue, only to be translated by his servant. “We extend a warm welcome to the champion of our ally, King Odin.”

      Tyr worked his jaw. Ally. Sounded well enough. “Your allies come seeking aid.”

      “Have the Serklanders attacked your position?” the emperor asked through his emissary.

      A lie might well serve to get soldiers. But Tyr had to hold on to what honor he had left. “Not Serklanders. Hunalanders, come raiding into these lands, and enemies of ours already.”

      “We are sorry to hear of these troubles. What is it you wish of us?”

      Tyr almost laughed. Was that not obvious? “Send men to drive the raiders out of Andalus.”

      Emperor Karolus rubbed a hand over his thick beard. “If we divert men from facing the Serklanders, we risk a full-scale invasion. How are we to justify such a decision?”

      The unfortunate truth of it was, the Aesir had little enough plunder left to offer. Frigg had sent Tyr here hoping the Valls would feel bound by their promises of protection. “Your allies need you. We have already contributed many riches to your war effort.”

      “Such pittances may have seemed significant from your perspective, but do not represent a substantial change in our fortunes.”

      Tyr was pretty certain he—or rather Odin—had just been insulted. Gramr beckoned him to draw her. It would mean his death, of course. More than a dozen guards in here. Hundreds more outside. Still, she sang to him an aria of blood. Entreated him to let these arrogant bastards paint the halls with their guts. Such thoughts would bring ruination to the Aesir. They needed these people. Question was, what did Karolus need? From Odin’s estimate, the Vall Empire faced invasion from the more numerous armies of Serkland. If they lost Andalus, their own homeland was next.

      “You have heard of the prowess of Ás warriors, yes?”

      The armored man whispered something to the emperor, then, on some response, addressed Tyr in the Northern tongue. “Your reputation has spread from Hunaland, most especially tales of these berserkir and varulfur.”

      Tyr grunted. Trusted champion, to speak for his lord. “Then imagine what aid a few hundred of these warriors, berserkir included, might provide. What a difference they might make in narrower confines, as the Straits. You seek to hold them against Serkland. Help us now against the invaders, and I swear on my honor, we will send warriors to aid your war.”

      Karolus leaned forward on his throne, grasping the armrests. “When?”

      No good answer for that. Even once Volsung was driven out, they needed to sail for Vanaheim. Still, he could not offer the emperor vague promises. “Give us six moons.”

      The emperor conferred with his emissary a moment before answering through the little man. “Five moons for the rest—but berserkir and varulfur are to be sent as soon as your foes are dispatched.”

      Tyr nodded in agreement. Frigg would be bound by his oath, but the queen would welcome it. He hoped.

      If it drove back Volsung’s army, it bought them time.

      Karolus waved his hand, then turned to the armored man. “Roland, take your paladins and cavalry back with Tyr. Let us drive these raiders from our shores before the moon is waned.”

      The armored man, Roland, nodded, then strode forward, beckoning Tyr to follow.

      Good sign.
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      Freyja led Odin downward, into a cellar carved into the mountain. The lions were not with her, and he saw no reason to ask after them. A long stair led to a hallway rimmed by a half dozen doors, the last of which Freyja opened. The circular room inside was small and plain, ringed by a stone bench. At the center rested a low stone table with a pit of smoldering coals set inside it.

      “The woman seems half mad,” Odin told her.

      “Gullveig is eccentric. Too much time smoking her own herbs.”

      “Isn’t that why we came down here?”

      Every other room he’d seen in Sessrumnir was replete with natural light from large windows or, on the top floor, open atria in the roof. Plants and water were everywhere.

      This chamber was naught like the rest of the palace. After days walking in sunlight, surrounded by greenery, the darkness here was so oppressive, it tugged at his heart. He had to fight the urge to embrace the Sight just to reveal what went on here. Freyja had asked endless questions about the Niflungar, and Odin had admitted to meeting Gjuki, Grimhild, and Gudrun. The first two names Freyja seemed to know.

      Despite the direness of their topics, the Vanr woman had an easy smile and lightness in her way. None of that shone through here, though.

      “What is this place?” He twitched his thumb over the vial Gullveig had given him. If this was to be his introduction to alchemy, he hardly felt he’d learned a damned thing.

      Freyja sat on the bench and motioned for him to take a place across from her, waiting until he did so to speak. “There are some things best considered free from any potential distractions. We call these rooms void chambers because the darkness is meant to help empty your mind. I know there are things you hold back, things you have not told me of yourself or of your enemies. They weigh on you like an anchor, threatening to pull you under. Those burdens will only amplify the risks you take in delving into the arcana of the Otherworlds.”

      In darkness lies all truth … in madness lies apprehension …

      Also in darkness, the wraith woke. Odin sighed, his eyes drawn from her face to the coals.

      Freyja stoked the pit with nearby wood, until the flames rose. The hypnotic patterns called to him, whispering things just beyond his hearing. Was this the pyromancy Gullveig spoke of? If only he could see a little more. But no matter how far he plumbed the depths of the Sight, he could never quite make sense of it. Maybe Freyja could help him. Maybe she was the only one who could, or would help him. But that would mean admitting he possessed the Sight, which would in turn lead to questions he could not answer.

      But then, he had the vial. This was why Freyja had brought him down here. She must have known what Gullveig would prepare.

      And Freyja was right. The less he told her, the less she could help him. He had promised Idunn he would do all he could to win the loyalty of the Vanir. Moreover, something—prescient insight or pure intuition—told him Freyja was the key to the Vanir. She was the king’s daughter, but more than that, her mere presence infused vibrance and life into even this empty room. She had a depth to her, even more than Idunn, and it had come as no surprise to hear of their long friendship.

      Finally, he looked up from the flame. “Should I …”

      She waved her hand, inviting him to pour the vial’s contents into the flame.

      He did so. The fire reacted immediately, sputtering and turning a shade bluer. An acrid scent like burning oil filled the room. Freyja leaned back on her palms, eyes shut. Odin mirrored the gesture.

      Soon, the room began to spin and to tilt like a ship on a stormy sea. Opening his eyes didn’t help. Everything had gone hazy with the smoke. Odin coughed, struggling to breathe. He was choking.

      And his hands were wrapped around someone’s throat.

      The haze parted just enough for him to see his victim’s face: Loki.

      Odin reeled backward so quickly he toppled back off the bench and knocked his head against the floor. He scrambled up, coughing, and rubbing his head. What the fuck was that?

      Had this foul brew somehow made him live a nightmare, made him to turn on his most trusted ally? If so, he would have words with Gullveig. Strong words.

      Freyja watched him now, for time. “You have some semblance of the Sight, don’t you?”

      Fuck it all. Odin coughed. Maybe she could not help him if he didn’t tell her. Worse, holding back from her felt like a serpent coiled in his gut, dripping venom. He wanted to tell her everything.

      “How old do I seem to you, Freyja?”

      She spread her hands. “Guessing mortal ages is not really an area I excel at. Sixty years, perhaps? Trying to impress me with how long you survived out in the cold?”

      “I look that, don’t I? I’m approaching twenty-six winters.”

      Now she leaned forward, frowning, the expression looking wrong on her face. “You’ve already tried sorcery, haven’t you?”

      He chuckled. “I fear I have—and I’ve had it tried on me. I told you I was captured by Gjuki and the Niflungar. He tortured me, trying to break my spirit with unseen vaettir gnawing away at bits of my soul. I—my mind—was forced into the Astral Realm. I somehow … bound something to me.”

      The wraith simmered beneath his skin, constricting around his throat as if trying to forestall his words. Odin clutched his neck with one hand. “Gudrun had told me I could glamour away the changes, but I didn’t dare dawdle in her company.” His voice sounded raspier than normal. “And so I returned to my people, aged and weathered.”

      Freyja rose from where she sat and moved to stand in front of him, her eyes searching his face. “This was done to you?” She bit her lip, staring at his face for what seemed an eternity. She moved her head about, examining him from every angle. “I feel like I know you. I mean, that I somehow knew you before I ever met you.”

      No answer seemed sufficient for that. He could tell her he knew the feeling, that, ever since he had met her, his mind had tingled with something like premonition or a forgotten memory. He could say he wanted to know her. She was so close, he wanted her to touch him, put her hand on his face.

      Before he could say anything, she did so, almost as though she had read his mind. “This Gudrun told you that you could glamour away the change?”

      Odin sputtered. Hel take him for a trollfucker. He hadn’t even thought about the implication of that.

      “So you are schooled in the Art? What have you bound?”

      “I …”

      Freyja leaned so close, her cheek nearly brushed his. Her breath on his ear tingled as she whispered. “You have come into my home, a land I am to protect. And now, I find you come bearing secrets with a little too much weight behind them. I like you, Odin. But you are going to tell me the truth now.” Despite the softness of her voice, her tone brooked no argument.

      Nor could he bring himself to lie. Odin was suddenly beyond weary of the deception. He could tell her he carried the blood of Halfdan the Old. There was probably truth enough in such a claim. And yet, such words tasted bitter on his tongue.

      What horror had Gullveig’s brew shown him? Could it truly be the future? Or some terror-born hallucination?

      “A wraith.”

      Silence …

      Freyja recoiled with a look like she’d eaten something rotten.

      “Midgard is dying, Freyja.” He spoke softly, not wanting her to pull away further, nor wanting to see judgment in her eyes. “Mankind’s numbers dwindle with each passing year, while trolls and vaettir grow fat feasting on our bones and very souls. And now, the Niflungar hunt me and my kin across the land. Eostre spoke the truth—their exile is over. I went to them not knowing who or what they were, sent there by a treacherous ghost. I went to them to reclaim what they had stolen long ago. And for reasons I cannot begin to fathom, their goddess has set out to break me.”

      “You think Hel herself has some special interest in you?”

      “She sent a jotunn to murder my father. Gudrun claimed Ymir intended to find me. Maybe he would have, had I not driven a spear through his head.”

      Freyja pulled away now, staring at him as if trying to tell whether he spoke the truth. “You killed a jotunn.”

      “I did. And because of that …” Idunn was Freyja’s friend. Odin had to pray that friendship meant enough to Freyja to protect Idunn and him. He had started down this path, and he could not now avoid telling this. “Idunn came to me. And she gave me something.”

      Freyja’s eyes widened and she backed away until her heels bumped the table. “No.”

      “She did the only thing she could think of to try to spare Mankind from the ravages of the cold.”

      “No.” Freyja shook her head. “No. She … she wouldn’t.”

      “The Vanir have done naught to protect us from the Niflungar. And now …” Odin rose, too, moving to once again stand close to her face. “Now I am using what she gave me to try to save both of our peoples. Help me do that, Freyja. Do not turn your back on humanity the way your father has.”

      “Do you have any idea what Father will do to Idunn if he finds out?”

      Odin shut his eyes. “Kill her, I assume, and me as well.” All the more reason to not reveal the other apples. “But he doesn’t have to know.”

      “Oh, Odin. You think her punishment would end in death? He would cast her from this world, thrust her into the Spirit Realm to fall prey to whatever vaettir took it upon themselves to feast upon her soul. If she was lucky, he might throw her into Alfheim, where I banished the First Ones. If less so, she might be cast into Svartalfheim or even …” She did not say Niflheim, though the thought obviously crossed her mind.

      Odin swallowed. He had not known such a thing were even possible, though, after his own astral projection, he supposed it should have occurred to him. “You cannot tell him. If you do, your friend’s urd falls on your head as much as mine.”

      “I didn’t ask for this burden!” she snapped.

      “Who asks for burdens? I did not ask Idunn to choose me, but she did so. I most certainly didn’t ask Hel to send Ymir to murder my father. Nor did I truly intend to bind this vaettr to me. The Niflungar march as we speak. A few scant moons ago, they attacked us with an army of draugar. Through courage, luck, and sacrifice, we survived—or some of us did. There are no more Lofdar to hold them back. There is you and there is me. Save this world, or let it freeze. Only those choices remain to you.” He stepped back, giving her space. He had not asked for it, and yet it had come to him. The sense of destiny was almost staggering, and that soured his stomach. Urd. Compelling his actions, making his choices for him. He extended a hand.

      That could not be the future he had seen.

      Freyja’s eyes darted back and forth between his outstretched hand and his face. Her eyes bored into him, as if seeing his soul, as if able to uncover the last secrets he kept from her: the other apples, and the final truth that he would bring all the Aesir to these shores. That, if Njord would not ally with him, Odin would take his throne. Would, if forced to it, kill Freyja’s father. The deeper she looked into him, the more his fear grew until he could hear the pounding on his own heart. She knew him, though he could not explain it. She knew him, and she would read his deceptions written across his soul as clearly as the runes marked upon his skin.

      Her mouth trembled. This was it. She would speak the words and accuse him of treachery, force him to make even her his enemy. He wanted to speak, to plead, to beg her to make the right choice. But his mouth had grown so dry, his tongue would not work.

      And then she clasped his arm. The moment she did so, a torrent of sensations washed over him. He felt the smoothness of her skin, the pliancy of her breasts under his fingers. The taste of her lips and the impossible warmth as he pushed himself inside her. All passed over him in the space of a heartbeat, moments so intense he fell to his knees, gasping. Did the Sight show him his future with this beautiful enchantress, or lay bare desires he could no longer deny? He had sworn to do better by Frigg and his family. He had taken an oath.

      Freyja too panted, though whether she had seen the same thing as he, or was merely responding to his action, he could not say. She backed away, putting the table between them then shaking her head. “Your people … they worship me as the goddess of sorcery—of seid—right?”

      And of sex. Odin decided not to ask how she had earned that title. Not yet. He nodded. “The vӧlvur worshipped you as a patron.”

      Freyja sighed, then sat on the bench again. “It’s because in ancient times, I also tried to help humanity. I tried to do what you asked, and I taught a very few women.”

      “The vӧlvur?”

      “Back then they were called the seidkonur. And the descendants of Halfdan used what I had taught them to unleash horrors upon Midgard. They breached the Veil carelessly, without thought for what they might let into our world. This knowledge is the most dangerous weapon in all World. A weapon often more dangerous to its wielder than its target. And if you have any other weapon that will do, be it spear or sword, or even a rock—I suggest you turn to that first.”

      “And when Grimhild uses her sorcery to enslave and slaughter my people, at least we’ll know we didn’t take unnecessary risks. Nothing has changed here, Freyja. Yes, I had an apple. I am still the man Eostre asked you to teach so that I could stand against the Niflungar and every other threat out there.”

      The Vanr blew out a long breath before letting her forehead fall into her hands. Finally, she snorted. “Sometimes I wish I had someone to pray to.”

      Odin could empathize. Finding out the gods he’d spent his life worshipping were naught but men and women, that they did not answer prayers for they could not even hear them, had left him adrift. Almost as much as Eostre’s revelation—or claim—that Valhalla did not exist.

      Freyja shook her head. “We’re done for today. I need time to think.”

      So did he. More than she could imagine.
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      They had decided to sail some few ships directly against the Ás beach. Loge had interfered, and Gudrun’s army—Volsung’s army, rather—had nigh broken because of it. In doing so, however, he had revealed himself once more. Now she, and Guthorm, knew the fire priest was here. With Volsung’s men losing their nerve, the only answer seemed a final, desperate assault. Let Volsung burn what enemy ships he could. Gudrun and Guthorm had another mission.

      Volsung’s remaining berserkir led the charge against the Ás camp. A dozen men and three women leapt over the sides of their longships and rushed through the shallows, howling in mad ferocity. In moments, they would become bears and tear into their foes. Predictably, the Aesir had seen the ships approaching moments before, and their own warriors had formed a line to meet the advance. Shield lines were apt to hold back an advance of charging warriors, but less suited to halt the momentum of a dozen angry bears.

      All of it suited Gudrun well enough. The Sight had told her Odin had already left, and they could not find him. That, Gudrun had to assume, meant he must have gone to Vanaheim, probably riding that accursed monstrous horse of his. And with the Ás king gone, Volsung and Fenrir could slaughter his people all the more freely, save for the threat of Tyr—who seemed oddly absent these last days—and of Loge.

      At her request, Volsung had dropped her and Guthorm off in a rowboat some distance away. Now, as the sun began to set, Guthorm’s strength increased. The boat surged forward with each great heave of his shoulders. Her brother’s face remained locked in a mask of pain and rage, though Gudrun could not say for certain whether moving actually hurt him, or whether he was trapped in the never-ending agony of his death. She feared to ask.

      Screams rang out, war cries mingling with the pain of the dying and the lamentations of the living. Gudrun held her hands out, palms up, calling mist around the rowboat. Shrouding such a large vessel in mist took most of her concentration and a great deal of her energy. Snegurka squirmed, growing stronger—nigh strong enough to steal the breath from her lungs. But stealth was of the essence here, after all. Guthorm was tasked to find and capture Loge. Her brother would follow those commands, she knew, but quite likely might seek to let the priest destroy him in the process. Part of Gudrun wanted to allow it, wanted to see him find peace, if any was to be had. But Loge was an obstacle to her own plans, and if he could be eliminated, Gudrun would have a far freer hand with Odin.

      The boat scraped the sand, crunching to a stop. Guthorm rose, keeping his cloak drawn around his decaying face, and stalked out into the mist. The draug took off as though he knew where to find his prey. Perhaps Hel guided her servant. Even in life, her brother had excelled at finding his targets and eliminating them. The mists clung to him so deftly, he must have retained an ability to control them. A draug wielding the Art, an undead sorcerer bent on revenge and slaughter. The thought left Gudrun cold. As with Fenrir, Grimhild probably did not quite understand what she had unleashed.

      Gudrun followed, wrapping mist around herself. They stalked the outskirts of the battlefield, never drawing near the flames nor too close to the warriors of either side. Often, it was hard to tell the difference. Volsung’s troops were slightly better armed and armored, but in the chaotic melee, who knew one screaming, bloody man from the next? Guthorm’s pace increased, though his footfalls still made no sound, and Gudrun had to hurry to keep up.

      Without warning, Guthorm pulled up short, dropping to one knee. Gudrun slipped down beside him, following his gaze. There, on a sand dune near the shore, stood the man she had seen in the ice caves. He held a torch in one hand, but he didn’t fight. Instead, he was shouting orders to nearby Ás warriors, commanding them to fill in gaps in their lines.

      The chain clinked in Guthorm’s hand as he unfurled it. Her brother rose, stalking closer. A knife appeared in his hand.

      Before Guthorm crested the dune, a bear charged up it, roaring at Loge. The priest deftly rolled aside and rose. Flames swam off the torch and swirled over his hands as he rose. The bear fell short, staring at the flames. What would the berserk think of such an uncanny display? Even under the thrall of the beast within, the flame must have been terrifying. The bear circled the man a moment more, as Guthorm crept ever closer.

      The berserk lunged then, roaring. Loge moved even faster, twisting out of reach of its claws and tossing flames between his hands in an arc that swept over the bear’s paw. The werebear howled in surprise and pain, backing away. Those flames would burn mist, preventing Guthorm from closing. And then they’d destroy her brother. Release him from his pain. Assuming … assuming Hel allowed his soul rest after that. And if he failed here, that seemed unlikely. No, Guthorm was damned either way.

      Gudrun held up her hands, palms facing one another, summoning ice crystals dancing between them. The wisest thing would be to retreat, to take no direct hand in this chaos. But such wisdom would not bring her any closer to her goals. She was going to have to a great many chances if she was ever to take the throne from Grimhild. This was but one such chance.

      The crystals formed into a semisolid orb of jutting spikes half a foot across. Thrusting her hands out in front of her, Gudrun sent the orb flying at Loge. The priest spun, looking in her direction even as she did so. How in Hel’s name did he know? He dove for the ground, rolling under the projectile. Gudrun’s chest heaved. Manifesting such an attack took a lot of her own life force. No one had ever avoided it before. She was committed now, though. She strode forward, congealing mists around her hands, forming them into a thickness approaching water.

      Loge twisted, splitting his flame in two. One half he flung at the berserk. The flame impacted the animal on its snout and exploded outward, engulfing the poor Hunalander. The bear rolled to the ground, whimpering as the fur burned off its face and shoulders. The shuddering mass convulsed, slowly resuming human form as it died, the Moon spirit fleeing its host—a host whose flesh was half-melted off by flame.

      The fire priest advanced on Gudrun, obviously aware of her location despite her attempt to shroud herself. The flames in his hand danced and separated, turning each of his fingers into a candle of silent threat.

      Gudrun hated fire.

      She dropped the shroud of mist and moved to meet her foe. From what she had seen of this man before, her mists would not be enough to quench the fires at his command. But if she could hold him off long enough, maybe Guthorm could do his work.

      The priest fell short then, turning to look in her brother’s direction. How was he doing that? Oh, Hel. He had the Sight.

      The draug snarled and leapt forward, slashing violently with the knife. Loge dodged, whipped his flaming hand forward, and struck Guthorm in the face with his palm. Her brother howled. His cloak caught fire and he ripped it off and tossed it aside. Burns covered his face. Under them, his eyes gleamed red with unholy hatred.

      Gudrun rushed forward, flinging congealed mist at Loge with one hand. The priest twisted to the side, avoiding her missile. Guthorm swung his knife again. Her brother was fast, inhumanly fast. And somehow, Loge caught Guthorm’s forearm with his own, slammed his other palm into Guthorm’s chest, and twisted her brother round. His flaming hand wrapped around Guthorm’s forearm. Her brother shrieked as flesh melted from his arm, exposing bone beneath. The dagger tumbled to the ground.

      Loge’s muscles trembled trying to hold her brother. He was strong, maybe almost as strong as a draug. Gudrun flung herself against the priest, slapping her remaining congealed mist over his hand. Flames licked her fingers even as the mist extinguished the fire.

      A blow to the side of the head sent her reeling, tumbling down the hill. The whole World spun too quickly. All she wanted was to close her eyes and sleep. Instead, nauseated, dizzy, she tried to look up. Fist wrapped in the chain, Guthorm punched Loge in the face. The priest stumbled apart from her brother, falling to his knees.

      Almost immediately, he was up again, blood dribbling down his split lip. Already Guthorm was swinging the chain like a whip. It cracked Loge against the side of the head and sent him back to the ground. Her brother was on him in an instant, wrapping the chain around the priest’s wrists. Loge tried to speak, and Guthorm punched him across the face, then continued binding him. Arms and torso secured, Guthorm threw the priest over his shoulder and jerked his head back toward the mists.

      Burns now covered what remained of his face, and his arm—though it appeared to still function—was now skeletal, bits of seared flesh still clinging to it. Hel, she hoped he could not feel the pain of that.

      Gudrun’s own fingers stung from where she had forced mist to extinguish the fire. Still, she shrouded herself again, and Guthorm did the same. They needed to be far away from here.
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      Freyja came to him again in the morning, on the terrace. She was smiling her coy smile, eyes filled with mischief and no hint of her ire from yesterday. Was she quick to forgive, or just to try to forget?

      “Let’s start with the most basic question,” she said after standing beside him in silence for a moment. “Do you know why we call it the Art?”

      Odin opened his mouth. He could not recall ever hearing an answer to that. It was simply what sorcerers called their witchcraft. Maybe because they didn’t like it being called witchcraft. He shook his head.

      “We call it the Art to create a clear distinction between it and science. The Art is not a science. It is not scientific. It does not follow rules. It has guidelines—but those lines change as capriciously as the ocean. It has structures that never produce the same result twice. It is a practice held together by strength of will and hope, as ephemeral as spider webs.”

      Her words were spoken with the intonation of a lecture given many times to many students. Perhaps most of them would have had a better idea what in Hel’s trench she was talking about. “What exactly is science?”

      Freyja paused, then chuckled, her dour and no doubt carefully prepared speech faltering. “Oh, by the Tree.” She shook her head and sighed. “All right.” She gestured with her hands, indicating the whole of the island. “Science is the study of the laws of the natural world. Our world.”

      Odin folded his arms and settled back on the bench. “Idunn told me we cannot understand the supernatural because the laws governing other worlds are beyond our understanding.”

      “That’s … more or less accurate. The point of telling students not to confuse the Art with science is because it looks like something governed by rules and reason. There are signs and glyphs and sacred geometry that almost seem to be some form of maddeningly complex mathematics. But every attempt to catalog and analyze it as such has failed. And the reason it fails is simple—because the Art changes from person to person, from time to time. Every time you use it, every time you look at it, it changes.

      “Lacking any better explanation, until further notice, try to think of seid as a living being. A hostile one that delights in driving men and women to become addicted to it. It wants you to destroy yourself. And it will make you enjoy the slow suicide of your own soul.”

      That sounded about the most horrifying thing Odin had ever heard. Maybe that was why she’d intended have this conversation in the darkness of the void room. Maybe the Vanir wanted to frighten all students of the Art, and for good reason. “You’re saying magic is evil.”

      “Evil …” She ran her teeth over her lower lip. “There are different theories. The truth is no one really knows what seid is or why it works—when it works—which is not all the time. Some believe that yes, it is literally alive, and literally a hostile force. I don’t know that I agree, but it’s useful on a conceptual level to assume that to be true. And because of that, many people call the practice of sorcery the dark arts. In order to fuel it, or the manifest Arts, we must expend some of our life force, called pneuma.”

      Pneuma. Gudrun had not used that term. She had, however, taught him that sorcery was the process of evocation or invocation. “And beyond sorcery and alchemy?”

      “Hmmm. Well, it depends on how to define the branches of the Art. As I said, because it defies classification, we naturally have several conflicting models. I would assume Gudrun—that’s who told you this?—that she meant to distinguish sorcery from manifest Arts. We also usually classify alchemy as part of the Art, albeit one standing on a bridge between Art and science. There’s also divination, and considerable debate arises whether that is an aspect of the Sight or a discipline whole unto itself.”

      Odin rubbed a hand over his beard. “How do I stop the Niflungar from cursing my people or spying on us?”

      Now Freyja smiled. “Warding, of course.” He opened his mouth to ask, but she continued. “Warding is the use of glyphs to block spirits from interacting with the Mortal Realm. It’s enough like sorcery that some call it part of the same aspect, though I tend to think of it is as a unique discipline with some overlap. But this, this I can show you with less risk. Come downstairs. We’ll return to the void room another day to talk more of sorcery.”

      Odin couldn’t wait.
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      Freyja strolled along Sessrumnir’s outer wall, and Odin trailed behind her. The hall sat upon a plateau, and no more than ten feet separated him from a precipitous drop off the mountain. Much of that space was taken up by bushes, flowers, and other foliage. Freyja wended her way among the garden with practiced ease Odin had to admire, pointing to glyphs carved into the palace’s foundations, neatly hidden under ivy, or even decorating the backs of the giant heads.

      “How do these wards work?” he finally asked, having to shout to be heard.

      Freyja laughed, the sound light and vibrant, yet almost lost under the cacophony of falling water. “The how and why of anything involving the Art is open to debate. But the wardings are designed to block anyone from casting sorcery into Sessrumnir by trying to bar outside access to spirits.”

      “Like a summoning circle.”

      “Sort of. This one”—she pointed to a carving on the back of a head—“is supposed to interfere with divination attempts. If it works, it makes it harder or impossible for people like the Niflungar to spy on what happens inside.”

      “If it works?”

      She shrugged. “How would we really know? Most of this kind of knowledge was gained by bargaining with spirits, and they often lie.”

      Odin scowled. So well he knew it. The Odling ghost had lied to him about saving Ve, a lie that, in its own way, had led him into conflict with the Niflungar. For that matter, what did it bespeak of his encounter with the valkyrie Svanhit or with Heimdall, who guarded the bridge between worlds? Was any word they had spoken the truth? The valkyrie had given Odin her ring; he bore it still, though he had not dared call upon her.

      He wanted to believe the mere existence of a valkyrie confirmed that of Valhalla. But perhaps it did not. Svanhit had never promised him a glorious afterlife with his ancestors, and even if she had, Freyja implied the woman might well have lied.

      Perhaps he could only afford to place his trust in his own eyes and in the Sight, though it too often revealed nonliteral truths.

      “If you had been completely possessed by that wraith, the wards should have stopped you from entering Sessrumnir. It’s not perfect—sometimes those hosting long enough get twisted by the spirits within. The spirit can go dormant, and the host might still work on its behalf. But it helps.”

      The wraith inside him stirred in general disquiet, but made no comment, perhaps cowed by the sunlight.

      Freyja took him by the hand and began to lead him back toward the stairs. “Do you know why I was showing you all this?”

      Odin shrugged. He assumed she was teaching him everything.

      “You see, warding is one way to protect against hostile spirits—and they’re all more or less hostile, Odin. Like many Vanir, I bound a liosalfar to myself.”

      Now Audr hissed somewhere deep within Odin’s mind.

      “It gives me power when I need it most, and we even came to a mutual understanding over the centuries.” She lead him back into the library—what she called the book room—and ran her fingers over several tomes before selecting one.

      “So the liosalfar are more benevolent?” he asked.

      “Mmm, after a fashion.” She spread the book out over the table, tapping a diagram of a glyph circle. “Warding isn’t actually required to banish, but it does make things easier if you have time to set up a circle—one that might prevent your target from slipping away. Now if the hostile spirit is actively possessing a host, you’re forced to try an exorcism—banishing a spirit currently inside someone. This is even more difficult because the host acts as a tether. More often than not, such exorcisms kill the host. Shifter spirits like varulfur, for example, are so closely entwined with the souls of their hosts that any attempt to exorcise them is doomed to fail or else destroy the very person you try to help.”

      Odin stared at the glyphs, but they meant so little. Freyja had said before that they recorded reality in the base language of all spirits, Supernal, and that most such glyphs represented either a specific spirit or class of spirits. Looking too long at such things quickly sent his mind reeling and left him nauseated.

      Freyja paid no mind to his discomfort. “Banishing is a kind of specialized sorcery. We invoke spirits inimical to the one you are trying to cast out. Those spirits we feed energy through our will, and they use that energy to pull the hostile spirit back through the Veil. So what matters here is first, knowing what kind of spirit you want to banish, and secondly, being familiar with other spirits willing to antagonize your target. If you have those two facets in place, it then becomes largely a contest of wills between yourself and your foe.”

      Odin slumped down in a chair.

      Say naught, mortal …

      He pressed his palm against his forehead. Audr rarely stirred so fervently unless Odin tried to draw upon the wraith’s power. “I don’t understand? You want to teach me to banish the Niflungar’s vaettir allies?”

      She bit her lip. “The liosalfar, for example, are no friend to creatures of mist or darkness.” Freyja leaned over the table to stare close into his eyes. “The wraith inside you … do you know its name?”

      Silence …

      Odin gagged, trying to speak and finding his jaw would not open. That wraith was now vying for control of his body, as it did in moments of weakness. Audr constricted his throat, thrashing inside Odin’s blood and flesh, pounding him into submission.

      Freyja’s soft hands pressed against his temples, looking deep into his eyes, though somehow, Odin felt she was not quite looking at him. “Release him.” Her voice was low, yet it seemed to reverberate inside Odin’s skull. “Release him, wraith, or we will see how much I have learned in millennia of studying the Art.”

      Kill … the bitch …

      The very thought left Odin so aghast he slammed his will into Audr. The wraith retreated, simmering in its anger like poison in his gut.

      “Audr,” Odin said, panting and struggling to get a proper breath once again.

      Freyja let go of his temples, to his dismay, though the warmth where she had touched him lingered. “Audr …” She chewed her lip. “Audr … I know that name.”

      Kill … her …

      Freyja turned, rushed up a set of stairs. Odin followed, hand pressing against his pounding head, and found her running her fingertips over more book spines. She selected one, then began to flip through the pages. After a moment, she let the book fall to her side. “Audr Nottson?”

      Audr growled, his rage so palpable Odin almost fell over.

      “Nott? As in the goddess of night?”

      Freyja replaced the book without taking her eyes from Odin. “The last prince of the Lofdar, who betrayed his people and thus earned his name.”

      I … was not the traitor …

      “Audr wielded the flaming runeblade, Laevateinn, at least until he turned his back on his people.”

      I did not …

      “I thought Laevateinn was the sword of Frey.”

      “My brother took it after the Lofdar fell. Some few of them escaped the darkness Audr brought into their kingdom. Frey helped Loridi escape, a general under Audr, so the man granted Frey the runeblade in recompense and in the hopes a Vanr might resist its curse.”

      Odin worked his jaw, uncertain how to answer that. Loridi—fabled ancestor of the Aesir. Odin leaned against a bookcase to steady himself.

      “Odin,” Freyja said. “Odin, I think you ought to let me exorcise this spirit from you.”

      No …

      “If you are so inclined, I can then help you bind a liosalf. You might be able to access some of the same manifest Arts as now.”

      No!

      Gods above, to be free of that hissing voice, that vileness polluting his soul. He opened his mouth, all but ready to beg Freyja to cast Audr out and back into the shadows where he—it—belonged.

      I am of the shadows … I am darkness … Which you seek …

      What?

      You want it … more than aught else … you want the answers you know lie in darkness … And I delved them … They cast me out of my kingdom for I knew too much …

      Odin clenched his fists. This creature was an abomination.

      You want to know everything … It is your curse … It is your urd …

      Audr had forgotten many things, thanks to the consumption of memories one faced in the Roil.

      Yes … Much is lost. Much yet remains … You will find no answers in the sunlight … The World of Sun is an illusion, a temporary disruption of the darkness …

      There was a terrible, inevitable truth to what Audr said. Odin did want to know what lay beyond death, did need to understand the connections holding the worlds together. And perhaps the wraith lied, and a liosalf might give him those answers, too, though Freyja had said it took millennia for her to attain her partnership with the one she had bound. Odin did not have the luxury of such time. But would Audr stop fighting him?

      Yes …

      A lie, no doubt. But maybe enough truth lay behind it he could function, could find his answers. “No.” He could not believe the words even as they came out of his mouth. “Who and what Audr is offers me … insights I would not claim for certain with any other vaettr. I cannot afford to sacrifice those.”

      Freyja frowned and looked about the library as if seeking some way to convince him to change his mind. “It is addictive, you know. The Art, the powers you can gain. Be careful, Odin. I like you, and I do not want to see you come to the same end as …”

      “As the First Ones?”

      She sighed, then placed a hand on his cheek. “If you have made your mind up, I won’t try to change it. Would you like to see something?”

      Despite his melancholy, Odin did want to see more. He wanted to know everything, and he could not keep the smile from his face. Step by step, word by word, Freyja opened new realities to him. And somehow, he knew he would follow wherever she led.
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      Roland had granted Tyr a horse. Man was Karolus’s champion, true, and nephew too. Boded well the emperor trusted his own kin to aid the Aesir. Less chance of treachery that way. Nigh unto two hundred armored men on horses rode in a long line through the hills. Enough men to make a difference in the battles ahead.

      Emperor’s nephew had twelve favorites, called them paladins. His companions from many battles, he said. Man liked to talk, though he spoke the Northern tongue poorly. Tyr got the idea, though, Roland carrying on about battles against the Serklanders. Heathens, Roland called them, rejecting the truth of god. Hard to say which god the man meant. Njord, maybe? Except none of these men spoke of the Vanir, so far as Tyr had caught.

      “They let their foul fire—hmm, what is the word?” Roland said. “Hmm. Spirits? Vaettir. They let the vaettir take them over.” The Vall shook his head as if aghast at such a thought. “Jinn, they call them. Such beings let them command flames and cast back the mist. Men like that do not die easily, my friend.”

      Command flames. Huh. Like Loki? Hadn’t Odin gone on about the Lofdar wielding flame to defeat the Niflungar? Didn’t sound so bad. Not that a man ought to touch the Art. Foul business, in general.

      One of the paladins trotted back to where Roland rode beside Tyr. The other man, nodded, spoke in the Southern tongue. Roland answered in kind.

      Then the paladin kicked his horse into a gallop, shouting orders to the line.

      “Enemy?” Tyr asked.

      “A great many North Realmers are caught up in battle. Ganelon says they attack your camp on the beach.”

      Huh. Gramr was hungry for blood. Nigh to screaming for it over his shoulder.

      Tyr kicked his own horse into a gallop, riding to the head of the line.
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      A beam of sunlight glinted off his runeblade as he charged into the Hunalander ranks. Two hundred mounted men came a heartbeat behind him. Hunalanders had their archers in the back. Gramr cut down one man who had only begun to turn and face him. She lopped off another’s head as he tried to dive aside.

      Blood splattered over Tyr.

      He did not slow.

      Men who didn’t move fast enough got trampled under the horse’s hooves. Almost too easy like this. Archers had barely drawn blades, and he was through them, eight or ten dead in his wake. A glance back. The paladins’ armor no longer gleamed, so coated in blood. Half the Hunalander archers were dead in one charge.

      At sea, several of the boats were aflame. Women and men screaming, fleeing assault from warriors.

      Tyr kicked his horse forward, racing past the carnage of the general melee. Some few men tried to strike at him as he passed. Those he struck down.

      On he rode, until the press of bodies and tents and supplies forced him to slow. Here he dismounted. Camp was thick with smoke and corpses, stinking of shit and burning flesh. Always like that in a battle.

      Roaring, he charged forward and fed Gramr. Again and again, she bit into Hunalander flesh and drank deep. She severed heads and hands and legs at the knee. She punched through mail and shattered spears.

      Round he spun, hacking away at any who drew nigh. Yes! This was what she had needed. This would finally sate her.

      Bellowing a war cry, he charged man after man. None could stand before him. None could withstand the bite of Gramr.
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      Sweat dripped in her eyes as Sigyn released her last arrow, a shot that slipped between numerous Aesir to fell a raider out on a hill. The man pitched forward, to the obvious shock of those around him. A leader, perhaps, given he seemed to be shouting orders. And with luck, it would send the raiders into disarray.

      The Aesir had fewer trained warriors than their foes, but now Tyr had returned with mounted men from Valland, enough to sway numbers in their favor. She had seen no sign of the Niflung sorceress, though at least one no doubt lurked among Volsung’s men.

      Sigyn rubbed her thigh. The wound Gudrun had inflicted on her had long since healed, but it ached every time she thought of the Children of the Mist. An interesting—that was one word for it—side effect of her heightened senses was that she could recall physical sensations with vivid clarity. Including the sensation of a knife shredding through her skin and muscles and scraping her bone.

      Now was not the time for such things, though. She lurked just behind the Ás lines, trusting a handful of shieldmaidens to keep the raiders from her and other noncombatants. She hated to think of herself as such—as so helpless—but other than her skills with a bow, she had naught to contribute to a war. That might need to change. Perhaps Loki would teach her to use a sword—he clearly knew how, though he rarely seemed to favor carrying a weapon. With superhuman strength and his Art of Fire, perhaps he didn’t need to.

      For that matter, where was he? Last she’d seen him, he stood on that hill, commanding Aesir against the attackers. He had justifiably told Frigg he could not fight himself after the last time. So now where had he gone? It was unlike him to wade into a melee given any other option. No, her love seemed to prefer working through others, from the shadows, and for good reason. She had almost lost him to whatever fire vaettr he had bound within him.

      Senses focused on his voice, she slowly filtered out all other sounds as she scanned the battlefield. It was a technique she had been perfecting in the past moons. She cocked her head to the side. Where was he? Could something have happened to him? Barely realizing she was doing it, Sigyn drifted forward, toward the line of shieldmaidens. The thought was absurd. Loki had fought off draugar and gods knew what else when pressed, and, with his gift of foresight, how would any foe catch him unawares?

      But then why had his voice fallen silent?

      She reached for another arrow. Naught there, of course. Sigyn gnawed her lip and turned, looking through the mist. Warriors from both sides fighting, dying. The stench of blood and intestines and shit all mingled together, soaking the ground and clogging her sinuses.

      “Loki!” Of course, he didn’t have her senses, and wouldn’t hear her shout.

      Olrun glanced back at her and fervently motioned for her to back away from the front line. Sigyn ignored the woman, pushed even closer. With Odin gone and Tyr leading their forces, to whom could she look for help? Frigg was no warrior either, and that only left Vili among the Aesir who had tasted the apples of Yggdrasil.

      The berserk had already taken bear form and waded into the thick of enemy lines. She could see him, shrugging off wounds and ripping men to shreds with mighty claws. Even could she get to him, he would not help her. Not like this.

      She was on her own. As many times as Loki had saved her, she was not going to let him fall into danger alone. Maybe the best way to search this battlefield was from the sky. She slung her bow over her shoulder. The swan cloak would let her fly high enough to avoid attention, especially on such a bloody night.

      A terrible cry sounded from the south, and she turned, trying to focus her gaze. There, far away, was that … Tyr?

      The thegn cut down a half dozen warriors in the space of a few heartbeats. None could keep up with his speed, his ferocity, his obvious rage. Maybe he could help her after all. Tyr had never liked Loki nor been terribly good at hiding it, but he had shown Sigyn enough kindness. She raced closer, dodging around warriors.

      A raider spotted her, charged her with an axe raised over his head and a mind-numbing bellow. Sigyn ducked around behind an Ás warrior, then dodged through more men caught up in melee. Her would-be attacker found himself engaged with other warriors, and Sigyn pressed on. Wading into the chaos was a potentially deadly mistake, but she had to reach Tyr. Something told her Loki did need her, that some ill had befallen him.

      An Ás man drew near Tyr and opened his mouth to speak. Tyr cut him down, too.

      Sigyn fell short, staring at the scene.

      The thegn waded from one clash of swords to the next, as if feasting upon the blood. Many of their enemies charged him, sensing the threat. None could keep up with his speed, his strength, his skill. He took a few blows, true enough, but none slowed him. And everywhere he turned his gaze, men died. When no raiders drew close enough, he felled any armed man or woman in reach of that runeblade of his.

      Sigyn swallowed hard. He was turning the tide of the battle, yes, a force which no enemy seemed able to withstand. But he had gone mad, filled with a bloodlust only found in varulfur who gave themselves fully to the beast within.

      The clang of swords and axes rang on his shield. Gramr returned each blow, carving through the shields of other men.

      “Tyr!” Sigyn shouted at him.

      He didn’t even look.

      He was too far away, too focused on his bloody mission.

      “Trollfucker,” Sigyn mumbled. She turned, taking in the chaos.

      There. Zisa had joined the battle too, a spear in one hand, a shield in the other. The woman had been married to Tyr. Maybe she alone might cut through the madness that now gripped him. On the other hand, the woman had betrayed him and might, more like than not, drive him to greater bouts of rage. No, Sigyn could not take such a chance, least of all at such a time.

      Instead, she sneaked ever closer. By now, their enemies had formed a circle around Tyr, none eager to close with the man. Nor did she blame them. Gods, it had to be three dozen bodies in his wake, and though he was panting, he showed no signs of slowing. He turned about, bellowing challenges at man after man.

      The thegn had lost himself, but somewhere, deep inside, that honorable man he had once been had to remain. She just needed some way to remind him of it. For long years he had served as the protector and champion of the Wodanar. Vili’s claims, that Tyr had been raised by a jotunn, seemed hard to credit, though Tyr had not denied them. Perhaps such things did not matter. What mattered was who the warrior truly was.

      She drew closer, close enough he must have seen her behind the raider circle. But his eyes glanced over her, focused on those bearing arms. Of course, in his bloodlust, he cared only for foes. But Tyr had a higher calling now, a reason for his might. He just needed to remember it.

      Sigyn stooped to grab a rock. She scowled. How did she keep getting herself into these situations? Oh, well. She rose and flung the stone at one of the raiders. It clanged off his helm, sending him stumbling to the ground. The two men on either side of him turned, glaring at her.

      Sigyn spread her hands in taunt. “What’s the matter? Mist shrivel your stones off?”

      They exchanged glances, then both trotted toward her. One man held an axe, the other a wide-headed spear. Sigyn let them drew nigh, hands out before her, desperately trying to stifle the urge to flee.

      And then they closed.

      “Tyr!” she shouted. “Save me!”

      “Take her alive,” the axeman said. “She’s got no weapons.”

      Sigyn dashed to the side, trying to evade. Technically, she had a dagger, but drawing it seemed pointless. Instead, she fell back. The trollfucking thegn was not even looking at her.

      “Tyr! Odin’s family is in danger!”

      Finally, as Sigyn rolled under the spearman’s grasp, the thegn did turn. Spying her.

      “Help me!”

      And like that, the man sprang into action, a mad charge and madder battle cry. The circle tried to close him in. He beat one man aside with his shield, his strength actually flinging the foe several feet into the air. With his other hand, he cut out the legs of another foe. He never slowed.

      At once, Sigyn’s attackers turned to face Tyr. The axeman swung. Tyr took the blow on his shield while sweeping the other man’s spear wide. He turned his blade, driving it through the axeman’s throat before the foe could recover from his momentum.

      Sigyn fell back from the grisly sight. The spearman shrieked, thrusting at Tyr, but only managed to graze him as the thegn turned. Tyr whipped his shield into the man’s torso, driving him to the ground even as he jerked Gramr free of the dead man at his feet. Before Sigyn think or breathe, Tyr had run through the spearman.

      He turned to face the rest of his would-be attackers, but none seemed intent to close. Indeed, many of those fell back, retreating toward the woods.

      Sigyn panted, shaking her head, but not taking her eyes off Tyr. For the moment, he seemed calmed enough not to attack her. But the rage she had seen in him overshadowed even that of a berserk. Something dark had happened to Tyr, that was all too obvious. And without Loki or even Odin, the only one who might have the barest clue what, was Frigg.
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      They walked long hours, down the mountain and into the valley beyond. Freyja chatted a little, speaking of birds and flowers and how much she enjoyed the Equinox festival, a time of music and dancing and wine and making love under the stars. Her words left Odin’s pulse pounding, his skin tingling, and his mind teased by her images through Otherworldly visions from the Sight. Almost, he could see himself walking beside her, taking her hand, dancing with her in a peace and joy he had never imagined for himself. Not in considering he might live a thousand years.

      It was wrong, of course. Frigg. He had a wife. He had a son. And he had sworn to them …

      Odin shook his head. One of the lions followed behind them with such lethargy Odin wondered that it did not nap even out here. After all, what would harm it? Vanaheim overflowed with life, with energy. Passion and beauty suffused every rock and cranny—for even in those places flowers and moss sprang up.

      And Audr lay in silence, perhaps keeping his word.

      Odin knew their destination, for Yggdrasil rose up from the valley ahead with glory beyond aught he had ever seen or dreamed. Every step down the path only intensified the tingle on his skin. The ground beneath his feet pulsed with energy so pure, so vital, it left him euphoric. His very soul screamed at him to grab Freyja and kiss her for hours. To slip inside her and never ever leave.

      The Vanr woman glanced back at him, a twinkle in her eye that bespoke knowledge of exactly what he felt. That she felt it, too. How could she not? Stories claimed life itself rose from Yggdrasil, and Odin could no longer doubt those tales. He knew his breath had become irregular, but he didn’t bother trying to conceal it nor control it. Why should such petty things matter?

      Freyja slipped her fingers into his hand, her soft touch sending fresh jolts of sensation shooting up his arm.

      “Is … is it always like this?” he murmured.

      “Yes … but not quite this … Mundilfari had a theory … he claimed Yggdrasil laid bare the connections between souls. Those meant to be together, soul mates, would be unable to deny their feelings in its presence. It was … just a theory.”

      She pulled him along, further down the path, then paused at a boulder. With his eyes so drawn to her hands and hips and hair and shoulders, he had trouble focusing on what she pointed to. This feeling was not unlike the love potion Gudrun had drugged him with. Somewhat like that, but somehow more pure than simple lust. His very being thrummed with music he could almost hear, as though the tree sang to him. As though, for the first and only time, the World might just make sense.

      Freyja chuckled and nodded again at the boulder.

      “Uh. Sorry.” He knelt to examine the glyph carved there.

      “Yggdrasil is probably the most important place in all World. Certainly in our world. So we ward it, hide it from prying eyes, and protect it from spirits as best we can … but Mundilfari had another theory.” She pointed to further boulders. Now that he knew where to look, indeed, such warded stones sprang up all over the valley.

      The tree’s roots held it aloft, rising out of a chasm that disappeared into a blackness seeming to tunnel endlessly underground. From the valley’s base, the path connected to a stone bridge spanning that gulf and connecting to the trunk.

      “What other theory?”

      “That …” She swallowed, as if choking on the words. “That something unknown feasted upon the roots of the tree, deep beneath our Realm. That, like all living things, Yggdrasil was doomed, in the end, and the Mortal Realm with it.” She shook herself.

      Odin squeezed her hand. In the majesty of such a place, he would not give in to despair, would not give credence to the thought of all World dragged down into chaos.

      Freyja’s lion sat on its haunches, not following as Freyja led Odin down the long walk. When he glanced back again a moment later, the lion had finally lain down in the grass. He wanted to ask what purpose they served, whether she kept them as protectors or not, but found himself unable to violate the surreal quiet of this place with human speech.

      Odin did not release Freyja’s hand, nor did she his. The bridge itself had a slight rail and, regardless, stretched more than wide enough they could walk without fear of falling. Though the bridge was stone, it was supported by roots of Yggdrasil that seemed to have grown up and over it, forming arches and supporting the entire structure.

      Likewise, at the bridge’s end a hall rose, built around the tree’s trunk, this too seeming as much grown from bark and branch as built. Pale luminescence radiated from windows—gaps in the growth, really.

      Any question he wanted to ask seemed to die on his tongue. He wanted to know everything and yet … no words could begin to give voice to the magnificence of World before them. They walked in silence down the long bridge.

      In the tree overhead, he once caught a glimpse of what looked like a giant squirrel, running and leaping from branch to branch.

      “One of the tree’s guardians,” Freyja said in answer to his unspoken question, even her voice only half a whisper.

      At last they stopped at the tree’s base. Finally, Odin pulled Freyja to the side so he could look into the abyss beneath them. Roots stretched down there far, far out of his sight. The wind seemed to blow from down there, whispering secrets beyond time and space and begging him to step off the bridge.

      A breeze overhead rustled the leaves, but only a few fell, drifting down into the black. One leaf fell upon the bridge, and, on a whim, Odin knelt to examine it. The leaf ranged in shade from the deepest green he had ever seen to a near yellow. With a start he gasped. The patterns of light and dark, the veins on the leaf, looked maddeningly like a glyph.

      “Wh-what is this?” he finally managed to ask. “You warded the tree itself?” That sounded blasphemous.

      Freyja knelt beside him and spoke softly. “Never. This is the mark of a soul. Man, woman, child … some think even animals may have souls. And this leaf fell because that soul’s owner died.”

      Odin’s jaw fell open, but all he could do was grunt and lift his gaze to the towering tree above him. A tree sporting millions upon millions of leaves, more than could be counted in lifetimes.

      “Yes. The answer is yes. Every time someone dies in this world, a leaf falls. Every time someone is born, and new leaf grows. Every person on Midgard, everyone you know or ever might know, comes from Yggdrasil.”

      The revelation was too much, left his mind numb. Idunn had never told him this, though she had called it the Tree of Life. Of course she knew that. She had climbed among its boughs, picked its apples. His chest trembled at the spectacle before him.

      “What happens if … if the wind blows down a leaf? Or if Idunn accidentally broke a branch?”

      Freyja shook her head. “You couldn’t cut a leaf out of Yggdrasil with a sword. They fall when the owner falls. Not before.” She looked away, her face drawn tight.

      “What is it?”

      “Once, a long time ago, I used the power in Yggdrasil to fuel a spell. It was how I cast out the First Ones and thrust them into Alfheim. A great many leaves fell that day … And I …”

      Oh, Hel. Freyja had tried to protect her people, and the cost … Odin wanted to offer some comfort, but from the look on her face surely thousands must have perished. She had said sorcery would always have a cost, one you could not predict and would not often want to pay.

      Finding no words, he instead pulled her close and held her against his chest for a long time. Finally, he sighed. “We do what we must to protect those we love, Freyja. Sometimes the only choices are hard ones.”

      “I learned later a farmer out in Sunna’s fields dropped dead. He hadn’t had an apple, and his heart just gave out. Coincidence, maybe. But maybe not.”

      Some questions were best left unanswered. He just sat there, holding her until the sky began to color and the sun to set. They watched it in silence, sitting on a bridge over that abyss. Suspended between life and death.
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      “He has slain our own people!” Zisa said. The woman pointedly avoided looking at Tyr in the center of the hall.

      Frigg had called the jarls back to Odin’s hall. Those who lived, anyway. Two had fallen in the battle, and Frigg had still not named any replacement for Bedvig. That left only five jarls and their closest thegns. For the moment, Zisa represented the Skalduns, and she fumed at Tyr, who once again stood surrounded by jarls.

      Sigyn, who now stood beside her sister, had suggested Frigg conduct this meeting in secret. But when Zisa had heard of Tyr’s actions, the woman had drawn the attention of half the Ás camp.

      “The king pardoned him once,” Zisa continued, “and he uses that pardon to again act against us.”

      “I don’t think he acts wholly on his own violation,” Sigyn whispered into Frigg’s ear. She had had very little time to mull it over, as Zisa had forced this gathering the moment the battle ended. Sigyn had only bits of the story of what happened at Idavollir, but it seemed Frigg had arrested Tyr before, only to have him released on Odin’s order. “His bloodlust is not natural.”

      Frigg offered a slight nod but kept her eyes on Zisa. “He also slew many of our foes and brought aid from Valland. Hoenir? Have we learned aught more of why Volsung pursues us?”

      “Yes, we interrogated a few, and they admitted the Niflung princess pushed them into the attack.”

      Gudrun. The vicious bitch was behind this, and, no doubt, behind Loki’s disappearance as well. And with every passing moment, tracking her down would grow more difficult. Sigyn ought to flee immediately, take her swan cloak, and go searching. But she did not know where to look; moreover, the jarls were now out for Tyr’s blood. Sigyn was certain he was not in control of himself—a frightening thought, yes, but it meant there was hope for him.

      Vili folded his arms and looked around at the other jarls. “So he fought our enemies. No one ever questioned his valor. His loyalty, however, is suspect. Honor seems nonexistent. We cannot have this murderer in our midst.”

      “He was ensorcelled by our enemies,” Sigyn protested.

      Frigg scowled at her, forestalling any further argument.

      “If that is so,” Arnbjorn’s son Kory said, “he is even more a threat.”

      Well, maybe Frigg wanted to forestall argument. Sigyn was not going to stand here and let them sacrifice the man who had saved her. Even if she had time for a long, drawn out debate. Which she did not. “It could have been any of you. If the Niflung sorceress set her will upon you, do you think yourself strong enough to resist, Arnbjorn? Or you, Vili?”

      “Obviously. That’s why she didn’t try me.”

      “She bewitched Tyr because he is the finest fighter among all the Aesir. And even after her sorcery, he still saved us. His blade drove back Volsung’s army. How many more of us would be dead, had he not returned?”

      Hoenir cleared his throat. “There is truth to the girl’s words.”

      Frigg rose, the sudden motion silencing all the jarls and drawing every eye in the hall. “Enough. I have made my decision. Odin has been gone too long, and we will go after him as soon as the wounded are gathered.”

      “Who will go?” Hoenir asked.

      “Everyone. We will leave no one behind for Volsung or Niflungar or trolls or anyone else to prey upon. Lady Idunn assured us Vanaheim would put us all beyond the reach of such foes. So let us go with haste.”

      “And Tyr?” Zisa said through clenched teeth.

      “I said everyone will go. Tyr is—was my husband’s champion. What other place but guarding his queen and his children should a champion occupy?”

      “But—”

      “Silence. If you wish to protest, do so with Odin. The king alone will decide such things. For now, your queen commands you make ready to depart.”

      Tyr, who had said nothing the entire time, shut his eyes and sighed deeply. Under other circumstances, Sigyn would have wanted to learn what went on in his mind, and what strange urd had befallen him. Not now, though. Now she had more pressing concerns.
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      Gyrlin intercepted Sigyn just before she reached Tyr. Eyes wide, looking as close to panic as Sigyn felt herself, the girl barred her from going any further. “They’ve gone!”

      “Who?”

      “Volsung’s ships, they’re leaving!”

      Sigyn sighed. “Yes, we won.”

      “But Reiner—”

      “I’m sorry, Gyrlin. I have no way to reunite you with your brother at the moment. My sister is queen here, though, and she’ll find a place for you.”

      The girl’s lip trembled and she looked keen to object. Despite herself, Sigyn imagined slapping the woman if she did. She did not know whether Reiner lived, nor was it her problem. All that mattered now was finding Loki.

      “Go to Frigg and tell her I sent you. Tell her your full tale. I’m certain she will take care of you.”

      “But—”

      Sigyn pushed the girl aside and ducked into Tyr’s tent.

      The thegn spun on her, hand on the hilt of his runeblade.

      The sight killed the words in her throat, and she found herself unable to take her eyes from the sword.

      And then he shook himself and resumed packing. “I thought you someone else.”

      “You thought maybe I was one of the many, many Aesir here who may mean you harm.” She did not envy him now. He had earned himself a great number of enemies with his recent actions, and most Aesir would not know or care if those actions were spawned by Niflung sorcery. Indeed, perhaps the reason Frigg did not want it known, was that it would only drive the others to fear Tyr all the more. And worse, perhaps to fear who might next fall under such witchcraft.

      Tyr grunted. “You defended me.”

      “I need your help. Loki is missing.”

      He paused and looked to her now. “Are you certain he did not fall in the battle?”

      No. She would not even consider that. He was too clever, too old, too … too hers. That could not happen. “I fear the Niflungar plotted against him.”

      Loki had once feared the same thing. He had warned her that, once their enemies knew him as Loge, they would plan accordingly. He had said this, but she had not considered the deeper ramifications. That, given this knowledge, they would go to great lengths to overcome their ancient foe. Given how he had turned the last pitched battle, perhaps they might even stage an entire battle, sacrifice countless lives, all as a distraction to capture him.

      Or murder him?

      No! No, he could not be dead. No one had found him among the fallen or the wounded, and men had worked for hours, building pyres, sending away the dead that they might not linger in the mist. Loki was not dead. He wasn’t. The foul princess had taken him.

      “I’m certain they have him now. Maybe they intend to try with him what they tried with Odin. I don’t know, but I need to find them before they can follow through with whatever their plans might be. I need to find him now.”

      Tyr sighed and rubbed his beard. “I saw Volsung’s scouts on the way north to the Valland fortress, along the river. Or perhaps they took him on a ship.”

      Sigyn threw up her hands. “In other words, you have no idea where they took him.”

      “Frigg commanded us all to sail for Vanaheim.”

      She scoffed at that. “I am not going anywhere save to look for him. And you … Well, I spoke the truth, Tyr. Some foul sorcery works upon you, and I can only hope knowing that will allow you to better fight against such power.”

      Tyr grunted, then nodded. “It’s the blade.”

      “Gramr?”

      “It bears a curse.”

      “Then cast it aside!”

      “I … cannot. Even did we not face such foes, I cannot let go of her.”

      Her? Damn, but that sounded twisted. She did not envy him the days to come. But neither could she afford to dwell on him. If Gudrun had taken Loki, she might take him by land. Doing so would allow her greater stealth, greater ability to hide herself in the mists. However, if she wanted speed, the ships would offer that. Those ships had come from Hunaland, and Sigyn had to assume they would return in that direction. Hunaland lay far to the northeast.

      “Tyr, listen. Frigg needs you now. You have to pull yourself together and be there for her while I am away.”

      Tyr cracked his neck. “You are set on going?”

      “Yes.” Beyond any doubt.

      “Then go with speed. I wish you well.”

      She slipped from the tent only to find Gyrlin still standing there, wringing her hands. Damn it.

      Sigyn threw an arm around the girl. “I told you. Go to Frigg. Maybe when all this is over, we can see you safe back to Reiner. I can do naught more for you right now.”

      “Ugh. You … you’ve done so much for me already, Sigyn. Thank you. I’m sorry I didn’t seem more grateful before … I just …”

      “You were worried about someone you love.” Sigyn knew how that felt.

      She clasped the girl’s arm, then ducked around behind the tent, where no one could see her. Loki was right about that—concealing the extent of one’s abilities, holding back, could grant a greater advantage. By revealing himself in the battles against the draugar, Loki had made himself a target.

      The Niflungar blamed Loge for their defeat at the hands of the Lofdar. So if they had captured him, they would most likely want to bring him back to Grimhild with all possible haste. And whether they intended stop at Volsung’s castle or not, Castle Niflung also lay northeast.

      She sighed. Any other day, she would have stayed and helped Gyrlin. But … but not today. Today Loki needed her. Sometimes, a woman had to choose what mattered most.

      Sigyn raised the hood of her cloak, embracing the rush as her form shifted under the garment, becoming that of a swan. She loved flying. The World never seemed so pure as when she looked down upon it from high in the sky. Now, she took flight.

      Northeast, after those ships. And she had to pray she had correctly guessed Gudrun’s plan. She was going to find the princess. And she would save Loki. Because to her, he mattered most.
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      When the sun disappeared behind the mountains, Freyja pulled him to his feet. “Come. We’re here anyway, and I want you to meet someone.”

      He followed her inside. Gnarled and knotted roots formed twisting halls. The light inside emanated from mushrooms sprouting in clusters from those roots. Everything was grown—no sign of carving or the work of men, though neither could he imagine this place quite natural. This was like the troll burrows in Jarnvid, albeit without the thorns and twisted aspect.

      Freyja navigated the winding maze of halls with confident steps, allowing Odin little time to linger or wonder at the place. Neither hall nor palace seemed quite the right word for the structure they had entered. Freyja rounded another bend, then began to tread a steep path downward. This they followed long enough, they must have passed beneath the level of the bridge and down into the roots. Though the tree appeared to hang suspended in open space, it seemed not the least bit unstable.

      “Idunn has chambers above, though I don’t know if she’s here right now.”

      “There’s something that’s bothered me since we reached the bridge. This is the most sacred place in Vanaheim. And not all of the Vanir are blessed with apples. So what stops those others from coming here and taking one?”

      Freyja turned back to him with one raised eyebrow. “The tree has several guardians, most notably Vedrfolnir and Ratatoskr. Had you come here without me or someone else with permission, you’d have seen one of them, much to your detriment. Then there’s the man we’re here to meet, one of the last of the First Ones remaining in Vanaheim.”

      She continued onward, until finally the path leveled out and opened into a comparatively large chamber—the ceiling rose perhaps ten feet, giving Odin room to breathe. A handful of other paths branched out of the room, and from one of those entered a man garbed in a long indigo robe embroidered with silver trim. His hair was dark, though streaks of gray ran through it.

      Another First One. Besides Eostre, this man was the only one Odin had seen. This robed man had made the original march across Midgard and, apparently, had grown old before ever receiving an apple.

      “Lord Lytir, I present Odin, King of the Aesir. He has come seeking knowledge to use against the Niflungar.”

      Lytir narrowed his eyes and advanced until he stood a mere hairsbreadth away from Odin. After staring a moment, his hand launched out like a viper, grabbing Odin by the back of his neck. Odin clenched his fists at his sides, trying not to resist. Lytir looked from one side of his face to the other, his eyes glazing over as he did so. Again, the Vanr paused. That faraway look—he was using the Sight. What would it foretell about him? Could the man divine Odin’s true purpose on Vanaheim? If so, things might grow bloody in an instant. And Hel’s frozen tits, Odin did not wish to fight these people. Especially not Freyja. Never her.

      At last, Lytir pulled away, his eyes clearing and his face growing even darker. Odin’s arms tensed. If the Vanr called him out, he would have no choice but to strike. No matter what else happened, he could not sacrifice the Aesir. He had brought them here, and they—all Mankind—now needed Odin to complete his mission. No matter the cost. Had he not just told Freyja the same thing? That, whatever price must be paid to protect those we love, we must pay it.

      Lytir cleared his throat, then pointed to the path he had just come from. “They will let him look. If he is to find knowledge, let him sift through it or drown beneath its weight, if that is his urd.”

      So the Vanr hadn’t seen Odin’s treachery. He turned to Freyja. “Let me look at what?”

      “Lytir is the Voice of Urd. It seems the sisters welcome you to look upon the Well of Urd.” Was that fear in her voice?

      Before he could ask more, she grabbed his hand, forcing him to relax his fist so she could thread her fingers with his own. She pulled him forward, toward the path.

      “You will not like what you see,” Lytir called after them. “Few ever do.”

      Odin stiffened but did not look back at the Vanr. The passage was so tight he and Freyja could not walk side by side, so she pulled ahead, drawing him after her. A protective instinct he could not explain compelled him to pat her arm in reassurance. She was frightened. She, the immortal sorceress and goddess of seid, feared this Well of Urd. Or else feared what dwelt in its presence.
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      Grimhild’s curse was subtle. Oh, Gudrun could see it working on Tyr, yes, but that had not stopped the warrior from slaughtering Volsung’s men. The very bloodthirst Grimhild had inflicted on him had turned him into a monstrous foe who cut down Gudrun’s allies with such efficiency even Volsung had sounded the retreat. Nor did she blame him. This was a battle they ought to have won, and yet, no one had been able stand against Tyr in battle. Any who tried were feeding ravens now.

      Besides which, the influx of Vall cavalry had cost them this day. Volsung had succeeded in burning four Ás ships. Hardly a victory, but then, his distraction had let her capture Loge, and naught else truly mattered this day.

      Gudrun had retreated back to Volsung’s longship. Loge was there, bound to the mast by an orichalcum chain, gagged to prevent him from speaking. Had he but glared at her in wrath, she might have borne it. Instead, his eyes held a wicked certainty that bespoke revenge and horrors to be visited upon his foes. It wasn’t rage she saw, but a fey knowledge that seemed to come from the Sight. And she could not stand to look at him.

      She turned from him to where Volsung sat on a bench, barking the occasional order at his men. Hljod was binding a wound in his shoulder, one inflicted by the blade of a Vall knight. No one had expected Karolus or his men to join this battle. Odin and his people continued to prove more resourceful and more troublesome than any Niflung would have credited, even Gudrun. She supposed she would have to stop underestimating them.

      The king glowered at Gudrun. “What fiend possesses that man?”

      A difficult question to answer. Maybe it would be easier for Volsung to allow him to believe Tyr and the other few Aesir possessed. Certainly better than allowing him to learn the truth of the apples, or of the curse Grimhild had placed upon the Ás champion. But then, she was not certain she owed him any answer at all.

      This battle was lost, yes, but it was not all in vain. Guthorm had succeeded, and in so doing had deprived the Aesir of an asset more valuable than even Tyr. If they remained here, sooner or later Frigg or that damned woman of Loge’s would figure out where he was, and then they’d be dealing with an Ás assault. It was time to count their victories, however small, until a new opportunity presented itself. Grimhild might have been content to allow the Hunalanders and the Aesir to slaughter each other to a man, but Gudrun was not. Not if Hljod was to be Volsung’s queen, as now seemed all but certain.

      Gudrun pointed at Loge without actually meeting his gaze. “We accomplished our dearest objective. Tell your other men to cover our retreat and make sail back for your castle.”

      Volsung rubbed the bandage Hljod had applied to his shoulder. The girl had laced it with a poultice Gudrun had taught her, one that ought to prevent infection and speed healing. The king did know quite how lucky he was to have Hljod’s ministrations. “I thought the objective was to break the Aesir and stop them from sailing for the islands of the gods.”

      “That was an objective. But this man cannot be allowed to fall back into their hands, not on any account.”

      Volsung frowned. “I lost a lot of men, and we took very little plunder. They will not be happy. Are we to count ourselves revenged with such little gain?”

      “Would they rather wade back in against that warrior they so fear? Let them raid a few more villages along the shore on the way back.”

      Hot breath stung the back of her neck, and Gudrun had to suppress a shudder. She turned slowly to face Fenrir. The werewolf stood so close, her stomach clenched, but to back away would make her look weak. Blood smeared his face.

      “Odin is not here.”

      Well, she had already known that, but it at least explained where Fenrir had disappeared off to during the numerous skirmishes in recent days. Her eyes drifted down to something he held. Fenrir followed her gaze and lifted the object up before her. A leg and foot, torn off at the knee and dripping blood. From the look of it, a woman’s leg. The varulf bit down, tearing a chunk off and splattering her with blood.

      At that, Gudrun did back away, covering her mouth to avoid retching. “One day soon, I will slip your mother’s feeble grasp.” He spoke while he chewed, dribbling gore. “I hope you are looking forward to it as much as I am.”

      Gudrun swallowed. She wanted to call for her brother, but he had wrapped himself in a cloak and hidden away from the sun. Instead, she forced her face to calm, trying not to acknowledge Fenrir’s obvious threat. “The warrior Tyr has become a liability. Go back and kill him, then follow us to Hunaland.”

      Fenrir chuckled, then looked around, eyes pausing as he gazed at Loge. “No.”

      “No?”

      He shrugged. “Your mother demands Odin’s head. That is the only command I am bound to. And once it’s done … then we’ll see what I can do for you.” He leaned closer again and patted her hip with the severed foot. “Are you … a screamer?”

      “How dare you?” Volsung said and spat at Fenrir’s feet.

      Before Gudrun could even blink, the varulf had closed the distance and hefted the king up by the throat. “Was that supposed to be a challenge?”

      “Release him!” Gudrun shouted. “I command you!”

      One of Volsung’s thegns drove a sword through Fenrir’s gut. The werewolf dropped the king and looked down at the blade. Then he turned to its owner, eyes filled with murder. The man backed away, mouth agape that Fenrir had not fallen. Others swore, invoking the names of false gods, as if that might save them.

      Hel.

      Oh, Hel.

      Fenrir grabbed the sword with one hand and yanked it out, heedless of the cuts on his palms. He snapped the blade in half like kindling, tossed the hilt aside, and slowly advanced on the thegn who attacked him.

      “Stop!” Gudrun commanded.

      The werewolf lunged forward, grabbed the thegn, and rammed the broken blade through his bowels. A foul stench spread over the ship. Fenrir tossed the whimpering man aside. The cuts on the varulf’s hands began to close before Gudrun’s eyes, as did the wound in his belly.

      “Odin has gone to Vanaheim,” Gudrun said. “You failed. He is beyond your reach.”

      Fenrir sneered, then stalked to the one of the rowboats. “There is nowhere in this world beyond my reach.” He tore the bindings free and let the boat crash down into the sea. Then he looked back at her. “Await my return, Princess. Or run. I like it when prey runs.” With that, he leapt over the gunwales and into the boat.

      Gudrun shut her eyes and tried not to shake. Behind her, Hljod was weeping softly, Volsung whispering hollow comforts to her. Grimhild should not have released this monster. In truth, Gudrun had no idea where Fenrir had come from in the first place. But the Niflungar, at least through Grimhild, had given him reason to hate them. And angering so powerful a being was madness she suspected they would all pay for soon enough.

      The thought somehow reminded her of Loge. The priest was staring off in the direction Fenrir had fled, straining uselessly against his chains.

      “Get us away from this cursed land,” Volsung commanded.
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      The path wound back in a circle, descending until Odin was fair certain they had passed directly below the chamber where they had met Lytir. Here, it opened into another such chamber. In this one, three hooded women stood around a massive well, one of them drawing water from it in a clay pail.

      This place … he knew it. He had seen it in the depths of a mountain far from here, taken to a place only Sleipnir knew. On Loki’s advice.

      The one with the water hobbled over to a section of the wall where the roots had frayed and begun to wither, then tipped the pail over, spreading the waters evenly across a wide swath of it. When done, she returned to her sisters.

      Odin took a few halting steps forward, pulling Freyja after him. “You are Norns.”

      Their robes were just the same as those of the others, and the well too seemed similar. The Well of Urd? The other Norns had had a well, too. Or perhaps these were the same ones, though this looked changed, more earthen, and the ground around it seemed like loam or mud.

      “We are.”

      “We were.”

      “We will be.”

      Odin scowled. “I’ve played this game before, and I don’t relish the thought of untangling more riddles.”

      “All riddles are one riddle.”

      “All mysteries were the great mystery.”

      “What you will want matters less than what you will have.”

      Freyja squeezed his hand. Her own felt clammy. Who were these Norns, really, that even a Vanr like Freyja should fear them? What power did they hold? Maybe the ultimate power. The power of knowledge, secrets of past, present, and future. Secrets they did not easily share, and certainly not in plain speech. But Odin had come here to learn those secrets. Eostre had spoken of a well that had shown Mundilfari much. And now it might be the best chance Odin would have ever at understanding his visions.

      He would not become Loki’s enemy. He would not let Mankind fall to Hel.

      He returned the squeeze, keeping his eyes on the hooded women. “Are you the same Norns I met last year?”

      “All Norns are—”

      “Were—”

      “Will be Norns.”

      Odin groaned. If this continued, all Norns were going to be dead. “You told Lytir to let me pass. What do you want from me?”

      “Everything.” The three spoke in unison, their word echoing through the root hall and sending shivers over Odin.

      “So be it. Let me look upon your well.” Odin stepped forward, but Freyja remained rooted in place. He looked back to her.

      She shook her head before finally releasing her grip on his hand and stepping back to the threshold. Lytir had warned him he wouldn’t like what he saw. Whatever that well showed, Freyja clearly had no desire to look. Or to look again, perhaps, had she ever come here before. Either way, he had come this far and had no choice. He could not turn from aught that could illuminate the maddening visions the Sight revealed. After offering Freyja a reassuring pat on the shoulder, he strode forward.

      Look deeply … into the dark … And see … truth …

      One of the Norns blocked his path. “You will not see what you are missing until after your final breath.” With that, the women parted around him, allowing him to approach the well.

      The ground squelched under his feet as he drew nigh. The well’s sides were also formed of root, knotted endlessly upon itself until it looked almost like a woven basket, one nigh unto two dozen feet across.

      The well almost seemed to call him, and he leaned upon the rim. Though lumpy, the root surface was smooth and slightly chilled. Far below, perhaps ten feet, dark waters lay still, barely illuminated by the mushrooms growing in this chamber. With a start, he realized a pair of swans—stark white—swam on the far side of its waters. He blinked and they were gone, almost like they had stepped across the Veil.

      Odin leaned further out over the well. The Vanir seemed to worship this Well of Urd, but he didn’t see … Something moved in the water, though the surface remained still. Vertigo seized his gut and pulled him forward. He was falling in! His hands still gripped the well’s side, but he was certain he was falling. The plummet went on and on, for a dozen agonizing heartbeats. And then icy water engulfed him, filled his ears and nose and lungs. Back and forth he twisted, hands grasping for aught to hold on to. There was naught here save water, seeping into his soul, tearing his mind from his body.

      Water and darkness, like the darkness between the stars. And something darker still, watching him, waiting in Realms beyond Odin’s ken. It knew a door would one day open. The World of Men would fall to shadows and drown in an abyss. Such things Odin knew with a sudden, heartrending certainty.

      He stood upon a burning plain surrounded by mountains of the dead. The fallen stretched into the horizon and beyond. Millions of dead, their empty eyes accusing him of his failures. He had made an oath to return spring to Midgard. He had sworn it. And the angry ghosts of generation after generation cursed him for his broken, carelessly taken vow. For the crime of daring to offer hope where none could blossom.

      Odin fell to his knees, weeping at the horror as Midgard turned to ash. Cinders drifted through his fingers like sand. In the distance Frigg stood before him, with Thor and Geri and Freki. His wife’s form flickered. Odin rose, running toward her. He had gone three steps only before she exploded into ashes, scattered on the scorching winds. Another step forward, and the werewolf twins caught aflame and vanished. Thor. Little Thor reached toward his father.

      And he was no child, but a man, great and strong. And dying.

      “We never stopped Ragnarok …” Thor said. “I tried …”

      Odin ran faster than he had ever run, tripping over flaming corpses and crushing skulls beneath his feet. His fingers reached Thor’s. The moment they did so, his son broke apart, just as Frigg had.

      “No!”

      Odin stumbled, wailing. No! It was madness, some nightmare. He buried his head in his hands. He didn’t want to see this. Not this.

      “Only fires burn pure.” The Norn’s voice broke through the trembling ground, reverberating against Odin’s skull.

      First the burning child ignites a pyre you cannot staunch.

      The first Norns had said that to him. Answering some question he had not even asked.

      Odin looked up, but neither the Norns nor the burning field remained. Instead, he knelt in another place. Perhaps somewhere in Vanaheim, for ten thousand types of flowers grew about him. He was in a forest, one lush and pulsing with life. Moss covered every root, vines and creepers wrapped around each tree. The sound of streams running nearby mingled with calls of birds and the chirping of insects. Soft sunlight suffused everything.

      What was he seeing now? Another future? An alternative to the burning horror he had seen a moment ago?

      What was Ragnarok?

      Odin tried to rise, but his feet and knees had become as roots themselves, planted in the ground. Leaves sprouted from his ribs as he looked at them, the sensation tingling rather than painful. He tried to speak, but his throat hardened and turned to bark, uttering a mere grunt.

      “Is this the future you seek?”

      The feminine voice came from behind him, but he could not turn to it. It rang hollow, filled with a chill that reminded him of his brief encounter with the Odling ghost. Mist seeped out around him, blanketing the ground, which froze as the vapors came. Odin’s roots shriveled and cracked in the cold, sending bolts of agony shooting through his entire body.

      Snow crunched under the footsteps of the woman approaching. So slowly, he could barely breathe for anticipation, she drifted before him. The woman—or at least the female—was deathly pale. She wore a hooded cloak and naught else, but no hint of eroticism exuded from her. One side of her face was rotted away like dead flesh, putrefied, and in some places even revealing her skull. Where her lips had worn away, sharpened teeth, like fangs showed. The rot continued down the same side of her entire body—one breast was missing, her ribcage and blackened organs showing where it ought to have been. Writhing white hair framed her face, hanging in loose clumps on her rotten side.

      The urge to retch seized Odin, but his bark throat would not allow it. And he knew this thing. Knew it in the depths of his soul. Her mists had seeped into Midgard nigh unto five thousand years ago. Her touch had poisoned Mankind and given rise to trolls. Her presence released the draugar and other foulness that had no right to walk upon Midgard. She was Hel.

      And Hel smiled at him. “I know you. I know you of old, Odin Borrson.”

      Her voice, as it hissed through her missing lips, felt like ravens clawed at his eardrums.

      “Is this your promise to Mankind … Destroyer? Burning or freezing. Either way, you offer only death. And I am death.”

      And that was Ragnarok. The end of time. The war that would end the World. In seeing the past, he saw the future. The past Naresh had averted was merely delayed. Ragnarok was still lurching closer with every passing year.

      This being, this vile goddess had sent Ymir after Borr. She had begun all of Odin’s pains. His chest shook, but even in his fear, his wooden form could not look away. Could not even close his eyes as she reached an icy hand toward his cheek. Her touch burned and froze at once, siphoning off his warmth and hope and his soul. She was right. Against this ancient power, there was no victory.

      The goddess of the mists, the Queen of Death.

      She was absolute. Hel. There is none greater. Those were the words of the Niflungar. And now, looking upon her horrid magnificence, faltering beneath her dire gaze, he could no longer deny their truth. Hel. There was none greater. His struggles against the mists were pointless vanity, the self-indulgent quest of a would-be god daring to stand against a true deity.

      Despite the apple, Odin was just a man. A man could never stand against such a power.

      “You’re wrong. A man did stand against her.”

      Though mist still engulfed him, something about his vision had changed. A warm hand wrapped around his own—and through her pulse he felt his own. His heart beat again. His body was flesh. And the woman who now helped him up was not the rotting deity existing between life and death. She was young, vibrant. Lithe, with dark skin and darker hair that reminded him of Idunn. Or Eostre.

      This woman turned, looking out over a strange, foreign temple around them. Through the mists, he saw Hel again, this time in a different body. Possessing a human. And battling a man who moved with precision and speed unlike anything Odin had dreamed of. His eyes glowed like sunlight.

      Eostre’s mother had named her after the dawn … because her father had worshipped the sun. Her father, who had died to banish to Hel from Midgard.

      Hel. Or Rangda. Nirrti. Milu. Kalma. Anput. She had so many names, this darkness that had haunted Mankind from the dawn of time.

      But a man had stood against her. And won. Perhaps no ultimate victory was possible, but Idunn’s grandfather had thwarted Hel’s attempts to bring all Midgard into her domain. A man who would not give in, would not back down, had stood against this goddess and found at least some victory.

      And Odin would do the same.

      Suddenly he was back in the root chamber, Freyja pulling him to his feet. His cheeks were wet with tears, his throat raw as though he’d been screaming. The Vanr woman pulled him away from the well and guided him back out the path they had come. Odin did not look back at the Norns, nor even at Lytir as they passed him. They must all know more than they spoke, but he could not have handled any more answers for now. Lytir had been right—he hadn’t liked what the well showed him. Hadn’t liked it, but maybe he had needed it.
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      Most of the Aesir had piled into the longships already. Frigg had ordered every man old as ten winters to the oars. Much of their possessions still lay sprawled around the camps. The ships might carry every last Ás across the bay to Vanaheim, but not with supplies. The queen had promised some might return for such things later, but first, she said, they had to escape Volsung’s army.

      And she had agreed—reluctantly—to send nine berserkir and as many varulfur to the Straits with Roland, to fight for the Valls. Hermod had agreed to lead the warriors on behalf of the Godwulfs. The queen had even promised more warriors in five moons. The terms Tyr presented had clearly left her seething, but she had accepted. The Valls had upheld their end, after all.

      Roland had departed without a farewell. Perhaps the Vall had heard of Tyr’s shame. How he slew his own people.

      And damn it, Tyr had almost liked the South Realmer.

      The queen insisted they must be away from here at once. Though the Hunalander ships had sailed away, they might return. Gudrun and Grimhild did not seem like to give up, not ever. If Vanaheim were truly beyond their reach, it might represent the only place on all of Midgard the Aesir could find lasting respite. Assuming, of course, Odin managed to sway or subdue the Vanir themselves.

      Most of the Aesir had boarded. Not Zisa or her sons, though. The eldest, Starkad, spied Tyr watching them and spat. Given he had slain the boy’s father, Tyr could not blame him his rage, impotent though it was. Sigyn was right. Gramr had become a weight on his soul. Even now, his fingers twitched, feeling the sick desire to draw the runeblade and lay waste to Starkad. A man like to remain a foe to the end of his days. Bah. Just a few winters past childhood.

      Lacking any better idea, he beat his hand against the sheathed blade, trying to still the urge to murder. Almost, it seemed he should have let Guthorm reclaim this blade. Almost. For this foulest of magic he would cut down every last Niflungar. Cut their very hearts from their chests. Cut their blasphemous tongues from their heads! Once the Aesir were secure, he could go alone. Sneak into Castle Niflung. There, he’d bring justice in the form of dverg-wrought steel and put an end to such soul-draining magic. Naught but ill had ever come from pursuit of the so-called Art.

      Perhaps true justice demanded he slay every witch, sorceress, and profane follower of the dark arts on Midgard. Even … even vӧlvur? Vӧlvur like Frigg? Or enchantresses like Idunn? No. Hel, if only the Vanr woman were here now. She knew how to speak, to calm him. To save his soul. And their last words together had been less than kind.

      “Idunn,” he mumbled, “forgive me.” He had been a fool with her. Perhaps, when all the strife were done, he might entice her to leave her husband. He’d sworn once to never be a party to such foul deeds. And yet now, he could think of little else. Perhaps that too, was the work of the Niflungar. A poison in his mind leading him to break his oaths and violate his own principles.

      Hel, but that was him deluding himself. He could blame neither Grimhild nor Gramr for his lust.

      Maybe true justice would have been had Frigg hanged him, as Zisa had demanded. His ex-wife watched him now, glaring. A fiery hate filled her eyes. Sigyn had once claimed part of the woman must still care for him, had felt pride in his prowess. At least until he had shamed her sons and slaughtered her husband like a boar.

      And still she watched him. He jerked his head toward the ships. Zisa rolled her eyes and purposefully turned away.

      Damn it. Damn her.

      Left no other choice, Try strode over to their midst. Starkad raised a spear at him. A vain, if honorable attempt to protect his mother. Zisa pointedly kept her eyes focused on the bow she was stringing, pretending not to see him at all.

      “Get on the damned ships.”

      “I’ll not sail anywhere with you, murderer.”

      “And the boys?”

      Now she did look up, ice in her gaze. “My family stays together.”

      “To die?” Tyr pointed to the north. “Will you wait here for the Hunalanders to return? Or maybe you’d rather try the woods?” He indicated the southern copse. “Prefer your luck with varulfur? I slew one not so far from here. Where there is one wolf, a pack cannot be far behind.”

      “I do not fear any—” Starkad protested.

      “Silence, boy.”

      “I am a man, armed!” He stalked closer, his spearpoint a mere handspan from Tyr’s chest.

      Tyr snatched the haft and yanked it from the shocked boy’s hands, then tossed it aside. “All of you get on the ships, now! The queen has given orders. Obey. Or I will knock these dolts senseless. Throw them over my shoulder and let them wake halfway across the sea.”

      Zisa rose. Spat at his feet. “Do you delight in such bluster now?”

      No. He hoped not. If he did, he’d blame Gramr for that, too. Instead, he grabbed her shoulder. “I am saving your life and the lives of your children. You may thank me once you manage to dig your head out of your arse. Between now and then, do as your queen bids.”

      Starkad growled and rushed him, intent to tackle him. Tyr caught him by the collar, drawing the apple’s power. Hefted the boy into the air with one hand. Starkad grasped Tyr’s wrist with both hands, beating ineffectively at it. The other boy, Vikar, his eyes widened. When Tyr looked at him with a shake of his head, he obviously gave over any plan of joining his brother’s assault.

      Now, Tyr turned back to Zisa and raised an eyebrow.

      She jerked her arm free of his grasp and leaned in close to his ear, whispering so not even her boys could hear. “That may well be your son you so shame.”

      Tyr released Starkad and lurched like he had been punched in the gut.

      “Come,” Zisa said to her sons. “We board the ships.”

      Tyr stood there, mouth agape, unable to form a coherent thought. It wasn’t even possible. Not … Gods, no. Starkad was maybe fifteen winters. And Zisa had left him sixteen winters back. Could it even …?

      The boys grabbed a handful of supplies, then took off after their mother, toward the fleet.

      A weight settled on Tyr’s chest, and he had to run his fingers over Gramr’s smooth hilt for strength. Why had she never told him?

      Fuck. Answer was obvious. Bedvig. She wanted Bedvig to believe the boy his own to secure her position. And now Bedvig was dead, she was telling the truth.

      A terrible thought soured his stomach. Or she was lying now, trying to keep Tyr from harming her boy. But … But Tyr was out of favor among the Aesir. If word spread Starkad was his son, the boy would be shamed beyond anything Tyr could have actually done to him.

      She wouldn’t lie about that.

      By the time he found them again, though, they had already boarded a Skaldun ship.

      Tyr stared at it. Considered boarding. They might have tried to stop him. Now wasn’t the time for a fight.

      One day soon, though, he would need to know the truth.
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      The ships made way in the early morning. The wind was not with them, so they passed by strength of arm alone. Tyr took up oars on Frigg’s own ship. Let the heavy work free his mind from burdens of deeper thought. The rhythm could numb the mind as well as the shoulders. He purposefully tried to avoid calling upon the apple’s power to grant him strength or endurance. Neither would have helped the ship—oarsmen had to work in unison—and he welcomed exhaustion.

      Heave.

      Little surprise that Zisa had taken up on another ship. Of course she had chosen the finest Skaldun vessel, after all. She wouldn’t want to face Tyr now, not after her admission. But her position among the Skalduns was tenuous. A fool could see that. The tribe would not tolerate her acting as leader for long. He could only imagine Frigg had delayed so far because of her distraction over Odin. And, indeed, far too much time had passed with no word from their king. Whether Frigg made the right decision to sail now, it seemed the only decision.

      Heave.

      Dense callouses born of years of warfare covered his hands. The rough oars didn’t hurt him, though after a few hours at sea, some of the young men probably already had blisters. Men like Zisa’s sons. They were brave enough, Tyr had to grant. He had shamed their father, and they had rushed in to avenge his honor. Tyr could have asked for no better from a son. And if Starkad was his son? Hel, Zisa had been furious as a shaved boar when Tyr beat Starkad. Even more so than even when he’d fought her husband. He’d thought it motherly affection. Fuck. Might have been more. The knowledge he was the boy’s father.

      Heave.

      Had Bedvig earned his death? Or had Gramr led Tyr to commit murder that day? Hel, but he hated having to doubt his own actions. Borr had once told him to trust his gut, make a decision, and live with it. Regret and self-doubt could kill a warrior. It was thanks to Borr that Tyr had been able to leave his violent, mad childhood behind. One more debt he could never repay. One of many.

      Heave.

      “Island ahead!” a man called from the bow.

      Island? Unless he had lost track of time, they should not have reached Vanaheim yet. Not for a fair time still, in fact. He glanced over his shoulder, trying to catch a glimpse.

      Unable to leave the oar, he had no clear view. At least not until it drew closer perhaps half an hour later.

      There indeed, a mossy hill rose from the waves. Large enough a small party could have made camp there for days. Not large enough, however, for so many Aesir to find anything useful.

      “It is not Vanaheim,” Frigg said. “Continue onward.”

      By now, the wind had shifted, and the crew began to unfurl the sails. Every oarsman—even Tyr, truth be told—welcomed the respite, however brief it might prove. He used the chance to move to the gunwale and look out over the island. Green. Like Vanaheim must look. Whole islands of green.

      What a dream that would prove. And if he saw Idunn, he would love to take in her homeland together. To apologize for his brutish rejection. Were he honest, part of him had never believed in this vision Odin and Idunn had promised. This land of greenery could not be real. It was something born of legend, of dream, of desperation. And yet, now, to see this small island as a promise of things to come …

      Tyr looked closer. Wasn’t it farther away a moment ago? Shouldn’t they have put more distance between themselves and this rock by now?

      A few men began mumbling something similar. Now, Tyr locked his eyes on the shore. Definitely coming closer.

      “Frigg!” he shouted.

      From the stern, she looked to him, then followed his gaze. For a moment, she watched, as if uncertain what she was supposed to see. Then she clutched the gunwale.

      “Back to the oars! Everyone, oars! Away from it!”

      The lump in his throat did not stop him from racing back to his seat. Now he did draw his power, washing away fatigue and pulling hard on the oar.

      “Get back to your spot!” he snapped at one man who dawdled, staring the at the moving island. Tyr followed the man’s gaze. The island had vanished now.

      A good sign? Or a very bad one?

      The ship lurched to one side as a wave flung it off course.

      An enormous shadow rose beneath a trio of other longships. Tyr’s stomach lurched.

      A moment.

      And then that shadow exploded into light, its form shrouded by the mist. Hidden such that Tyr could not be certain. It was like an underwater mountain had risen from the depths and flew free for the briefest of heartbeats.

      And then it slapped back down with a cacophony like thunder. The nearest ships splintered and crunched under its weight, sucked below the sea in a single moment of wordless horror. The wall of water surged at Tyr’s ship with the speed and inevitability of divine wrath.

      He stopped pulling the oar, unable to do aught save stare in awe at the force of nature washing toward them.

      The wave caught the ship. Tossed it like a stick, slapped it against four other ships. The whole World spun as wood and bone crunched beneath him. Their splintered ship tumbled end over end before being totally shredded.

      The weight of his armor dragged him under.

      In the darkness and chaos, something beyond enormous passed before him. Racing toward more Ás ships. With his enhanced strength, Tyr managed to swim toward the surface. Other warriors, those in full mail, pitched downward.

      Frigg.

      She was desperately swimming, clutching a babe in her arms, trying to reach another.

      The thought of losing those innocents paralyzed him for a heartbeat. Two.

      Rán spare them. Tyr surged forward, swimming for the struggling babe and caught her in his arms. He breached the surface a moment later. Geri. Her brother was paddling atop the waves nearby, sinking under again and again, but never quite giving in. Tyr swam to him and hefted one babe on each shoulder.

      “Frigg!”

      He spun.

      “Here!” She was coughing, holding Thor close. She clung to a piece of driftwood.

      In the distance, the creature breached the sea again.

      Through so much mist, he still could not well make it out. A whale perhaps, albeit one several hundred feet long. And it would crash back down into the sea once again.

      “Brace!”

      Frigg followed his gaze.

      A handful of other survivors had surfaced, though too few. So many had gone under. And still they were so far from land.

      He pulled Geri and Freki close to his breast and turned away from the rumbling wave of death crashing toward them. Even werewolves would not survive this kind of beating for long.

      “Hold your breath!” he shouted at the children. Eyes wide, they did so. Tyr dove under the water the instant before the wave hit.

      It caught him and jerked him under, pulling him deeper into the net of Rán. So deep he could never hope to make the surface again, and certainly not with two suffocating babes in his arms.

      But he would sooner die himself than leave them behind. He kicked, so twisted around he wasn’t sure which way was up. Something caught the back of his shirt and flung him forward with such force he spun end over end. A large fish blasted past him, catching him in the process and sending him spiraling upward once again.

      Couldn’t think. Couldn’t breathe. Water shot up his nose.

      Just don’t let go of the children.

      His head broke the surface again, and he was hacking, coughing. The fish splashed under again, rising a moment later with Frigg. It wasn’t a fish. A mermaid.

      She turned back to him, dove like a dolphin and came up near him.

      Flosshilde? He wanted to speak. Tried to, but only managed to choke on water. The mermaid caught him with one arm, grabbed Frigg with the other, and began to carry them away with powerful beats of her tail.

      “The others,” Tyr managed to say.

      “My two sisters are saving who they can.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you spared me, of course. Rán ordered her people to send the Lyngbakr to sink your fleet.”

      Flosshilde had said the nixies didn’t serve Rán. The river mer and sea mer must be on poor terms.

      He squeezed Geri, forcing her to spit up water. “Come on, girl.”

      Had to stay awake. They all did.
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      Freyja guided him to some side chamber and helped him sit upon a bed made of roots. She returned a moment later with a wooden bowl of wine. Odin drank greedily before offering it to her. His fingers brushed hers, sending fresh jolts of vitality through him. Life was born here. It ought to be enough to bring him peace, even bliss.

      The horrors the Well of Urd showed him would not leave his mind, though, and the wine merely blunted their impact. He had obviously seen bits of the past and … a future, perhaps. But the symbolic blended with the real, forming such a muddle he could not separate one from the next.

      The word haunted him. Ragnarok. His very soul vibrated with it, knew it was coming. The World’s end.

      All you build will turn to ash, your children shall die, and your dreams shall burn.

      Was that merely the ghost’s curse upon him, or some dire prophecy? Had the Odling ghost … known? The runes on his skin, placed there by the ghost, matched ancient dvergar runes beneath Halfhaugr. What did it all mean?

      “I don’t know what to believe in,” he said.

      Freyja leaned closed. “I start to believe … Mundilfari’s theory.”

      His theory? Outside Freyja told him Mundilfari believed soul mates, in the presence of Yggdrasil, could not hide from their feelings. Could he even believe in the existence of such naïve concepts as soul mates? But he had seen Eostre’s parents, had almost felt the pull they held for each other. It was more than lust and deeper than even most people meant when they spoke of love. The absoluteness of their connection had been laid bare and undeniable before his psychic senses.

      And why not? He rested within the birthplace of all life on Midgard, within the very Tree of Life, binding souls and worlds together.

      In some distant age, a man and a woman had loved each other dearly, drawn together. Eostre’s parents.

      Freyja stroked his cheek, her touch like the warmth of the sun, saving him from the mists of Niflheim, pulling him out of the dark and restoring him, body and soul. And as the thought came to him, all distance between them vanished without any conscious decision. She lay under him, and he was kissing her soft, warm lips. Wiggling beneath him, she pulled away her tunic. Her skin was incredibly fair, like cream, and Odin wanted to drink it all in. He planted kisses over her breasts and neck and abdomen, barely aware that she had helped him out of his own shirt.

      All that mattered was one more kiss. Was finally, finally being reunited with his … his soul mate. She had been waiting for him for five thousand years. His arrival on Vanaheim had been urd all along, all to bring them together.

      Like a fool he had run from destiny, tried to deny it. But urd had bound him from the day he was born.

      Tears welled in her eyes as he entered her. Naught in his entire life had felt this right, this complete. He wanted to be deeper, deeper inside, to fuse their souls. Vibrant energy seeped up through the roots of Yggdrasil, coursing through them, driving them ever closer together and granting seeming endless stamina.

      Somehow, in this place, he had found absolute bliss. With a prescient surety he knew the Vanr couples must petition for permission to come here, just for this. For an absolute togetherness, a merging of more than bodies. A joining of pneuma, of souls. And through that same prescient insight he knew something else …

      “I love you,” he said.

      “I love you, too … my Od …”

      How could it be love so quickly, with a woman he’d known only a few days? But the Sight did not lie. Not about this. And the ancient Vanr had been right—here, soul mates could not deny each other. Here, the self-denials and social customs meant naught. There was only life, and life demanded be heard. If a soul had been split in two, it would do anything to be reunited.

      At last they both found release, and through it, his body hummed, her pneuma pouring into him. Revealing a lifetime of empty lovers, of lost friends, of searching for meaning. No, not a lifetime. Freyja had spent more than a hundred lifetimes. Her experiences and insights and power slammed into Odin in a torrent of near incomprehensible sensations.

      She clung to him a long time afterward, her breathing slowly returning to normal. She had seemed asleep on his chest, but she spoke after the comfortable silence had dragged on. “You saw your own father’s memories of yourself.”

      “Yes.” So without doubt bits of his own seid had passed into her in an exchange. And, maybe, in time, she might make sense of his memories and powers. He no longer cared. If she were to learn his purpose here … Well, he was no longer certain of that purpose. Freyja was his reason for coming to Vanaheim; he just hadn’t known it.

      He did not need to dwell on such things. Not when she began kissing him once again. Rousing him for more. In this place, he suspected they could have continued all through the night. And he intended to.
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      Tyr sat on the beach, blinking in the afternoon sunlight. There was no mist. There was no mist, not anywhere on these islands nor out for whole miles at sea.

      Of the nigh unto a hundred longships that set out from Valland, fewer than half reached Vanaheim. Thanks to Flosshilde and her sisters, over a thousand Aesir seemed to have been rescued from those that sank. That meant … probably three or four thousand more had drowned, a feast for the minions of Rán. They would literally eat those they wished, while others would serve as hosts for more sea mer.

      Flosshilde had delivered that news matter-of-factly, a chilling reminder she’d have done the same to Tyr and probably anyone else she met alone in the wilds. He had spared her life, though, and for that one kindness, she had had repaid him a thousandfold. That kindness done, the nixie had disappeared back into the sea.

      Probably they wished to be far away before Rán’s followers learned what they had done. When he freed Flosshilde, he’d told her she’d have to pay for her crimes when next he saw her. Now he snorted. This had not been what he meant. Had Rán sent her monstrous whale after the Aesir because of her husband’s alliance with the Vanir? Or because Loki and Sigyn had so offended him? If the latter, irony of it was, those two were not even among the Aesir these days.

      Groaning with effort, he rose. Evening would not be so far off, and they had few supplies and many wounded, exhausted, frightened people. Perhaps here no dangers would haunt the night—though he could not say for certain. Either way, they needed a camp before darkness fell.

      Nor could they hope to cross the bay once again and retrieve their remaining supplies. The monster whale remained.

      For good or ill, the Aesir were now trapped on Vanaheim.
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      Everywhere Tyr walked, men and women and children lay bedraggled in the sand, moaning in the sweltering heat. Some few were gathering corpses. Those who had washed ashore. So many of the Aesir would never even see the lands they had crossed this world to find.

      His first thought was to see to the Skaldun fleet. Some of their ships had gone down, but not, ancestors be praised, the ship Zisa and her sons had boarded.

      Now, Tyr stuck close to the queen. Frigg drifted among the frightened, the wounded. A few she healed, though it clearly took much out of her. Others, she placated with a comforting word. Tyr followed a few feet behind, ever watching her.

      Bedraggled and dripping seawater, Jarl Arnbjorn stormed toward the queen. Tyr’s hand was wrapped around Gramr before he knew what he was doing. Yet he somehow managed to keep from drawing her. Not yet.

      “He’s dead!” The jarl spat at Frigg’s feet. “My son is dead!”

      Fuck. His ship had made it to shore—crashed upon it, in fact. The young man must have been lost in the attack.

      Hurried steps carried Tyr toward the pair.

      “You brought this on us, you and Odin both!” Arnbjorn shook his fist in her direction.

      Gramr leapt into Tyr’s hand as he stepped between them. Frigg’s own hand pulled his arm back down. The queen had not enough fear for her own good. Like her husband.

      “You question Odin’s authority?”

      “I question yours!”

      Tyr’s fingers tightened around the hilt until it hurt. Frigg’s grip on his wrist grew stiff. A warning.

      “I speak for Odin.”

      “He is not here, and the decision to take everyone across the sea was yours alone, queen.”

      Frigg drew a deep breath, then guided Tyr to the side with one hand. “I do not have to explain my decisions to you, jarl.”

      Arnbjorn sneered. “You do and you will. I demand a Thing to hold you to account for these deaths.” He swept his hand out over the beach, as if to place all the burden of the dead upon their queen.

      “You demand?” Tyr spat at the jarl’s feet. “Perhaps I should champion the queen right now!”

      “No.” Frigg spoke softly, but her words silenced both Tyr and Arnbjorn. “No. The jarl has requested a formal meeting. So be it. Grieve your losses and sleep on it. In the morn the council of jarls will meet. And I suggest you choose your words with care, Arnbjorn. Odin will return, and he will know who has been loyal and who has not.”

      Arnbjorn shook his head like she was a child. “If the king returns at all, he will learn you disobeyed his command and brought us here. And we paid for it with blood.” He held up a finger. “In the morn, the jarls will vote to have you step down. This I promise you.”
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      The air around Odin rippled as if a pebble had been cast into still water. Those ripples washed over him, and though he felt naught, before his eyes his skin changed. His aged flesh was replaced with the body of a young man, one unmarred by runes.

      Freyja’s hands slid over his back in slow caresses that made it hard to concentrate on her instructions. It had, after all, taken days of practice. Days lurking in the World Tree as a second home. One more right than any he had ever felt.

      “I’m cured?”

      Freyja chuckled, then jabbed him in the ribs.

      Startled, he dropped his concentration. Instantly, another ripple passed over him, returning his flesh to its normal appearance.

      “Glamour is only an illusion, not a real change. The most powerful wielders can use it to appear as someone else, even become invisible. It is not actual shapeshifting, though. It is a Manifest Art most spirits can perform. Even a wraith.”

      I grant you power …

      Odin tried not to acknowledge Audr, though the wraith had more easily allowed him access to these blessings. He grunted, and turned to fold Freyja’s hands in his own. “You are an astounding teacher.”

      She smiled. “The sex helps.”

      “What?”

      “I’m literally passing bits of myself into you. Meaning I only clarify truths your soul has already absorbed.”

      Odin nodded. “Well, then I’m ready for another lesson.”
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      The days had run together. Odin knew he and Freyja had spent several days in Yggdrasil, making love and speaking of dreams, and of the blessings the apples had given them. She was training him to use a hint of Audr’s power to glamour himself. And she was right—every time she climaxed in his arms, his understanding of her powers grew as much as any verbal lesson could grant.

      Eventually, though, they agreed they had to return to Sessrumnir. Before that, he wanted to speak with Idunn.

      “I’ll meet you back at the hall,” Freyja said, then kissed him on the cheek.

      Odin smiled, more fully than he ever remembered smiling. With small effort, he summoned the glamour he’d been practicing, disguising himself as he had looked in days not so long past: a man in his prime, with long blond hair and a clean shave. Maybe he couldn’t go back, but within Yggdrasil, energy flowed into him with such ease he could maintain the illusion with half a thought.

      “Take care, my love.”

      He climbed up through the Tree toward where he knew Idunn’s chamber must lie. Freyja had told him the other Vanr woman had returned some days back. Somehow, Odin had never been able to quite make the climb to reach her. Other things had always seemed more important. But Idunn had been the one to bring him to Vanaheim, after all.

      The Vanr spun when he entered her chamber, her red dress sparkling, though her eyes were narrowed. “Finally decided to come up for air?”

      Odin shrugged. Discretion was not only impossible in a place like this, it had suddenly begun to seem pointless. Why deny what came naturally? Why pretend that he and Freyja did not love one another, or did not enjoy the same pleasures of the flesh as everyone else? Such pretensions were beneath him now. “I finally see what you meant, about human standards melting away over the course of time.”

      “I was speaking of centuries. Though certainly we have tarried here longer than I planned.”

      “Oh?”

      “Do you even know how long you’ve been in Vanaheim?”

      He shrugged. He had lost track.

      “We’re approaching a moon here, Odin.”

      He grunted. That was longer than he had thought. He might have guessed they had spent maybe three days in Yggdrasil. Now it seemed more like to have been more like ten or twelve. Already, his body and soul called out for Freyja, urged him to chase after her.

      Idunn sighed and waved it away. “Clearly your time has been well spent at any rate. You’ve mastered the glamour.”

      “Hmm. That’s how you turned yourself invisible when the varulfur attacked, isn’t it?”

      “Yes. Now, have you learned what you wanted to know on Vanaheim? Your people are waiting.”

      His people. Shit, the Aesir were probably at each other’s throats by now. They waited for him to return, to bring them a plan of attack. Except, he no longer wanted to attack. “This land is beautiful, wonderful.”

      Idunn folded her arms. “Of course it is. That’s what this has always been about.”

      “I mean … I like you. And your mother, Eostre, Gefjon. And Freyja, gods, Idunn, I love her.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Do you know how many men have thought they … Never mind that. The Aesir are vulnerable out there. Your people are in danger. Do you think I want to see my people hurt? You think you like these people you just met? We’re talking about my friends, my mother, my husband. My lovers. We’re plotting to take their home from them. But we’re doing this, doing all of it, because you swore you could make the World a better place for all of humanity. That was what my grandmother wanted.”

      Odin looked away. It was the truth. He had sworn his oath, and he could not break that. “I saw her, Idunn. In the Well of Urd, I saw your grandmother and your grandfather, too. I saw them fighting Hel. She is after me.” He rubbed his face. “I cannot say why. And still, she plans to take this world. I saw … ice or flame. Ice or flame take our world. There was spring, a land of warmth and light like Vanaheim. And it fell. A war is coming, a war unlike anyone alive has ever seen.”

      “Only you can make sense of those visions, Odin. But know this. Ten thousand of your people died getting here. They did not give their lives so you could spend the rest of eternity plowing Freyja. I know the effect this land is having on you. Believe me, I know. I’ve felt it, I watched it happen to the Vanir. Who ever wants to leave paradise? But I will not let my grandmother’s legacy be only this place while the rest of Midgard fades to nothing. I will not! Now keep your oath.”

      Odin backed away from her raised voice. If Lytir or anyone else in this hall heard her speak like that, they would both face great danger. Finally, he sighed. “I will speak to Freyja. Lay the seeds of …” Of rebellion … Of betraying her own father. Or, if he were truly lucky, of forcing Njord into an alliance with the Aesir.

      As he left Yggdrasil, walking the long bridge back toward the rest of Vanaheim, Odin’s chest ached. His soul ached.

      But Idunn was right. Moreover, the well had shown him. Hel was not finished with Midgard. And until her mists were cast from the Mortal Realm, she remained the greatest threat in World. To save his world, Odin might have to sacrifice this one.
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      Sigyn’s whole body ached from so long a flight. For nigh unto three days, she had flown over the land and sea and back again. Some of Volsung’s men had retreated through the woods, others in swift ships, and Sigyn knew not which route Gudrun had taken with Loki, forcing her to scout both. All to no avail.

      Night had fallen again, the mist thickened, and her wings seemed apt to tear from their joints. Even her growing mastery of the pneuma had its limits, and her body could be pushed but so far before it cracked beneath the strain of it. She had seen scattered camps of men as she flew, none bearing sign of Loki. In his absence, an empty hollow had opened in her gut. When he needed her most, she had not been by his side, had failed him.

      Another campfire passed below her, this one tended by a lone figure. Not a war party, for there would be a much larger fire, and many people about. No, a single man roasting rabbit, by the smell of it, and alone, as few would willingly travel.

      Sigyn alighted on the ground some distance away. Wisdom urged her to seek shelter and her own solitude, warning that a man might find a lone woman a great temptation in the wild. Wisdom said this, but sometimes one had to answer the call of hunger and fatigue. She resumed human form and crept closer, until she could get a look at the man.

      He had exotic skin, even darker than Idunn’s, and black hair. He had shaved all but the top of his head, leaving that shorn short, like a hedge. The man looked up at her approach, though she had made little sound. After staring a moment, he beckoned her over.

      “Are you lost?”

      Sigyn slunk closer, finally settling down across the fire from him. “No.”

      “Hungry.”

      “Yes.” Gods above and below, yes.

      He motioned to the rabbit roasting on a spit. He didn’t need to offer twice. She snatched it up, tore a hunk off its haunches, and bit down, heedless of it searing her tongue. Hot grease burned her mouth and scorched her throat. She didn’t slow down, though.

      “Takes a great deal out of you.”

      What did?

      “Traveling alone,” he said. “I always travel alone. Mostly.”

      The man was odd. Older than her, though she had a hard time guessing his exact age—forty winters, perhaps. A hint of gray speckled his otherwise black beard. Certainly he had come from far off, though where …

      Sigyn paused mid chew. “You’re speaking the Northern tongue.” Not very graceful, talking with her mouth full of rabbit, grease dribbling down her chin. But how had he known she would speak that language, here, well into the South Realms?

      “It seemed easiest for you.”

      Sigyn chewed, swallowed, and slowly drew her knife, ostensibly to pick meat from between her teeth. “You know who I am?”

      “By reputation perhaps, insomuch as anyone can know another. Indeed, if one can even know oneself.”

      “You talk rather like another man I know. Who are you?”

      “You mean Loki? Oh! No, no.” He waved his hands. “I’m not Loki. I mean, you mean I sound like Loki, in that I’ve lost myself in pointless musings.”

      Sigyn held very still. If he so much as made a move toward her, she’d have her cloak back up and be taking flight in an instant. The stranger knew too much and talked like a Mist-mad vagrant. Either way, sleeping by his fire now seemed impossible. “How do you know that name?”

      “Oh … oh! I knew him of old.” The man waved it away. “Old for me, for my kind even. Perhaps not for him. That truth I never quite puzzled out in all the encounters we shared down through the centuries.” He stared into the fire and spoke as if more to himself than her. “I was—maybe I still am—Mundilfari. I was. Some time ago, in another age.”

      Mundilfari … She knew that name … An ancient king of Vanaheim, a sorcerer gone mad and left to wander the Earth. And he had known Loki back then? Of course he had. Given Loki’s inclination to pluck on the strands of urd at times of change now, why should she imagine he had been any different even back in the glory days of Vanaheim? The man might well have been one of the oldest, wisest Vanir yet living, but he still seemed perched upon the precipice of madness, ready to pitch over into that abyss with the slightest mischosen word.

      He clucked his tongue. “You need not fear me. I owe your beloved more than I can express in words. Were it not for him, I might not yet linger in the twilight.”

      Sigyn shifted. “And you blame Loki for your … twilight?”

      “No. Oh, no. The alternative to twilight is the omnipresent dark of oblivion. Though oblivion, were it senseless, might offer respite.”

      “From what?”

      Mundilfari chortled and banged his thumbs to his eyebrows. “Can you envision aught worse than mist? Look deep beyond the Veil and you might.”

      It was like talking to Loki if the man were half asleep. And drunk. And possibly smoking some of Frigg’s vision-inducing herbs. “I need to find him.”

      “The Destroyer?”

      “Loki! I need to find Loki.”

      “Oh. Oh, yes. The Firebringer. He knows. The price. Touch the Art and it touches you—sell your soul and one day something comes to collect.”

      She wanted to dismiss his words as more ravings, but she could not deny they sent her heart lurching into her throat and set her shivering. Was this the future of any who relied on the Art? Was this Loki’s future? And if so, had he foreseen it in the flames?

      “Loki was captured by the Niflungar. I think they may have brought him this way. I need to find him. Can you help me?”

      “Oh.” He rammed his thumbs against his eyebrows again. “Oh … yes. Ships came by, two days from now. Maybe one.”

      “Two days from now?” So Mundilfari had seen the future?

      “From now … before.” Still tapping his thumbs. “Before. Before now. One or two days.”

      The urge to throttle him seized her. “Two days ago, ships came by here, and you think he might be on those ships. Is that correct?”

      “Oh. Yes.”

      She started to rise before a wave of dizziness drove her back down. Her muscles didn’t want to answer her commands any longer.

      “Rest. He is lucky to have found you again, after all. You’ll find him.”

      “Found me again?”

      “Oh.” He stared into the flames. “Perhaps you knew each other in another lifetime.”

      Had Loki not once said something along those lines? It didn’t matter. None of Mundilfari’s musings, daft or insightful, meant a damn while Gudrun held Loki. The thought of it filled the gaping maw in her gut with a smoldering fury akin to the blazes Loki used to scorch his enemies. Sigyn didn’t need the Art of Fire, though. When she found Gudrun, she’d wreak revenge befitting not only the tortures she herself had suffered, but those visited upon the man she loved. They had thought to use her against Loki and paid the price for it. Now, they had made the mistake of thinking to go after him directly, forgetting for a moment, that others might be willing to go as far as he had gone to rescue Sigyn. Or farther.

      “Careful,” Mundilfari said. “Ignite such anger and you will not find it easy to quell.”

      “I don’t intend to quell it. I intend to sate it.”

      The old sorcerer king sighed and shook his head. “Then sleep now. Your enemies will remain when you wake.”
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      A shriek woke him.

      Tyr jolted awake, Gramr in hand. Had he slept holding the sword, or merely drawn it without realizing it? Either way, he had no time to dwell on such thoughts. He rose stiffly. Every muscle in his body ached from the beating they had taken the day before. How much worse then, would those without the blessings of an apple be feeling? Quite, he suspected.

      The blinding sun had just risen above the horizon, illuminating the ring of mist that surrounded the isles of Vanaheim. Because of that ring, rising up several hundred feet, the full light of the sun didn’t reach them until well past dawn.

      Already a small crowd had gathered around the screaming woman. That was the Itrmanni camp.

      What in the name of all his ancestors went on now? He yanked on his trousers and then his boots, then scrambled over to the ever-growing crowd. By the time he reached them, nigh unto a hundred men and women had formed a circle. One he had to shove his way through to find the center.

      The smell reached him before the sight. Blood and shit, guts. Smell of battle. He pushed a large man aside to reveal a gore-tossed beach. The sand was stained crimson for ten feet in all directions. Scattered limbs, fingers, a foot. Had to be at least two people’s worth of guts, but the victims were so rent he could not be certain.

      One torso lay face down in the sand, a ragged, bloody hole torn right through him where his heart ought to have lain. Whatever had done this had ripped it out.

      Tyr raised an involuntary hand to his mouth at the sight. He’d seen more battlefields than he could remember. Seen men die of terrible wounds and the vile infections that oft followed. Never could he remember seeing killings of such viciousness.

      Could the Vanir have done this? Certainly they practiced the cursed Art. And what other reason could there be for such brutality, than to fuel profane sorcery? But to think they had crept into the Ás camp undetected and slaughtered these two people, and then slipped away unbeknownst to all …

      “What happened?” Frigg was calling.

      Damn it. Tyr spun away, intercepting her. The queen had no need to see such foulness. With this many witnesses—their numbers growing every moment—word would spread to every Ás of this.

      He caught Frigg and dragged her away from the crowd. Too much chaos here. Too many angry eyes looking for answers.

      “There was another victim, wasn’t there?” she asked.

      “Another?”

      “At least four people are dead in the Godwulf camp, and the two Hasding sentries you set to the north are missing.”

      At that, Tyr spun back and snared a gawker by the arm. “Whose camp was this?”

      The man shrugged. Someone else looked at him. “Jarl Arnbjorn and his wife.”

      “Oh …” Frigg groaned.

      Gods, they were in troll shit now. He grabbed Frigg’s arm and pulled her further away. Everyone had to know of Arnbjorn’s impending claim against Frigg. He had threatened to have her disposed in the morn. And he had not made it through the night.

      “The other victims, were they jarls?” he asked.

      Frigg shook her head. “One thegn. A washerwoman. The others we haven’t even identified.”

      Random foul luck for Arnbjorn?

      “Tyr.”

      He looked to her.

      “Listen to me. The moment the shock clears, suspicion will begin to fall on you and on me. You for your past actions and me because of what happened with Arnbjorn.”

      “How could anyone possibly think any Ás could do this?”

      Frigg shook her head sadly. “People are horrified, angry. Looking for an easy answer. We don’t even know how many of us are left after that whale attack. No one will stop to think about this calmly.”

      He ran his thumb along Gramr’s hilt. Frigg spoke truth, but he would not answer for crimes he had not committed. “If they think me guilty, let one of them dare call me to a holmgang.”

      Frigg raised a stern hand. “Oh, they will. And you’ll kill them. And the hatred will fester. We cannot afford that. Before that happens, you need to find who is responsible.”

      “My place is by your side, my queen. If any dare raise a hand to you, I will be there to lop it off.”

      “Tyr, please. You are the only one I have left to count on. Take the finest hunter we have and find out who did this.”

      Tyr rubbed his beard and turned about. Yes, the crowd had already grown restless. The Hasdingi had a famed hunter among them, Hermod’s father. “Agilaz. Where is he?”

      Frigg frowned. “I don’t think he survived the crossing.”

      That drew a bout of silence from him. Damn Rán and her mer and that fucking whale. Damn them all. Agilaz had been a good man. And Hermod. Fuck. Hermod would be devastated.

      Frigg’s eyes narrowed. “Who is the next most famed hunter you know?”

      “I don’t …” And then he knew what she was about. “No. Absolutely not. The woman hates me.”

      “But you can personally vouch for her skill and discretion.”

      Yes, Zisa was a master tracker. One probably keen to put an arrow in his chest. “This is not wise.”

      Frigg pointed back at the slaughter. “The people need a culprit for this, Tyr. Our little alliance is about to crumble into a very bloody slaughter. So, unless you can bring Odin back within the day, I suggest you give them somewhere else to focus their attention.”

      Even if that meant asking his obstinate ex-wife for her aid?

      The look on Frigg’s face answered that question.
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      Venom fit to wither a linnorm laced Zisa’s eyes every time she cast a glance in Tyr’s direction. Though the former huntress had not refused to help—given Tyr had phrased it as an order from the queen—she had left him with no illusions as to how she felt about being forced to toil by his side.

      Now, she crouched among underbrush some distance beyond the beaches. Tapping a broken stem of some lush plant Tyr could never identify. This land was hotter than a boiling cauldron of stew, drawing forth a steady stream of sweat from both Zisa and himself. She had cast aside her mail before they left camp, and Tyr found himself wishing he had done the same.

      “Found something?”

      She grunted, then nocked an arrow to her bow, moving forward in a half crouch.

      “How do you know this wasn’t one of our own people?” Aesir had come into the forest looking for wood, eager to stoke the fires high. And here, in this land, wood was beyond plentiful.

      Zisa didn’t answer, instead, pushing onward.

      With a grumble, Tyr grasped Gramr and crept forward after her.

      “I want to say something,” he whispered. “I mean to say I’m sorry about—”

      “Shh!” Now she slunk around a tree, and continued forward on a narrow path. Trail was well hidden, but obvious enough once he trod upon it. Game trail, perhaps, but Zisa followed it intently.

      She didn’t want to hear aught he had to say. Nor was this the time. Even were it, he could not well apologize for killing her husband, could he? And then he had forced her and her sons onto ships attacked by a fucking whale monster. A palpable relief had overcome him to learn hers was a ship untouched by the devastation. Maybe he ought to have let her go, wander the wilds, as she seemed to desire.

      Yes, profound danger might have hounded her every step. But then, danger lurked here too. Obviously.

      Some things could not wait.

      “Why did you not tell me?”

      She glanced back at him with a scowl. “Don’t be daft. You think I would cast doubt on the parentage of a jarl’s firstborn while the jarl lived?” With that, she turned away, leaving him to his thoughts.

      He followed her through the woods feeling numb. How was he supposed to be a father to a boy he’d only ever hurt?

      Without warning she paused, rising up behind a tree. Tyr drew closer. A small clearing, thirty feet across, perhaps, and within it a moss-drenched stump the size of a house and nigh to twenty feet tall. In the middle of this stump lay a door partially concealed by the overgrowth. That tree must have been enormous before it fell, though still not as large as the behemoth they saw in the far distance. Yggdrasil, a tree of legend. An impossibility Tyr was not ready to dwell on.

      This, though, demanded his immediate attention. If the tracks had led here, then, like as not, their murderous prey lurked within.

      “Troll?” he whispered.

      “Here?” She looked at him like an imbecile.

      Probably not a troll. Scowling, he drew Gramr and made his way toward the stump house.

      Zisa mumbled under her breath and, as he glanced back, began slinging her bow over her shoulder. Such a weapon was excellent for hunting, but not suited for use in close quarters. As a shieldmaiden, she was adept enough with spear and shield, but she had brought neither in favor of the bow and a broadsword. Well enough. Spear had less use inside a house.

      With a nod at her, Tyr tried the door. It slipped open with a painfully loud squeak. Holes in the stump’s roof had been patched with panes of glass, allowing a crisscross of light beams to run over the otherwise dark interior. Vials, painted jars, and strange baubles covered shelves ringing the whole dwelling. An alcove housed an oversoft bed and, near it, a table and chair. Papers overflowed from that table. Whole place reeked of strange odors not unlike the foul stench of a troll mixed with rotting mushrooms.

      A worn, wooden staircase led underground. Tyr glanced at Zisa, who continued scowling. He grimaced. Downward, then. A faint, flickering light rose from down there. Gramr out before him, he descended, one slow, careful step at a time.

      The stairs wound a circuitous round before opening out into the center of a room twice the size of the one above. A pair of braziers lit the room, the color of their flames slightly off, almost too red. Numerous tables cluttered the room here, each covered in more vials, powders, and ancestors knew what else making that stench.

      Tyr turned side to side, sword before him. Something fluttered in the shadows and he spun. The hint of a shrouded woman stepped forward. Strange, floral tattoos covered what little he could see of her face. Her eyes seemed almost luminous in the darkness.

      “Who—”

      She blew a purple dust at him. The powder immediately set him coughing, sneezing, and swaying. Hundreds of glowing flies buzzed around his face. Tyr swatted at them with Gramr but they paid no mind.

      Round he spun, finally ducking into a crouch, trying to avoid inhaling the foul swarm.

      “Witch!” Zisa shouted. “What have you done to him?”

      Had she bewitched him? Damn all sorcerers to Hel. Tyr swung Gramr, intent to drive her through the witch’s breast.

      Someone shrieked.

      “Be still!” Zisa shouted.

      More screaming. The flies were only growing in number and in color—a rainbow of disgusting creatures intent on swarming his mouth and nose.

      He rolled on the ground, covering his head. They were crawling in his beard, trying to tunnel into his ears.

      “Release him or die!”

      “That vial.” The voice sounded pained. “Pour the contents in his eyes.”

      A moment later, rough hands jerked his head back, and some stinging liquid seared his eyes. Tyr convulsed, fell to the floor. Blinked. One by one the flies disappeared. His eyes stung. Everything looked blurred.

      A thud sounded nearby.

      He rolled to his knees. The witch lay face down on the floor. Zisa stood over her, blood dripping from the pommel of her sword. Trollfucking bitch had poisoned him, hadn’t she? He snatched up Gramr, intent to ram her through the witch’s back.

      “Stop!” Zisa demanded. “Should we not bring her back to the others, to stand trial for her crimes?”

      Bringing such a being among his people sounded dangerous. Besides which, Gramr hungered desperately for her blood. But Zisa had been the one to capture the Vanr witch; it was her right to decide.

      Tyr spat. “Bring her, then.”
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      “She’s one of them.”

      “A goddess.”

      “I heard she used seid on Tyr.”

      “She cut out men’s hearts for some witchery.”

      With no hall to hold a proper Thing, Frigg had convened the remaining Ás jarls on the beaches. That, of course, meant every last Ás stood in the wings, barely held back by thegns who were themselves focused more on the fiendish woman in their midst.

      They had bound her, and out of fear of being bewitched by her words, gagged her as well. Now, a hundred spears pointed at her, this witch sat on her knees. Eyes wide with fear. Feigned terror? How could so vile a creature know fear? Perhaps even a witch capable of carving out a man’s heart would tremble knowing her crimes uncovered.

      “We do not know her name,” Frigg said. “We cannot hold a proper trial without allowing her to speak on her own behalf.”

      Vili scoffed. “We’ve all seen what follows from witchcraft.” A pointed gaze at Tyr. “Do you truly wish to let this creature speak?”

      The woman mumbled something through her gag.

      Tyr scowled, first at Vili, then the Vanr witch. “The vile poultices and potions we saw are enough to condemn her.”

      Frigg held Gungnir. The queen rarely seemed to need so blatant a reminder she spoke for Odin. But then, when she had come to Tyr, she seemed truly afraid of this whole alliance collapsing. Maybe she was right. The Aesir needed a common foe, and now.

      Some hidden struggle warred on Frigg’s face. “Perhaps,” she said after a long moment, “she is merely a vӧlva. Poultices and potions are necessities of healing.”

      “Is murder vӧlva’s work?” Hoenir said. “Men and women are dead. A jarl and his wife murdered, brutally in their sleep. Why have we come to Vanaheim if not to face our foes?”

      Gramr begged him to draw her. She needed this witch’s blood and she needed it now. Justice. Only justice.

      Justice …

      Blood.

      Tyr grimaced, trying not to listen.

      Frigg stood still for a long time, eyes locked on the witch. What did she mull over? What decision was there in this? The Vanir were enemies to all Aesir and, according to Odin, all Mankind. She ought to be put down like a troll.

      The shouts and indignant cries from around the circle only increased. Men spat in the witch’s direction. Someone threw a torch at her, though it fell short and landed on the sand.

      Frigg looked to the crowd. Then she turned Gungnir in her hand and flung it. The throw was clumsy by a warrior’s standards. The spear punched through the witch’s hip. The woman fell, wailing even through the gag.

      Every other voice fell silent, staring at her. Tyr glanced at Frigg, whose mouth trembled as she looked at the hand that had thrown the spear.

      An immortal might live through the wound Frigg had inflicted. Painfully, but perhaps. Still too late for doubts, though.

      He yanked Gramr free and held it high. “The queen condemns you to death, witch!”

      A tide broke at once, and many Aesir rushed forward. A spear pierced the witch, and another and another. A chaos of blood and death as men unleashed their fear and rage on this enemy.

      Tyr wanted to go to Frigg, to ask why she had decided so suddenly. But the crowd permitted no such questioning. Was it … holding Gungnir? Dragon spear bring out her wrath, too? Even Frigg? If so, if Frigg could not control herself with such a weapon, what hope had Tyr?

      “Are we certain this woman is our murderer?” Zisa asked.

      Tyr looked to her. She was frowning. “She is now. Make certain they burn the body.”

      Perhaps, beyond the reach of mists, they need not fear the woman rising as a draug. But he had no desire to take such a chance.
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      Once again, Odin sat in the void room. Freyja insisted the quiet and dark here, the lack of outside stimulus, helped one focus on the Art. As if she herself were not the greatest distraction he could imagine. As if he did not spend every moment thinking of carrying her off to his bed and planting kisses over every last bit of her flesh.

      When he wasn’t thinking of how to broach the impending struggle that must arise between the Aesir and her father.

      Freyja was looking at a book in candlelight. “One form of sorcery we have not discussed, one which Vanir sometimes use to gain insights, is channeling. Channeling is somewhat like voluntary possession. We actually invite a spirit into ourselves in order to allow it to speak through us, so that others might question it.”

      Foolish …

      It sounded like the wraith was paying more attention to her than Odin was. “Freyja …”

      “Obviously, this carries with it severe risks. We simply hope it will leave once we are finished. And even then, we cannot be certain whether a channeled spirit speaks truth or—”

      “Freyja.”

      Finally she looked up from the book, creases marring her brow. She knew. She knew something was amiss. Whether through the Sight or mere intuition, she had realized their small paradise could not last, just as he had. And seeing that knowledge buried behind her eyes, seeing her try to bull through it, focus on anything else, only made his task more painful.

      “Od?”

      “Do you … did you ever meet Idunn’s grandmother?”

      Freyja sighed, then shook her head. “Lady Chandi died some years before I was born.”

      “Do you know what she told Idunn?”

      A startling fatigue settled over Freyja’s youthful face, a look that soured Odin’s stomach and left him fighting the urge to squirm in his seat. Hel, but if he could speak of anything but this he would, would change the topic, find some way to carry them both back to the warmth and companionship and love … never had he so truly loved. “She claimed she had made a mistake,” Freyja said, drawing the words out. “That the Vanir were failing the rest of Mankind. And yes, Idunn spent a long time trying to convince the others to do something about it.”

      “And she brought us Gungnir.”

      “The spear forged from Chandi’s friend’s dragon-souled sword. I know this.” She sounded so far away. The way she looked at something beyond Odin—she had embraced the Sight, and was no doubt already seeing where this would go. She must be.

      “But it wasn’t enough. Mankind is dying out. The mists of Niflheim do not belong on Midgard.”

      “Od …”

      “And Idunn tasked me to find a way to cast them out.”

      Freyja was already shaking her head, her eyes now back in focus. “Od, please. Don’t you think we tried? The mists cannot be banished.”

      “They can. And I will do so, at any cost. Life on Midgard depends on it. While the Vanir hide here in their little paradise, the Niflungar are seizing control of the rest of our world in the name of Hel. How many winters will pass before they control everything but Vanaheim? And when they do, they will find some way to bring their queen back here, to our world.”

      “No. It’s impossible. Naresh—”

      “He died. He died to destroy her mortal host and cast her back into the Spirit Realm. But what have you been talking about all morning? That a spirit is a being of Ether and, lacking form in our reality, cannot be destroyed here. Only banished. Hel survived. And sooner or later—”

      “No!” Freyja snapped. “You’re wrong. That’s done, Odin. The World is the way it is. Why can you not just accept that?”

      Odin let his forehead drop into his hands. Why indeed? Perhaps he would have lived a happier life. Certainly, he could have lived nigh unto forever here by Freyja’s side. Save for the oath he had made to restore the World. That, and his children awaiting his return. Even … damn. Frigg. How was he to explain to his wife that he had found his soul mate in another, that he had married only for political reasons and … and he was a cur? But one who could not deny his heart.

      Freyja rose, scowling as he looked up. “I’m not going to listen to you besmirch my people. I agreed to teach you the Art so you could counter the Niflungar. I’m already helping you. Do not push your luck, Ás!”

      Odin reached a hand for her, but she jerked away and stormed out of the room.

      A shudder ripped through his chest. Damn it.
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      Odin chased Freyja to the lounge above, a wide, high-ceilinged room with windows twenty feet tall letting the morning sun pour in. That light cast Freyja’s brother in angry silhouette, as he stood before a window, hands on his hips. Shadows masked his face, but his posture was that of a man ready for a fight. Ready for a war.

      “What are you doing here?” Freyja asked him, drawing up short just before her brother.

      Frey’s face turned to Odin, however. Light sprang up in his eyes, a blinding glow like that of the sun behind him. “The Aesir walk these shores.”

      Odin stifled his surprise, instead walking toward Frey. What in Hel’s frozen underworld were they thinking, coming here? He had told them to await his return. He was going to throttle whoever led this invasion without his blessing. “My people come here seeking aid in their direst hour.” The half truths tasted so foul Odin wanted to spit, to scream.

      “Aid? Do you often beseech aid with murder?”

      Oh, Hel. What had they done?

      Freyja shot looks back and forth between her brother and Odin. “What are you saying?”

      “Gullvieg is dead, set upon and slain by the Aesir.”

      “No …” Freyja’s eyes pled with him, begged him to deny it. But how could he? Odin knew naught of this, nor would he put it past the bickering jarls to execute any who crossed their paths.

      And Gullveig? The woman was half mad, but harmless. Kind, and quick to laugh even when no one else understood the jest. She’d taught a damned bird to curse, for fuck’s sake.

      Frey gave him no chance to answer. “You came here under false pretenses, tasted our hospitality, and betrayed us. Was that your ploy, Ás? To keep us distracted so your people could slip in unnoticed? To distract my sister so she would not turn her power on them?”

      “No, I—”

      Frey vanished, instantly reappearing next to Odin. The Vanr moved with inhuman speed, grabbing Odin by the neck and hefting him off his feet with one hand. The pressure cut off all air, left Odin gasping in vain as his vision blurred at the edges. He beat at the Vanr’s arm with his own, but Frey was too strong.

      A red haze settled over his eyes, clearing only to reveal Yggdrasil. The World Tree stretched up into the heavens and down … down into the worlds below. And Odin was falling, plummeting along its seeming endless length. He crashed through darkness, through mist, through fire. Until he was not falling, but flying, soaring over the World, over all the worlds. For every root was a tunnel, boring from Midgard into the worlds of the Spirit Realm. The icy mists and barren snow fields home to shades of the fallen—he was bound for Niflheim. And why not—why should he not join the dishonored dead? He had broken oaths, failed his family, and finally failed all the Aesir, failed Midgard itself.

      “Stop it!” Words, so very far away.

      There, through the mists, she was coming for him. Drifting every closer. Hel. Hel had come to claim his soul. And he would serve her forever as a draug, neither living nor quite dead, locked in eternal torment as recompense for his failures. Behold, the urd of all who defy the great Hel.

      No Valhalla. No peace. No reunion with his father or his ancestors. Eostre was right. Damnation or naught at all.

      “Od!” that faraway voice … a woman. Freyja?

      Odin turned toward it, and he was falling upward, soaring away from the mists even as the specter below screeched for him to return. Instead, he flew along the trunk of Yggdrasil, past knots and branches and a million leaves, each bearing the name of another soul. Greenery in an endless parade. And then he walked not among those great branches, but among those of a thousand thousand trees. Each sprouting flowers in every color imaginable and, indeed, some he had not dreamed of. Glittering sunlight left the canopy sparkling, and the sound of music and laughter rang from below.

      Alfheim—World of Sun. A world Hel could not touch, could never enter.

      Hope. Maybe hope still remained.

      Freyja.

      Odin shook himself. He lay on a warm stone floor, gasping, trying to suck breath through a bruised windpipe. Everything was so blurry, the room spinning. He pushed himself to his knees, but got no further before hands seized his tunic and yanked him to his feet. His knees wobbled, Frey’s strength all that kept him standing.

      “I will send them your head, King of the Aesir.”

      And if that happened, if Odin failed, not only would Hel consume him … she would take all of Midgard. The Niflungar would see to it, fools that they were. Odin summoned his own strength. The flood of power to his muscles dimmed his pain and allowed him to stand on his own. With a growl, he shoved Frey backward.

      The Vanr stumbled a step, shock crossing his face. The next instant, he was back on Odin, swinging with a left hook. Odin blocked it, and returned one in kind, catching the Vanr in the ribs. The man fell with a tremendous expulsion of breath, clutching his side. Odin’s own potency alone probably saved him from broken ribs, but Odin had no doubt Frey had at least bruised something.

      Odin advanced on the Vanr, who was already rising. He grabbed Frey—or tried, for the man vanished again. An arm wrapped around Odin’s throat, once again cutting off his air. Blows rained against his kidney. Pain exploded along Odin’s whole body and all his strength left him. Agony, like bolts of lightning, coursed through his organs.

      “Stop!” Freyja was yanking at her brother’s arm.

      Odin could barely see.

      Frey flung him against the wall. Odin slammed into the edge of the windowsill and collapsed to the floor. He tried to lift his head, but nothing would move. Sound and light both faded away.
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      Soft comfort surrounded him. Even without opening his eyes, he knew he lay in Freyja’s bed. That was his paradise, his own little Valhalla where he might pretend what had happened was a nightmare. If he didn’t open his eyes, if he just lay here, it would not be real. Frey would not have tried to kill him, the Aesir would be far from the islands. And he might live in peace, in bliss. In a dream.

      Trying to pretend Ragnarok did not lurch closer with every passing breath.

      Odin opened his eyes to see Freyja there, sitting on the edge of the bed, her head in her hands. She turned to him as he rose. Already, his injuries had begun to fade, agonies turning to aches, though still an army of bruises covered his body. He was shirtless, his ribs bound with warm white bandages. Perhaps it was not merely the apple—maybe Freyja had worked healing sorcery on him.

      “Tell me the truth,” she said.

      “Freyja, I—”

      “No! Tell me the whole truth, now, Od. Or by the Tree, I will hand you over to my father.”

      Odin grimaced. Her fiery tone felt like an arrow lodged in his gut. He’d have given anything to tell her what she wanted to hear. But those words would not come.

      “I have to save my people. I have to save Midgard.”

      “Isn’t that what we’ve been doing?”

      Odin sighed, trembling more from the pain in his soul than in his body. “Teaching me sorcery is a start, yes, but that alone is not going save Mankind. We need what you have, the blessings the Vanir have kept for themselves for the last five thousand years.”

      “What? The apples? There aren’t enough to save all humanity—we don’t even have enough for all the Vanir.”

      Odin forced himself out from the blanket and crawled to her side, took her hand. “It’s not just the apples. From here a king could wage war against the mist and its foul children. From here we could take back our world.”

      She yanked her hand away. “There is already a king in Vanaheim.” Her voice was so soft, but harsh.

      “Your father must step down. He had his chance and used it selfishly, to hide himself and let the rest of the World suffer. I will do better than that.”

      Freyja stood, back stiff. “You cannot be serious. You think to supplant a king who has ruled for nigh unto a thousand years? My father will kill you for such a suggestion.”

      Oh, how he wished he could back down, back away from her anger. Offer aught to placate her. But that was not his urd, had never been an option. “It is not a suggestion, Freyja. Njord has failed this world.” Odin’s voice felt hoarse, and not just from having it almost crushed by her brother. “He has failed utterly, and one way or another, I will have his throne. Not because I desire it, nor because I mean your family ill. But because I have no choice. I made my oath: I will save Midgard, no matter the cost.”

      “No matter the cost? The arrogance of your oath is astounding, Odin. There will come a day when you regret such words.”

      That he did not doubt. Heidr had accused him of arrogance, and she and so many others had paid the price for it. His pride had cost the lives of many Aesir. His quest had cost even more. Had he remained with his people, roaming Aujum maybe many of those people would still be alive. Maybe they would even have lived full lives. But then, perhaps not. Vaettir would have preyed upon them, or they would have become troll food or troll-wives. Even had they not, Grimhild and her brood were once again on the move, and so few remained who could oppose her.

      “Were it not for the Lofdar, Midgard would have fallen to the Niflungar ages ago. You know it to be true. The Aesir are among the last remnants of the Lofdar. I will reunite the shattered Old Kingdoms and lead them against the Children of the Mist. But to do that, I need Vanaheim. You can join me, my love. With the Vanir by my side, we can win back our world. Or do naught, wait here as the last free peoples fall. Wait, for the armies of the Niflungar to come to these isles and take them from you.”

      “They have no power on these shores.”

      Odin rose to look down in her eyes. “You cannot truly believe they will never find a way through. Sooner or later, they will bring Hel back. Do you think you can stand against her power?”

      Freyja squeezed her eyes shut, turning her back on him. Odin put a hand on her shoulder. She shrugged it off.

      “Freyja …”

      “You’ve chosen your side, Od. And started a war. So go. Go to your side and wage your war. And pray I don’t see you on the battlefield …” Her voice broke at the last words.

      More than anything in his life, Odin wanted to take her in his arms and foreswear all other oaths. To kneel before her, beg forgiveness, and let the wounds be healed. But every word he had told her now had been the truth. Midgard was dying. Odin had seen Hel, seen the World of Mist, and seen how close Midgard had grown to it.

      Ragnarok was the dying of the World of Men. And if Odin alone saw it coming, Odin alone would have to stop it.

      “I love you,” he whispered.

      Her shoulders slumped. She offered no other answer.

      It was a long climb down from Sessrumnir.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Part III

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Twelfth Moon

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            42

          

        

      

    

    
      The morn had revealed the bloody remains of two more sentries strewn across thirty feet of the forest. Their replacements had gone looking for them, only to find the horrid sight. Now, once more, Tyr found himself examining carnage with Zisa at his side.

      She said nothing as she stooped over a man’s leg, ripped off at the knee. The glance she cast at him spoke volumes. Blood had stained all the nearby leaves. Men were dead, and in the most brutal way imaginable. They had killed the witch already. So either she had allies continuing her ill deeds, or something else had done this all along. The latter, more like than not.

      Zisa spat and rose, following a trail of gore. The woman—veteran of gods knew how many battles—looked apt to retch. Couldn’t blame her. Murder was common. No hunter wandered the wilds without finding the occasional corpse, feasted on by all manner of fell beast. Such was the nature of the life outside town walls. But never had he seen a predator so rend a man. Even trolls had less savagery, were more inclined to consume their victims.

      “Look.” Zisa had stooped over a patch of mud between two leafy plants growing on the forest floor.

      As she pulled those leaves aside, he saw.

      Wolf’s paw print. Large one. Fucking varulfur. Here. He’d thought this land beyond Grimhild’s reach. Apparently she’d sent more of her servants after them. Werewolves could be savage. Not like this, though. It would take a sizable pack, one gone full feral, to wreak this kind of damage on men.

      Even so. Some of those wounds looked more like someone had ripped men limb from limb, rather than biting them. How could varulfur, even a whole pack, manage that? The wary look in Zisa’s eyes seemed only one step away from terror. Must have reached the same conclusion he had.

      “These things are picking us off one night at a time.” Tyr glanced back at the beach.

      “Why aren’t our own varulfur catching their scents?”

      Damn good question. How could they miss so many of their own kind running around every night?

      “Hoenir claimed some of his varulfur have gone missing.”

      Tyr spun on her. “Are you suggesting Aesir did this?”

      “Hoenir thought whatever was killing the sentries had killed them too, that we just haven’t seen the bodies. I was in no mood to listen to his complaints.”

      Frigg might have told her she ought to bury her grievances with the Godwulf tribe. Tyr knew better. Blood was not so easily cooled.

      And Tyr was done being the hunted. Whether these foes were sent by the Niflungar or Hoenir’s own werewolves had turned on them, he intended to find them. “Can’t afford to wait around any longer. We’ll take scouting parties and comb these woods. Find the pack in daylight. Split up our own varulfur, at least one with every scouting party. Maybe they can catch the scent of this pack.”

      “And if those werewolves turn on us?”

      “Eh. Warn the other scouts. Quietly. And Zisa … don’t let Starkad join any of those groups.”

      “I know how to handle my son, Tyr.”

      That made one of them.
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      Tyr led one hunting party himself. Killing the witch had bought them time, even if she was not the culprit. Hel, maybe she had ensorcelled the varulfur. Either way, Frigg’s fear the Aesir would tear themselves apart remained. He had to keep them focused on a common foe. That and pray Odin was found soon.

      The forests covering these mountains and valleys stretched on and on. Even the awe-inspiring view from the beaches had not prepared him for wading so deep into this wild, green world. No, not even in dreams had he imagined such a place. His group paused beside a stream, running clear and, of course, unfrozen. It bubbled over rocks, the sound intoxicating. Begging them to stare in wonder, to stop and drink.

      Some of the Aesir did so now, carrying on about how the water wasn’t even cold. Tyr fought the urge to join them. Necessity had forced him to leave his armor behind. It was too fucking hot here, even knowing varulfur might stalk the woods. With the slightest luck, though, he hoped to catch them asleep. The morning was still early. No shifters favored daylight. Not even the one he had brought with him, a woman who had not once stopped grumbling about being split from her pack and set under Tyr’s command.

      “Any sign of them?” Tyr asked.

      The varulf sneered at him. “Plenty. I just thought I’d keep them to myself so we could wander around this accursed morning a bit more.”

      Tyr’s fingers itched. Gramr whispered he ought to teach the bitch a lesson.

      She looked up, suddenly, sniffed, and turned back toward the way they had come.

      “What is it?”

      “Someone is coming.”

      Now he did draw Gramr. Her bone hilt was a reassuring presence. Warming his hand, promising peace. The others saw him, snatching up their own weapons. Archers nocked arrows, readied for aught that might burst from the trees.

      Tyr backed up to the stream. He wanted as much space to maneuver as possible. Damn trees were so tight he could barely swing his sword in the forest.

      A young man dashed forward, chest heaving. An Ás boy, cheek bloody.

      Sparing only a swift glance beyond him, Tyr grabbed the boy and pulled him to the stream. “Watch the trees,” he ordered the others before turning to the boy. “What happened? Did you find the varulf?”

      “No, lord.” He swallowed and rubbed a dirty wrist over his cut, then looked at it. “Th-the Vanir attacked us.”

      Tyr groaned while those men nearest him cursed. The gods had poor timing.

      Unless … unless the varulf served them. The Aesir had varulfur among them … why would the Vanir not have them as well? He had just never considered the gods, in their peaceful world, would need such protectors. Hel take him for a fool. The attacks were a trap, designed to draw the Aesir into the woods where the Vanir could pick them off a few at a time. And he had charged right in.

      “Find the other scouting parties!” he snapped at the varulf. “We have to gather the people!”

      They could not afford to let the Vanir separate them.

      The war had begun.
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      Corpses decorated the lush forest, blood splattering the sea of greenery as Odin drew closer to the screams. So many screams, so many Aesir dead. The Vanir knew their islands well and used that knowledge to their favor. Their warriors—clad in leaf-like armor painted to match the forests—seemed to melt in and out of the underbrush like vaettir preying on fools in the mists.

      Odin had killed three already, and had snatched up a spear from the first. The Vanir still seemed to think him a weak old man. It was usually the last mistake they ever made.

      He climbed over a moss-covered root twice his own size, wending his way through thick trees. His people were not accustomed to fighting in such overgrowth, indeed had probably never seen its like. If they could catch the Vanir in a fair fight, they might gain the advantage, but like this the Aesir were doomed. He needed to reach them soon, and turn the battle’s tide.

      A pit opened in his stomach as he rounded another tree, accompanied by a sudden wooziness and the irresistible urge to take cover. He did so, ducking even as an arrow impacted the tree trunk where he had just stood. Prescient warning from the Sight? He dashed sideways as another arrow chased him. Fucking archer had to be close. There was no shooting at range in this forest.

      Even as he stepped behind a tree, another arrow grazed his arm. Odin glowered, blocking the pain from his mind. The shot had come from the left, and up. The archer was in the boughs. From here, Odin could probably sneak away, but that would leave the Vanr warrior to snipe at any other Ás passing this way. Odin frowned. No. He could not bring himself to hate the Vanir, not really, but nevertheless, he had started down this path and could do naught but see it through.

      He let his eyes relax, embracing Sight, letting instinct take him. The World melted away until he saw with senses beyond eyes, saw the archer stalking along a massive branch. Search for an angle to snipe at Odin. Poor bastard.

      In one movement, Odin stepped around the tree and flung his stolen spear. It lodged in the surprised archer’s sternum, heaving him out of the treetops. The man pitched backward and crashed to the forest floor.

      The ranks of the dead only ever grow …

      Odin shook his head. He needed to find the rest of the Aesir.
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      Several hundred of the Aesir had gathered in a glade in one of the valleys, the warriors and shieldmaidens forming a protective circle around those who could not defend themselves. Vanir slipped in and out of the glade, probing the ring of warriors for weaknesses. More often than not, they succeeded in provoking one or two Aesir to break ranks and chase them. Without the shield wall, the foolish would-be heroes fell to sudden spears or arrows from more snipers.

      Odin glowered as he crept up just behind one such archer. Freyja had taught him well. The air shimmered around him for the barest instant as he pulled a glamour over himself, changing his appearance to that of a young warrior clad in leaf-armor. The archer glanced back at as he drew nigh and offered him a single nod. Odin returned the greeting. When the archer turned back to the Aesir, Odin wrapped an arm around the man’s throat. He rushed strength into his limbs and jerked, snapping the Vanr’s neck.

      Such trickery felt foul. And yet, when the World itself was at stake, was any tactic too much? The Well of Urd had shown him a future and a past and an eternity of horrors. Odin had to protect his children and his people from those realities, no matter the cost to himself. He was so close to understanding. Even when he’d fought Frey, he’d been on the cusp of something no one, not even the Vanir knew. So close he could taste it.

      He let the glamour fall as he entered the glade, running to join his people. A few shouts rang up at his approach. Most eyes, however, were drawn to Tyr. Sword in hand, the warrior had broken ranks and chased down a pair of Vanir. Gramr cleaved through a man’s shield and severed the arm beneath it. Tyr never slowed, hacking into the next man and charging off into the woods, screaming like a berserk.

      “Damn.” What in the gates of Hel was the man thinking, leaving his troops?

      Many of the men chased after Tyr in his rampage. In that one instant, the whole shield wall collapsed. Vanir appeared almost from nowhere, charging into the breach with blades and spears and axes in hand. Women, children, all were cut down.

      “Tyr!” Odin bellowed, rushing away from the man and toward the chaos. He could not afford to go chasing off after his champion when so many people were in danger. He slammed into a Vanr, hurling the man aside like a doll, and barreled in among his people.

      A spearman charged for the thickest cluster of Aesir—where Frigg stood with Odin’s children, trying desperately to direct a losing battle. Odin ran for her, jumped on the back of a fallen warrior, and tumbled over another. He was not going to make it.

      His family. He could not lose anyone else. Not again.

      An arrow caught the spearman in the throat and he pitched forward, gurgling blood. Odin spun to see Zisa nocking another arrow. She nodded at him, then turned on more of the charging Vanir.

      Odin pushed forward and grabbed Frigg. “Are you injured?”

      “No. But Tyr has lost himself in bloodlust. He acts as though his entire nature had shifted.”

      Odin shut his eyes. “How?”

      “I don’t know.”

      It was a difficulty he would have to face later. “Did you keep Gungnir safe for me?”

      She nodded and rushed to a bundle nearby. Odin snatched it, yanking away fabric to reveal the spear. The moment the haft was in his hand, strength surged through him, power, the anger of dragons. He was going to rend the Vanr armies and leave them broken on the forest floor. He would kill every last one if he had to. They had brought it upon themselves.

      A bear roared. Odin turned to see Vili, assuming his bear form as the sun set. Yes. The Vanir were bound for Hel this night.

      “Zisa!” he shouted. “We must find Tyr.” The thegn would need their help and would not be the only one to find glory this night.
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      Odin pushed through the dense underbrush and into another smaller glade. Tyr stood there, blood dripping from his sword, chest heaving. A half dozen Vanir lay at his feet, as did three Aesir. Odin fell short. One Aesir had been decapitated, a feat he doubted any of the Vanr spears had achieved. The only blade capable of such a wound was in Tyr’s hand. Indeed, all the dead seemed to have fallen to a sword.

      Gramr.

      The icy runeblade of Guthorm, forged by the dvergar smiths in ancient times. Not unlike the blade Audr had once wielded.

      Cursed …

      And perhaps, much like Gungnir, it had its own will, its own hunger. One Tyr had given himself over to so fully Odin could do naught but gape at the man who had once tried to teach him discipline.

      Always hungry …

      Zisa, too, stumbled to his side, a pair of Ás warriors trailing her. “Tyr?”

      He spun on them, eyes wide and wild, and, with a mad bellow, charged. Odin barely had time to react before Tyr was on him, swinging with lightning-fast strike after strike. Odin fell back, parrying each with Gungnir’s haft. Tyr’s blows left Odin’s arms numb, forcing him to use his supernatural strength just to keep his grip. The blade snaked through his defenses, opening a gash on an arm. Immediately, an icy chill settled over him. This did not bode well. He had overcome Guthorm only because of his supernatural stamina, an endurance Tyr could match.

      “Tyr!” Zisa shouted at him.

      The man swung at her. She shrieked, rolling on the ground as the runeblade nearly took her head off. Odin used the opportunity to charge shoulder-first into Tyr’s abdomen, hurling him through the air. The man hit the ground, wind exploding from his lungs. Odin surged forward, but Tyr recovered all too quickly, thrusting Gramr up in the air.

      Odin dodged to the side. “Yield!” He made half thrusts with Gungnir, keeping Tyr from finding his feet. “Yield, damn you!”

      Odin swung at the blade, trying to disarm Tyr, but the warrior was too fast, too skilled for such things. All it earned Odin was another cut, this on his ribs. The thegn was going to skewer them. One of the other Aesir grabbed Tyr, tried to pin him. Tyr flung the hapless man off with one hand. No one could overpower Tyr in terms of pure strength. No one save perhaps …

      “Vili!” Odin bellowed.

      Tyr climbed to his feet, and Odin immediately swung Gungnir’s butt at his legs, sending him toppling back to the ground.

      As the man tried to rise again, Zisa slapped him. The sound rang through the glade and forestalled Tyr at least for a moment. Odin whipped the butt of his spear into Tyr’s sword arm and the blade fell from his grasp. The warrior immediately lunged for it, his face wild as a man gone mad. Odin cracked him on the back of the skull with Gungnir.

      Tyr toppled forward and lay on the ground, groaning. Damn. He had never imagined the sword might have so strong an effect on Tyr. It had driven to him to bloodlust, true, but never against his own men before. Was it merely a matter of time, or had something else shifted in Odin’s absence?

      Zisa moved to retrieve the blade.

      “Stop!” Odin shouted at her. “Do not touch that sword.”

      Instead, he knelt beside it and wrapped it in cloth. Powerful as it was, he could not afford to let the Aesir wield any such instrument. Not if it could cause them to turn on their own.

      A bear burst into the glade a moment later, then sniffed around as if confused.

      “Vili,” Odin said, “Tyr is bewitched. We must fall back to the others, regroup.”

      The bear grunted in assent, then spun to the woods behind Odin. Odin rose, turning. A shirtless, long-haired man strode out. He wore naught but torn trousers, not even boots, though the undergrowth did not seem to bother him. The man paused some few fathoms away, flashing a sharp-toothed grin at Odin.

      Odin sighed and brandished Gungnir. “Begone, Vanr, before I send you to Hel. You have wandered into a fight you cannot win.”

      The man sneered, then continued forward. The Aesir with Zisa rushed at him, spears lunging. The man dodged to the side, caught one spear and snapped it in half like kindling. He snared the ogling Ás by the throat and flung him into a tree with one hand. The sound of it breaking echoed through the glade like a gong. Only after a moment did Odin realize it was not the tree that had broken, but the Ás’s spine.

      Vili roared and charged forward. In the time it took to close the distance, the Vanr had leapt on the second Ás, pinned him to the ground and ripped out his throat with his bare hands. Vili reared up on his hind legs and swiped at the Vanr. The man ducked under the claws, caught one of Vili’s forelegs, and slapped his other hand on it. Vili’s leg—his arm—snapped forward, bending the wrong way as the bone jutted out. The Vanr ducked under the broken arm and slammed his fist into the bear’s jaw. The blow dislocated it with a sickening crack and sent the bear rolling end over end.

      “Fuck me …” Zisa said, her hands fumbling with an arrow.

      “Aesir to me!” Odin shouted. Spear out ahead, he advanced on the man. This man had the strength of a jotunn and the speed of … of naught Odin had ever dreamed of. “Who are you? Did Frey send you for me?”

      The man chuckled, eyes dark, and spread his arms, as if to welcome Odin’s attack. “I am no Vanr, little man. I am the first of the varulfur. A Lord of the Moon. I am Fenrir. Come to send you to Hel. And before dawn, I will feast on your heart and rape your woman until her breath gives out.”

      He said the last while looking at Zisa. Odin was about to deny she was his. Zisa, however, had a better response, planting an arrow in the werewolf’s chest. The varulf barely slowed, even as he yanked the bloody thing from his body and tossed it aside without a glance.

      The werewolf leapt, his form changing midair with a swiftness Odin had seen from no shifter before. At once, the creature had become something halfway between man and animal, face elongated and jutting fangs, arms ending in claws. Odin thrust Gungnir. Fenrir batted it aside as he landed, swiping claws across Odin’s face. Pain like fire exploded in front of him, sent him stumbling away. Odin grasped for his power, trying to block the pain. Claws racked his back, and Gungnir was yanked from his grasp. The next thing he knew, he was flying through the air. A hard impact drove wind from his lungs.

      He opened his eyes—blood stinging them—to see Tyr trying to bear the werewolf down. Fenrir slashed claws across the thegn’s back, rending so great a chunk of flesh Odin felt bile scorch his throat at the sight. Fenrir flung Tyr off him even as more and more of the Aesir poured into the clearing. The werewolf leapt among them, biting and clawing. His jaws ripped out throats, almost severing heads from bodies. Some few blows landed upon the beast, but barely seemed to slow it.

      Other varulfur charged in, Vili’s men in wolf form. Fenrir spun on them, halting their movement with a gaze. For an agonizing instant, as Odin stumbled to his feet, the werewolf held his weaker brethren with his stare and they whimpered. Then Fenrir jerked his head at the Aesir. The other varulfur snarled, suddenly laying into their own former allies. Men and women fell screaming.

      Axe-time, sword-time, come the sundered shields, wind-time, wolf-time. Never shall men each other spare.

      The Norns’ words were a slithering poison in his mind. A sickening reminder of the urd before him.

      Odin roared, finally blocking the pain as berserkir did. Injuries did not matter. Pain was immaterial. There was only will, the choice to continue even when one’s own body would not wish it. That, after all, was much of what Freyja had taught them. Sorcery often came down to a contest of will—not unlike battle.

      He charged forward, beckoning all Aesir follow him. They could not outrun such a foe, which left only one recourse. Win or die.

      Fenrir howled at the sky, then took in the advancing army of Aesir, their numbers ever growing.

      His eyes met Odin’s. This was it. He would charge, and one of them would reach the Gates of Hel this night.

      But Fenrir instead leapt on a tree trunk. His claws rent the bark as he scrambled upward, flinging himself into the canopy. Since when did varulfur climb trees? A horrid gurgle sounded from above, and a Vanr corpse plummeted from there, torso separated from his legs.

      A shieldmaiden nearby retched. Odin wished he could afford to do the same.

      So. Fenrir did not serve the Vanir. That left only one plausible explanation. The Niflungar already had sent someone here. An assassin in the form of a werewolf, one happy to slaughter Aesir and Vanir alike. And clearly bent on destroying Odin. Grimhild might not dare walk these shores herself, but she had sent this shifter, this Moon Lord, to do her bidding. And they had little means to kill such a vaettr.

      Odin glowered, then knelt by Vili. His brother had resumed human form, his arm still broken at a sickening angle. Odin jerked the bone back into place. His brother groaned but did not wake.
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      In the late afternoon, she had spied the fleet of ships threading through the mists, heading ever north. They had not clung as close to the coast as she might have suspected, almost as though Gudrun feared some among the Aesir might try to follow. But then, of course she feared it. She had taken Odin’s blood brother and, if Gudrun did not know Odin had gone to Vanaheim, she would have expected him to come chasing after Loki.

      Given Sigyn’s current mood, the Niflung princess would have been better off had the king come for her instead. Her damned thigh pained her, even in this form. How could she feel pain in muscles she didn’t currently have?

      For too long she had soared far overhead, not daring let the men on the ship spot her. Or, more particularly, not daring let Gudrun see her. The Niflung could see farther through mist than an ordinary human, of that Sigyn had no doubt. The princess also knew of Sigyn’s power of transformation. If she spied a swan trailing her, she might turn her vaettir on Sigyn once again. Being strangled midair and falling from the sky, was not an experience she was keen to repeat.

      The Hunalanders had a great many ships, and, given she had to stay out of sight, it took Sigyn much of the afternoon to spot Loki. The vile princess had stripped him to the waist and bound him to the mast with a thin chain. Sigyn would have thought he could break free from such bindings, but he didn’t even strain.

      So.

      She had found him. Now what was she supposed to do? This ship, clearly Volsung’s own, was thick with warriors and even Gudrun herself. Spying the princess made Sigyn’s heart clench and her thigh throb in fresh waves of agony.

      Perhaps under cover of darkness, she might slip aboard.

      That meant several more hours of painful flight, but she saw no alternative.
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      In the darkness, Sigyn alighted on the water, keeping her swan form. She drifted among the ships unnoticed until she neared the hull of the king’s vessel. Similar to the Ás design, these ships rode low in the water—low enough she could not help be spotted should she draw near any of the oarsmen. Unlike the Ás ships, though, these vessels featured a slightly raised rear deck, one large enough to contain supplies inside. An efficient design for those needing to sail far, and one she’d have to remember if she managed to get out of this situation. Atop that deck, a pair of large torches burned. The flames were certainly not for the benefit of the Niflungar, so a clear concession to their mere human servants.

      As the night drew on, many of the oarsmen took to sleeping on their benches. From what Sigyn had seen, they had eaten little, but had drunk plenty of mead. Perhaps that got them through the nights. Either way, the ships’ progress had slowed, and they now operated purely under sail power. Finally, when enough of the men had nodded off, she dared swim closer, following along the hull toward the vessel’s center.

      She had come all this way. She could not let fear stop her. Not now.

      By Mundilfari’s fire she had imagined herself descending with righteous wrath upon Gudrun and all her fell servants. But here, facing the sorceress, she had no choice but to accept the truth. Sigyn was no match for Gudrun’s power, at least not in an open confrontation. She could, however, defeat the sorceress in a match of tafl—that Sigyn was certain of.

      As she pulled back her cloak—resuming human form—she grabbed the side with one hand. No immediate shouts went up, so she peered over the rail. An oversized man slumbered before her, reeking of sweat and slightly sour mead.

      Though the man obstructed her view, he also helped conceal her from any of his comrades who might not have slept. Beyond him, Gudrun sat facing Loki, her back to Sigyn.

      “You have survived many ages, Loge. You must know a great deal of forgotten lore. So tell me … How do I read this?”

      “Get that foul tome away from me.”

      “Hmm,” Gudrun said. “You do know it. But can you read the words? Understand the spells?”

      “If I could do such a thing, I surely would not share such justifiably forbidden knowledge with even those I trusted the most. Why then, would I ever consider helping a servant of Mist?”

      “Would you rather Grimhild recover this?”

      “Your pretenses of noble intention ring hollow, princess. I know who you are and whom you serve, and I know her of old. I would not arm a priestess of Hel with any weapon, not the barest, brittle stick nor a tiny rock. Your mistress claims rulership of Niflheim, but she is not the only dire power to lurk in the mist, nor even yet the foulest being beyond the Veil.”

      Gudrun sighed. “You know a great many secrets, priest. Share them with me, and I might intervene on your behalf. If we reach Castle Niflung, you must know Grimhild will wring every last drop of knowledge out of your tortured soul.”

      Sigyn scowled, shifting her weight to the side, beyond the sleeping man. Slowly, looking all around, she slipped over the side. To her ears, the splashing she made sounded cacophonous, but Gudrun didn’t look at her.

      Perhaps because Loki raised his voice, ever so slightly. “Your mother is wretched, but I have withstood torments from those greater than she. You do not frighten me, little girl.” He must have seen her, though he kept his eyes locked on the Niflung princess.

      Gudrun rose stiffly.

      Sigyn crept closer, pulling her knife. The princess should die for what she’d done to her. But … but Gudrun had not killed Sigyn and had not caused any overt harm to Loki. On the other hand, Sigyn owed her, and she need not kill the Niflung princess to punish her. Everything was a move on the tafl board.

      “What do you hope to gain through these petty taunts?” The woman was practically shouting now, and a few men nearby stirred, grumbling.

      “The one thing that matters. Time.”

      “Wha—”

      Sigyn rose, slapped a hand over Gudrun’s mouth, and used the other to ram her dagger through the back of the woman’s thigh. The princess thrashed in her arms, flailing in agony Sigyn knew all too well. She released her grip on the dagger and, drawing on supernatural strength, banged her hand on Gudrun’s head. The princess toppled forward, her struggles going limp and weak.

      Letting the woman slump to the ground, she finally met Loki’s eyes. So clear, so blue, and flush with pride and gratitude. A look she would not soon forget. Not soon, not ever. Sigyn knelt by his side and unwound the chain.

      The moment he pulled an arm free, Loki shoved her to the side. An instant later, a blond-haired man thrust a blade in the space Sigyn had just vacated. She hit the rail and collided with a large drunk, who startled awake.

      The man attacking her—or now Loki—spun. Except it wasn’t a man. His rotted flesh revealed a draug. Loki whipped the chain forward, catching the undead thing in the face. The blow knocked his head back, but he immediately surged forward.

      Loki used the opportunity to punch the man tangled with Sigyn in the face. Blood splattered her as the Hunalander’s head cracked backward. The draug caught Loki by the shoulder and flung him toward the stern. He crashed through two benches, sending himself and the men resting on them onto a great heap.

      By this point, the entire crew had begun to rouse, grasping weapons and shouting in the chaos. The longship was not designed to allow such fighting. Sigyn shoved a man over the edge to free up space.

      Loki had dropped the chain, the only weapon at hand, so Sigyn snatched it up.

      The draug slashed Loki across the chest, a deep, though not mortal wound—they still wanted him alive. Sigyn cringed at the spurt of blood that erupted from the slash. Loki, too, flinched, giving his assailant time to continue the assault. The draug swung the pommel now, slapping it against Loki’s skull.

      Her man, who’d been trying to rise, slipped back to the deck.

      Sigyn lunged forward, shrieking, and wrapped the chain around the draug’s neck. Only after the fact, after he dropped the sword and grasped the chain with both hands, pulling it away from himself, did she consider what she intended do from here. A little late for that.

      With no other plan, she clung on with all her strength. The draug ought to have been able to toss her aside like a bunny, but he actually seemed to struggle with the chain. Sigyn pulled upon her pneuma to enhance her strength, driving the draug to its knees.

      While the creature fought her, other men rose, trying to grab Loki. Her love reacted with startling swiftness, twisting a man’s arm behind his back. A shove sent him colliding into a comrade, both of them pitching over the side of the ship. While the Hunalanders reeled in surprise over this, Loki reached toward one of the torches on the raised stern.

      Fire sputtered, then streamed toward him, wrapping itself around his arm. It slithered like a serpentine coil, twisting around him and spreading over his shoulders. Then it leapt to life in both hands. Men fell back screaming.

      The draug heaved, spinning Sigyn around and flinging her to the deck. The moment the chain unbound him, he seemed invigorated and surged toward Loki. In turn, Sigyn’s lover swung his arm in an arc. Fire leapt out if it like a whip—one that sent the draug pulling up short and stumbling backward from the flaming lash. Loki turned, swinging both arms like that, creating flame tendrils that ignited the sails, and, to her horror, the clothes of several sailors nearby. The burning men leapt over the sides, screaming, their flesh reeking.

      “Was there more to your plan?” Loki continued to spin, whipping the fire in all directions to keep foes at bay. Using even more of the Art of Fire that seemed to eat away at him from the inside out. Flames raced over the ship, spreading faster than she could keep track of.

      “We have only one swan cloak …” Sigyn crouched low, at his feet, trying not to get licked by the flame whips.

      His blood had streamed down his chest and welled over his abdomen, soaking his navel. He would live, but if he kept up the spinning, he’d probably pass out. Her mind reeled, searching for any solution.

      They had to get off this ship. “We swim.”

      Loki whipped a man across the face, melting flesh. “We’re five miles offshore.”

      Sigyn snatched up the chain. It had some kind of power, that was obvious. It had bound Loki and even held the draug for a time, and she could not well leave such a useful tool behind. She crawled to the rail. “We cannot fight this entire ship full of men.” With that, she rolled over the side and back into the water. Immediately, she dove under, praying Loki would follow. She wrapped the chain in a loop and strung it through her belt, then swam forward.

      The water vibrated behind her an instant later, alerting her to his presence. Underwater, she could somehow sense everything. Like the water touching her skin told her where the ships were, where Loki was, even the presence of fish nearby.

      She swam deep, cutting under the longship. And he followed—she didn’t have to look to know that. Did her ability to feel the motion of the water like this result from her enhanced senses? Touch maybe? On the far side of the ship she swam for the surface, burst upward and gasped for air.

      Loki rose beside her a moment later, also panting. “Use the cloak, fly away.”

      “I won’t leave you.”

      “Fly! I will swim as long as I can. If my strength gives out, we’ll have to switch.” Without waiting for any further answer, he dove underwater again.

      Shouts rang out, not only in the ship they had left, but in the others as well. Men searching for them in the night. Damn it.

      He had not really left her a choice. Sigyn donned the cloak and took flight, careful not to pass close to any other vessel. It would be a long way to shore.
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      Hljod’s hands were soft, careful as she applied the poultice to Gudrun’s leg. It still fucking hurt, washing over her in agony that blurred her vision. Gudrun clenched her teeth to avoid screaming. The rocking of the damned boat made her stomach turn, and she kept vomiting up every draught Hljod had given her. Nor, in such situations, could Gudrun work alchemy or sorcery to aid herself. Not on a ship like this, and not so weakened.

      The crew had managed to put out the flames, but the sail was ruined and the ship damaged.

      Gudrun moaned, shivering with fever, and clasped Hljod’s hand.

      “I did it,” the girl whispered. “I brewed the mixture you said, drank it before he took me.”

      Gudrun’s mind reeled, and she could not quite find the meaning in the girl’s words.

      “I think I’m with child now.”

      Oh. So that was it. Well, it would serve to bind Volsung to Hljod for certain. And Hljod had sworn herself to Gudrun. So perhaps this trip would not be a total waste. Hel, she should have killed Sigyn when she had the chance. But then, the bitch could have killed Gudrun too, back in the ice cave, and did not, so perhaps that made them even.

      She reached out a hand for Hljod, pressed it against her abdomen. In her fevered state, it was hard to be sure. But she thought … “A boy.”

      Hljod trembled. “So it’s true. I am pregnant.”

      Gudrun nodded. Well, then. The girl had made her choice, and Gudrun could not begrudge her that. The life of a queen was apt to be better than that of a sorceress, regardless.

      You are dying …

      Was that Irpa or Snegurka? In her growing delirium, it became hard to even tell.

      You bleed out …

      Thunder peeled above, followed by an icy rain falling on her face. Gudrun swore. She shut her eyes.

      “Congratulations, Hljod,” she mumbled.

      The girl’s hands stroked her face. “You’re going to recover.”

      No. Soon you will be … one of us …

      Gudrun didn’t open her eyes. She was lucky they had managed to staunch the bleeding at all. Volsung himself had seared the wound closed with a fucking brand, never mind how Gudrun felt about fire. Would she live? Maybe. But like this, she did not favor her odds.

      And if the spirit within spoke true, Gudrun was like to become a wraith herself.

      Even that terror seemed far away.

      She shut her eyes.
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      Hands hefting her shook her from sleep, and she opened her eyes, then almost shrieked at the fell light behind her brother’s own orbs. He stank of rot and burnt flesh, stench enough she turned to the side and vomited out the little bit of water she’d drunk.

      “You cannot recover like this,” Guthorm said, his voice almost unintelligible with his ruined jaw and aspirated chest.

      Gudrun groaned and looked around. Her brother was lowering her into a small boat. He must have commandeered it from the fleet.

      Soon …

      “Hunaland.”

      “You will not make it … Mother has commanded I bring you to her …”

      Grimhild.

      Grimhild could save her. Or damn her.

      Damn her.

      Damn her.

      All are damned …

      And if the queen bothered to look inside Gudrun’s satchel and saw the stolen grimoire …

      Gudrun shut her eyes again.

      If that happened … she would no doubt envy Guthorm’s urd.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            46

          

        

      

    

    
      The fires would alert the Vanir to every camp the Aesir made, but Odin could not discourage his people from their habits. After a lifetime fearing the vaettir out in the mists, none would pass a night without fire. And indeed, Fenrir and the varulfur now under his sway—brothers and sisters to the Aesir—were out there. Word had spread of the godlike werewolf and all he had taken from them. Of Odin’s failure to overcome this threat.

      “Forgive me, my lord,” Tyr said for the third time as he sat, shivering, by one of those fires.

      Odin waved the comment away. He sat, staring at Gramr, letting the Sight wash over him and using all Freyja had taught him until he was fair certain. The dvergar had cursed the runeblades when they forged them, playing upon the natural tendencies of the souls bound therein to wreak havoc upon the World. Even now, Tyr looked upon it with hungry eyes until Odin stared him down. But something more had befallen the blade now, and the obvious answer seemed to be that the Niflungar had amplified the curse. Great as the weapon was, it had become a terrible liability. Maybe he should cast it into the sea and be done with it. For now, though, he had more pressing matters at hand.

      “I cannot return this blade to you. Its effects are … stronger than I anticipated. But I will give you the chance to redeem yourself, Tyr. One last chance, as my father before me granted to you.”

      Tyr nodded. His eyes were thick with gratitude he seemed unable to voice. Nor did he need to. Odin knew well the value of any chance at redemption.

      Jarl Hoenir tromped over and slunk down before Odin. “Best count we’ve lost some two thousand people since the fighting began. Our numbers grow few, King.”

      Indeed. They had no way to measure the dead Vanir, but Odin suspected far fewer than two thousand had fallen. On occasion, stories had spread of single warriors slaying dozens of Aesir. Those would be the Vanir who had tasted the fruit of Yggdrasil and become like himself, like Tyr, like Vili.

      Odin nodded at Hoenir in acknowledgment. “I have not come this far to fail, jarl.”

      Easy words. In truth, they were losing this war. Maybe it had been lost long ago, a dark urd to bring the Aesir to their end. Before the Niflungar ended the World itself. The weight of destiny had crashed upon Odin like a falling mountain, and he had nowhere left to turn. The avalanche of urd continued.

      “Still no sign of Loki?”

      “He never made the voyage across the sea,” Tyr said. “I don’t see how he could be here now.”

      Oh, but Tyr did not know Odin’s blood brother. Not the way Odin did. When times were darkest, when Odin faced defeat, Loki seemed to know. Odin too could now feel when those he cared for needed him. Loki would know his desperation, would come to him. But then, Odin could not afford to wait. Another few days and nights like this one, and the Aesir would be a memory.

      Besides which … if his vision of Loki were true, one day they would try to kill one another. No. No, Odin would not believe that. His blood brother was his most trusted ally.

      “How are we to guard against the wolf?” Hoenir asked.

      A question Odin had wrestled with in the hours since they made camp. The answer, though it vexed him, was obvious. They could not guard against Fenrir. Not while fighting a war against the Vanir. But if they took Vanaheim, they might then turn all their resources to finding a way to destroy the Moon spirit. And when that was done, Odin would ensure Grimhild paid dearly for what she had unleashed.

      “We have to break the Vanir all at once. That means taking their most sacred place, Yggdrasil, from where they guard these isles. A single bridge allows access to the World Tree. We take that, and neither varulfur nor Vanir can approach us unaware.”

      Hoenir rubbed his beard. “Will it not then be among their best defended holds?”

      It would. Which meant the Aesir would have to draw out the greatest portion of the Vanir warriors to create an opening. And therein lay the terrible danger, and a price they would all pay in blood.

      “I will take the Wodanar with me, all our warriors, shieldmaidens, hunters. The rest are to follow Frigg and make a stand on the beaches. Draw the Vanir away, fight them in the open if you are able. Begin constructing fortifications, force them to attack you. Tyr, you will come with me.” Odin wished he could say he merely wanted the thegn by his side, but after tonight, he could not afford to trust the man with the others. “Vili, if he is recovered enough, will have to guard Frigg.”

      Tyr scowled, but kept his peace. Odin could not imagine the shame the warrior must feel. Another jarl might have demanded Tyr’s death for raising a sword against his lord. But Odin understood the power of fell sorcery far too well. It would haunt Tyr for the rest of his days, but the man would have to endure. The Aesir needed their champion. And Tyr would earn back that position, Odin had no doubt. Valor, his friend had never lacked.

      “This plan is reckless,” Hoenir said.

      “It is desperate. There is a difference.”

      “And if the wolf and the Vanir both converge on you, Odin? You will have neither the brunt of your army nor your brother the berserk to guard your back.”

      Hoenir spoke the truth. But Odin had no sure plays left, only a desperate gambit. “Do everything you can to draw the Vanir to you. The urd of our people depends on it.”

      Odin stared into the flame. He did not see victory there. He saw only Freyja’s eyes, accusing him, even as he plotted the death of her father. And somewhere, out in Vanaheim, there was Idunn too. She had started all this and now no longer stood by his side. All his guides had abandoned him.

      And the morn would force him alone to decide the urd of two peoples.

      In the fire, he saw the World burning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            47

          

        

      

    

    
      Gudrun’s eyes fluttered open. Everything looked hazy. She lay upon an altar, in the midst of a stone room, dark save for a circle of candles around the periphery.

      Almost across the Veil.

      Her eyes shut again for a moment. Breathing seemed to take all her energy.

      So much blood loss.

      She groaned.

      A soft hand brushed her cheek.

      When she looked again, Grimhild stared down at her eyes, a brief moment, before resuming her work. Her once-beautiful flesh bore terrible burns. The queen was tracing something on Gudrun’s forehead, something warm and wet—blood, perhaps. She tried to sit but her body refused to respond. All the strength had left her. Snegurka spoke the truth: very soon, Gudrun’s soul would leave her body for the last time. If only such an event would lead to respite, she might have welcomed it.

      “Wh-what?” Gudrun managed to say.

      “Until I recover the grimoire, my options become limited, daughter.” She had not found it. Hel be praised. “I am limited, of course, by the glyphs I can remember. There are a few that, no matter how many years pass, I am never like to forget.” Grimhild sighed then, and shook her head.

      When the queen moved away, Gudrun started. Other women were chained in this room … seven of them. Bound and gagged, but struggling in terror, eyes wide at seeing the summoning circle Grimhild was arranging. Trying to save her daughter. And she had not found the book. Ironically, if the queen had recovered it, she might have had a safer option to save Gudrun than whatever profane ritual she now attempted. Hel was not one for healing, but a determined sorcerer could accomplish many things.

      Glyphs decorated the walls, floor, and even the ceiling, many traced in blood, no doubt from the very sacrifices bound around the room.

      “In the early days of this Era of Mist, before the Vanir built the Midgard Wall, the jotunnar roamed all this world. There were many great kings among them, most of whom paid homage to Hel in her glory.”

      Gudrun groaned and shut her eyes again. She had no need of a history lesson while she teetered on the edge of death. Then again, Grimhild seemed to speaking almost to herself.

      “Among these kings, one had a daughter, half human, cunning, beautiful as a winter storm and equally treacherous. And when the Vanir killed her father, she forestalled total war with them by marrying a prince among them, Njord.”

      Gudrun struggled to look over at one of the women—a girl really, maybe thirteen winters. She opened her mouth to tell Grimhild to spare that one, but naught more than a groan escaped her. A groan and a whimper.

      Oh. Seven souls … to save your body …

      Grimhild shuddered. “This princess was a queen of winter back then. But her truce with the Vanir did not last. She fell, into Niflheim and the service of the great queen. And the fallen queen waited to once again bring the wrath of winter storms upon those who had defied her.” Grimhild cleared her throat. “I have tried to teach you strength and wisdom, that you might not be forced to repeat my mistakes, Gudrun. You see, in my youth, I called upon Skadi, thinking to take back the World for the Niflungar. But she was older and stronger than I could handle, and it was your father, in truth, who cast her out of me. Hmmm.”

      She was the one. The sorceress who got herself possessed and killed her own family, running through Niflung lands on an icy rampage.

      Grimhild brushed Gudrun’s cheek again. “The worst irony is, in the end, I must turn to her again and repeat my own mistake to save you. Powerful enough spirits can sustain a human host for long, long years. And without the grimoire, no other option remains to me.”

      Oh, Hel. Grimhild was going to call Skadi into Gudrun’s body. She opened her mouth in the hopes of raising some objection, though she still could not speak. Her body convulsed, wracked by chills.

      And Grimhild passed among the sacrifices, chanting and slitting their wrists.

      The chanting intensified until it began to reverberate in Gudrun’s head like a gong beat inside an icy canyon, threatening to crack her skull. On and on it went; the worst of it was the anticipation, the utter helplessness of knowing what was coming. Moaning, she managed to roll over onto her side. Maybe even death would be preferable to—

      Her heart clenched. Her lungs closed up. A weight had settled upon her chest. It bore her back onto the altar. Cold. It was cold as Hel herself. Gudrun shut her eyes, not wanting to see. Something like fingers grazed over her closed lids, cheeks, and ears.

      Not real.

      And then it began to slither inside her, like tiny worms, forcing their way into every orifice of her body. She convulsed, bucking against the horrid feeling. Icy cold awfulness slid in through her ear canals, her mouth, her nostrils, her trench. The thing crawled up her arse and pushed its way into her eyes. She opened her mouth to scream, but only managed to gurgle, choking on the oily spirit.

      Not real!

      Its invasion denied her the ability to weep or even cry out. All she could do was thrash. She reached for Irpa, but even the wraith had retreated from the presence filling Gudrun up. The worms dug deeper and deeper inside her, coiling around her heart until she’d have sworn it had frozen solid and ceased to beat. They bored into her brain.

      It wasn’t real … but it felt real.

      And then, after a lifetime of agony, she could breathe.

      Except, it wasn’t her controlling her breath, nor finally managing to rise from the altar.

      The dark goddess of winter stood, looking down upon the sorceress queen who had dared conjure her not once, but twice. And she smiled.
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      The dense forests gave way to the chasm surrounding Yggdrasil. Odin and his warriors lurked on the outskirts beyond the bridge. A bridge now crowded with dozens of Vanr warriors. Too much to hope his tribe might have passed unnoticed through the woods of Vanaheim.

      “That must be their king,” Tyr said, indicating a long-bearded man in the center of the crowd. The man carried a gilded trident that glittered in the early morning sunlight. He had dyed his beard green, enhancing his Otherworldly look enough that Aesir nearby mumbled about being struck down by the gods.

      It was far too late to fret over such things now. Odin might have preferred to make such an attack at night, at least had he not lost most of his varulfur to Fenrir. Instead, they had lost the element of surprise. Njord—Tyr was right, it had to be him—looked in his direction. No. The time for stealth and trickery had passed. Now they were left with only a single, clear objective. Take and hold the bridge. If they failed, the Aesir would all die upon these shores. And Odin would be taken by valkyries before he let that transpire.

      So. If trickery could not be relied on, the next best course might be sheer brazenness. Njord, all the Vanir, they were thick and swollen with pride. Idunn had claimed as much, and the set of Njord’s shoulders confirmed it.

      A hand held behind him to forestall the others, Odin strode forward clear of the tree line. The Vanr warriors leveled spears at his approach, but Odin did not slow until he reached the very cusp of the great bridge. There he planted Gungnir in the ground, a silent challenge.

      Njord stared him down long moments. At last, the ancient Vanr walked forward, his men parting to allow his passage. He came to stand but a few feet from Odin. He was larger—both taller and broader—than Odin.

      And Odin did not care for looking up at other kings. Everything rested on his steering this course. “King Njord of the Vanir.”

      “Odin.” The man spoke with a sneer. “Petty lord of the Aesir. You dare tread upon the most sacred grounds in all the worlds? For this crime you risk an urd worse than death. Tell me—why should I not cast you bodily into Niflheim to be torn apart by the hounds of Hel?”

      Could he do such a thing? Yggdrasil did bind the Mortal Realm to the Otherworlds, after all. Freyja had banished the First Ones to Alfheim. Perhaps, with the tree’s power, Njord could actually send someone to Niflheim. To think on such a thing would leave most men, Odin included, quivering, seeking protection from a vӧlva.

      So he could not afford to think on it.

      He had not come here to answer for his mistakes, but to demand answers. He turned his eyes on each of the Vanir warriors in the front ranks, one after another, before returning his gaze to Njord. “There is great beauty in Vanaheim and in its people. For the sake of your children”—for Freyja—“I offer you the chance to answer the charges we, the people of Midgard, bring against you.”

      “Charges?” Njord laughed, a hollow sound, his face contorted as though he could not believe what he was hearing. “You? A mortal would come here to accuse gods?”

      “I have tasted the fruits of Yggdrasil.” At that the Vanr crowd broke into a cacophony of curses, angry shouts, and open-mouthed astonishment. “I am no more mortal than you, Njord. And I ask you again—will you answer the charges, or do you fear to face the consequences of your own actions?”

      The king ground his teeth, obviously cognizant of the trap Odin had him in. If he refused to listen to Odin’s claims, he would look weak not only in front of the Aesir, but in front of the Vanir as well. Finally he sneered, slammed the butt of his trident in the ground, and spread his other hand. “Speak, Ás. Lay your petty claims at my feet.”

      Odin nodded. This was, after all, why he had come—a just cause, a reason to loathe the Vanir in their weakness and cowardice. And if, by showing these soldiers that weakness, he could cause them to doubt themselves, this day might be won with far less bloodshed.

      He cleared his throat, once more taking in all the Vanr soldiers gathered here. “The people of Midgard charge you with negligence in the duties of any lord. In claiming Vanaheim for yourself, in claiming godhood, you made an implicit pact, as any lord does to his subjects—a pact of mutual benefit. For in the service men and thegns pay a lord, they are to be rewarded with protection and just rule. But you have turned your backs on Mankind while they freeze in the mists of Hel, while the disciples of the dark goddess creep out across Midgard.”

      Njord’s eyes narrowed. “If you claim to be a subject of mine, then you are the one breaking all oaths in coming here, arms drawn.”

      “We come here seeking redress for your crimes, Njord, and those of all the Vanir. This land was given to you not for your own use, but as a place from which you might better the World.”

      “You speak of things long gone, ages past, long before your great-grandfather walked the World. Why should we care what was intended by some few mortals thousands of years ago?”

      That was not a response he had expected. The Vanir largely seemed to respect Chandi and the First Ones, those who had come before. To deny them, deny their will, sounded rather like blasphemy to Odin’s ears. “Do you hold so little respect for your ancestors? In your own immortal life, have you forgotten those who came before?”

      “I forget naught, Ás.”

      “Then if you deny these charges, deny you have failed Mankind, come and find your satisfaction. Let us have our holmgang right here, this very morn. Else, step down and surrender the throne to one who will do better.”

      Njord stiffened. And the trap was closed. If the Vanr king refused to fight Odin, both armies would look upon him as a coward. Njord saw it too, for he looked back over his people, then clasped his trident with both hands. “So be it. I will not send your body to Hel—merely your prideful soul. It ought to sate her for a time.”

      Odin took Gungnir in both hands as well, leveling it at Njord.

      Njord leapt into action, swinging the butt of his trident at Odin’s temple. Odin jerked Gungnir up to block, and the two fell into a dance. Swing and thrust, parry and sidestep. Odin drew upon his power to increase his speed and strength, but Njord matched him. The ancient king had had millennia to master his own blessings. Millennia to train, to practice.

      Njord thrust for Odin’s gut. Odin twisted to the side and slammed his elbow into Njord’s face. The Vanr king stumbled backward, one hand on his bloodied face. Njord had also known centuries of peace instead of Odin’s lifetime of war. Training was good practice. Fending off draugar bent on dragging you to Niflheim was better.

      The Vanr lunged forward, thrusting down at Odin’s feet. Odin leapt backward and the trident struck the stone bridge. It did not stop, however. Winds spiraled around the trident in a vortex that quickly expanded into a cyclone ten feet wide. Those winds tugged at Odin’s clothes and tore his feet from underneath him, flinging him sideways and pushing him along the bridge until he struck the rail. That was a mere foot high, and Odin nearly toppled over it. He slammed Gungnir into the ground as an anchor.

      Winds ripped at his beard and sent his hat spiraling off into the chasm.

      Nearby Aesir and Vanir alike fell back from the force of the cyclone. Odin drew upon his strength, pulling himself to his feet. Teeth clenched against the winds, he freed Gungnir and advanced one agonizing step at a time.

      The Vanr king grimaced and finally jerked his trident free, ceasing the assault. The sudden absence of wind caused Odin to pitch forward several steps. He recovered his balance only the instant Njord swung again, a vicious overhead chop that ought to have split his skull. Odin fell to his knees and used both hands to block the swing.

      Njord glared down at him. “What a fool you were to think to challenge me like this, Ás.”

      Odin roared and shoved upward, pushing Njord away. A fool? Perhaps. But he could not turn back now. Maybe he never could have. Urd had swept him toward this course from the moment Idunn had walked into his hall. Before that, perhaps. For even back then Hel had sent Ymir to murder his father, to draw out Odin. The Norns knew, they had foreseen everything. And maybe, possessing the Well of Urd, Odin might finally understand, too.

      One man stood between him and such revelations. Odin charged forward, launching attacks as fast he could. Njord blocked again and again, falling back slowly, as Odin drove him toward the bridge’s edge. The Vanr king stumbled, then jerked the trident up. Winds began to swirl around it. Odin leapt forward into it, letting the cyclone buffet him, letting the trident rend his back. He shoulder-slammed Njord, sending the king tumbling to the ground and rolling closer and closer to the edge.

      “Yield, and I will spare your life,” Odin said, breath coming in pants.

      Njord looked up at him, blood streaming down his face, eyes filled with such loathing Odin faltered. The king thrust the trident, but from too far away. A monstrous crash split the sky even as a bolt of lightning rent the clouds. Odin tried to move, but had hardly even turned his head when the bolt struck the bridge at his feet.

      The light scorched his eyes, leaving naught but whiteness and the sensation of falling. A burning stench that ripped through him was the first thing he was aware of. Odin blinked, trying to clear his vision, but his eyes were nigh to useless, revealing only shadows. His muscles trembled.

      Worlds unfolded before him—the nine worlds of the Spirit Realm. Left without sight, he had a clarity of vision, if only for a moment, for an instant of confusing flashes of sunlight and greenery and mist and flame and endless sea.

      Something struck him in the ribs, lifting him off the ground for an instant before another heavy impact jarred him.

      He was blinded. Shadows. Shadows like those of the Penumbra.

      Scrambling to his knees he embraced the Sight. The Penumbra, too, was blurred, distorted like something underwater, but he saw it with something beyond mere eyes. Saw, as a hostile, man-sized ripple approached with raised trident. Odin spat blood, clenching his hand around Gungnir.

      “You offered me a chance to yield,” Njord said. “But I owe you no such courtesy. You and your tribe shall sit before Hel this night.”

      The shadows moved as the figure hefted the trident. Odin twisted at the last instant, jerking Gungnir forward. Its undulating blade tore through the Vanr’s armor, flesh, and bone to pierce out his back. Odin rose, hefting the man into the air.

      He blinked, his vision slowly clearing, and dismissed the Sight. “I gave you a chance.”

      With a shake of his head he flung Njord off the spear. The body crashed into the rail and tumbled off, falling into the chasm.

      At once, Tyr was at his side, sword in hand and warding him against the astonished Vanir. They stood watching the Aesir, as if uncertain how to react to the death of their immortal king.

      And then someone fired an arrow. The missile grazed Tyr. The Aesir exploded into action, surging forward over the Vanir.
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      Odin stumbled forward, away from the chaotic melee behind him. Tyr had it well enough in hand, after all. And Yggdrasil was there. Calling to him, beckoning him with visions and half-whispered prophecies. The World Tree held the secrets of all its worlds. Just as the Norns looked into past and present and future from the Well of Urd. This place was the center of World, and Odin’s every step had carried him here. Always, always toward this destination. Toward answers, and even toward questions he had not known well enough to ask.

      Yggdrasil is probably the most important place in all the World.

      Freyja had claimed such when she first brought him here. Now he knew it without doubt.

      Hundreds of leaves were falling from the tree now, as he drew nigh. Deaths—hundreds of deaths. Aesir and Vanir fighting across Vanaheim, the leaves of their souls being torn from the tree’s embrace.

      At the end of the bridge, Lytir waited, a staff held out before him. “Come no farther, Odin. You do not come in peace, and you are not welcome.”

      Odin slowed but did not stop. He could not stop, even had he wanted to. Not when urd demanded he continue on his way. Always forward, always toward destiny. The avalanche of Fate that never stopped. “I need the answers. All the answers, priest.”

      “You will not like the answers.”

      So the priest had said before, and there had been truth in his words then. And yet, Odin could not turn back. His feet seemed to move of their own accord. “Stand aside, Lord Lytir. Do not test me.”

      Lytir shook his head sadly. “I am not the test.” He slammed his staff over his knee, snapping it half.

      At that, Odin faltered. He opened his mouth to speak, then shut it as a massive shadow above drew his eye. A giant shape twice the size of a bear plummeted to the bridge, forcing Odin to roll to the side. A heartbeat later, a black squirrel landed where he had stood. The fall didn’t faze the creature, which immediately snarled at Odin, baring fangs the size of small swords. Its great bushy tail swished side to side, blocking Odin’s view of Lytir.

      From behind the monster, the priest spoke. “Behold Ratatoskr, the messenger of Yggdrasil. You who approach the tree without permission are … damned. He will carry you down to Nidhogg for your eternal punishment. Forgive me, Odin.”

      Ratatoskr leapt forward with such speed he almost seemed to fly. Odin rolled to one side again, only to be slapped by that tail. It flung him out into open air. His stomach shot up into his throat as he plummeted down into the chasm, wind rushing past him and stealing his screams. He landed on a massive root, the impact banging his teeth together and leaving the World spinning. Gungnir slipped from his grasp and fell, impaling itself on a root farther below.

      Odin shook himself, looking up at the bridge three stories above. “Fuck a troll.”

      That was all he had time to say as the massive squirrel gracefully landed before him, snarling. With no time to gain his feet, Odin simply rolled off the root and fell again, catching himself on the lower root. The sudden stop jarred his arms for an instant—at least until he drew upon his pneuma and rushed strength to his limbs.

      A whole maze of roots interlocked under the bridge and stretched out farther and deeper than he could see, descending into endless darkness. Odin heaved himself onto the root as the squirrel leapt to another nearby. He caught the end of Gungnir as he landed, turning and swinging. Its undulating edge sliced through the tip of the beast’s snout.

      The squirrel bellowed—a sound halfway between a chirp and a roar—and leapt backward, scurrying onto roots about Odin and disappearing into the darkness. He whipped the spear around, brandishing it above him. Damn monster could be anywhere. Slowly, pacing backward, he turned, trying to keep all angles in view. His foot slipped and he teetered over the abyss.

      In the instant of his distraction, the massive form launched itself at him from above. It slammed into him and bore him down. Those giant fangs snapped above his face. The monster’s weight had pinned Gungnir to the ground. Its claws dug into his right arm, holding that, too, rending flesh. Odin roared back at the squirrel, shoving away at its neck with his free hand. It was larger and stronger than a snow bear. Slowly, those jaws moved closer and closer to his head, gnashing again and again. Hot saliva and a stream of the thing’s blood dribbled over his mouth and nose and eyes. Claws dug into his shoulders and chest, and only his power kept the pain from driving him into unconsciousness.

      He was going to die on the roots of the Tree of Life. The sheer irony of it was almost enough to induce a fit of hysterical laughter. He was going to die.

      But not here, not like this.

      He had not come through so much to perish in the jaws of a squirrel. Screaming, he pulled against the claws pinning his right arm. Every movement tore the flesh from his bones. Red haze blurred his vision until all the pain became naught but a distant agony. He ripped his arm free and snapped his fist into the squirrel’s wounded nose. The creature shrieked and leapt away, tearing more flesh from Odin’s legs and chest with him. He was awash in blood, most of it his own. The root was so slick with it he stumbled as he tried to rise, falling to one knee and sliding toward the abyss.

      Using Gungnir as a brace, he managed to gain his feet. The squirrel was skittering in the roots below, trying to pass under him. To attack from his flank. Odin turned, focusing all his energy into blocking pain and feeding strength into his legs. This squirrel was intent on dragging him down to this Nidhogg, and whatever that was, Odin didn’t think he wished meet Ratatoskr’s master.

      The squirrel leapt again, and so did Odin, flying through the air with Gungnir outthrust. Its blade caught the surprised squirrel in the belly, ripping open a gash four feet wide. Muscle tore aside as torrents of blood poured from the beast. Odin landed on another root, stumbled, and turned. Ratatoskr also landed, but the blood so slicked his claws they skidded over the root and he fell. His weight bore him down off the root, but he caught himself, clawing at his slicked purchase. The beast’s great bushy tail beat at the chasm, at nothingness, as it tried to pull itself up.

      Odin shook his head. “I’m sorry.” He slipped the dagger from his belt. Not exactly weighted for this, but then, his target could not really move, either. Odin reversed his grip on the blade and flung it with all his enhanced strength. The thing spun wildly and clunked the beast on the head, hilt first.

      The impact was enough, and one of Ratatoskr’s claws slipped from the root. One leg alone could not support the beast, and its claws scraped great gouges in the wood, then slipped free as the monster plummeted into darkness.

      Odin slumped down to his knees, and pitched forward, gasping as pain took him. His heart was slowing, each beat of it pulsing out more of his precious blood. He shut his eyes, unable to keep them open a moment more.
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      All Sigyn wanted was to collapse on the beach and sleep. Loki had almost lost consciousness as they swam, forcing her to give him the cloak. Wearing it, he hadn’t had the strength to fly, but had swum along the surface.

      When they reached land, Loki resumed human form and pitched forward, hands barely catching himself on the sand.

      Sigyn was freezing. She need to strip off these wet clothes or she might not even wake from sleep. Her hands shook so fiercely she only managed to fumble with the laces on her shirt, making no progress in untying them.

      Panting, Loki rose, stumbling forward with each step.

      “W-where are you going?”

      He paused but seemed too weak to even turn to her. Instead, he pointed toward a copse of trees growing out beyond the beach.

      Oh, Hel. He thought the Niflungar might still come after them. Or, if not Gudrun, at least that draug. If that was the case, they needed be out of the open.

      At this point, she wanted to weep. Instead, she pushed herself up, teeth chattering, and took one faltering step after Loki.

      Now he did look back at her, and shuffled to her side. He moved to support her with one arm.

      No. No, he was the wounded one. Sigyn twisted, instead slipping his arm around her shoulders. For once, he needed her to save him. And she would not rest until she had completed that task.
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      They had stripped off their clothes and lay in each other’s arms, neither of them, Sigyn thought, having the least inclination toward romance. She had not bothered to ask for a fire. The draug might use it to find them.

      And so they had slept, drawing what warmth they could from one another.

      She woke to find him sitting, still holding her. His eyes were closed, his face contorted as if in pain. The wound on his chest no longer bled, but the raw flesh around it looked pale and sickly. Could an immortal get an infection? That seemed unlikely, but it still looked foul.

      Sigyn brushed her fingers against the slash, and he flinched, but did not open his eyes. The sun had not yet risen, probably would not for several hours. Even a glance at her clothes told her they were still wet. The sun would dry them, but not for many hours yet. With naught else to do, she wrapped her arms around herself, trying to control her shivering.

      How many times now had Idunn’s apple saved her life? She would have died on several occasions, had she been mortal. Part of her wondered if she would ever again see the Vanr woman. She and Odin had left before Sigyn had returned, and because of Gudrun, Sigyn had let Frigg sail to Vanaheim without her.

      Loki shook himself. “I need fire.”

      “But what about—”

      “I have to have fire, Sigyn.”

      She crawled over to her satchel and pulled out her well-worn flint and steel and a torch. It, too, was soaked, but she hoped the oil in the rag remained potent. Her fingers trembled as she tried to light a spark. Loki moved in to help, and between the two of them they managed to get a sputtering flame going.

      He jammed the butt of the torch in the ground, then held a hand to the wound on his chest, groaning. Before Sigyn could move to his side, he sat up, staring into the fire. With every passing moment his scowl deepened.

      Sigyn drew their clothes near the torch. It wouldn’t help dry them much, but it was all she could think to do. Finally, she folded her own legs to watch Loki. He sat very still, eyes locked on the flame. Sigyn saw so many colors there. The heat distorted the air, and the flame left numerous tiny tendrils of smoke. More details than she had noticed before, yes, but naught of whatever Loki seemed to see there.

      He shook his head. “Odin is in danger.”

      Sigyn hugged herself, uncertain what to say. Loki clearly sensed when those he cared for faced danger, that much she had figured out some time ago. The flames allowed him to focus the Sight in a process called pyromancy. She lacked his gift for the Sight, and it didn’t appear merely being able to control her pneuma would change that. To her, a flame remained beautiful and life giving, but still just a flame.

      He turned to her now, eyes looking tired. Exhausted, in fact. As was she.

      “Sigyn …”

      She shook her head. “No. Not this time. I’m not going to leave you.”

      “You have to. Take the cloak and …” He pointed at where the chain lay among her discarded clothes. “Odin will need that.”

      Sigyn scowled. So it did have power. And she had done well to claim it, though if she hadn’t, Loki would not now be making such a request of her. “You are wounded, barely conscious. For all you know, this could be a fever dream. After what I just went through to find you, I will not leave you here alone in this state.”

      “Do you trust me?”

      Sigyn snorted, not bothering to justify that with any other answer.

      “Then help Odin. The future depends on his victory in Vanaheim. I should have been by his side, but I cannot now. I am too weak. So take that chain and go, make sure he succeeds.”

      She leaned closer and stroked his cheek. “My future depends on you.”

      He kissed her palm. “I treasure you. You do not need to fear for me.”

      “This chain takes away supernatural power.”

      Loki nodded. “It’s orichalcum, a special material, one suited to special properties. With this, Odin can bind his enemies and prevent them from using their greatest strengths against him. He faces many terrible foes. So I ask you, I beg you, to do what I cannot. Go to him and save the future.”

      She clasped his hand and shut her eyes, shaking a moment. “You better make it back on your own. And Loki … one day soon, I’m going to get all the answers. I hope you know that.”

      “No one gets all the answers Sigyn. Not even me.”

      “We’ll see.”

      She was not looking forward to donning those cold, wet clothes.
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      The bridge sparkled like a rainbow beneath Odin’s knees while the sky spun in a haze of turquoise mist and starlight. He knew this place—the bridge between the Penumbra and the Roil. And if he was here again, he was dead. His vision trembled, like the whole World was not quite stable, like reality had not decided on its final form.

      He tried to stand, but his legs gave way and he fell forward, face pressed against the bridge. It was cool and slick, its ever-changing patterns hypnotic enough he could almost close his eyes and sleep.

      “Odin.” A faraway feminine voice, calling him home. His mother, perhaps? Might he finally be welcomed into Valhalla? Or did Hel herself beckon, ready to taunt him for his failure on the threshold of victory? Though the thought left his chest constricting, he had no strength to stand.

      Heaving, gasping at the pain wracking his body, he rolled over onto his back. The swirling sky of endless night expanded out into eternity. Through the Astral Realm spread the roads to the nine worlds of the Spirit Realm, and if he focused hard enough, he could almost see them through the iridescent clouds. If he reached out his hand and mind and soul, they seemed close enough to touch.

      And why not? Here he stood at the crossroads of reality. The Nine Spheres of Creation spread out before him. There, the frozen mists of Niflheim where Hel sought to drag his soul into torment. And opposite that, the sphere’s counter, the burning ashland of Muspelheim, a volcanic waste that could scour the mist even as it burned away his flesh. And beside it, a glittering Realm where the sun never set, where foliage and fauna frolicked in eternal spring and light. That was Alfheim, the world of the liosalfar—gods of light and nature. It seemed a preferable place to spend eternity, to escape the reach of Hel.

      “Odin.”

      No. That wasn’t Hel’s voice, laced with desperation, with fear. Who called for him in the darkness? Had the valkyrie Svanhit returned for his soul? Maybe now he could learn the truth, learn whether Eostre was right and death held naught but horror or oblivion.

      “Odin, eat. Taste it or you will die.”

      The sound was so far away, so easy to dismiss. Could he venture into the World of Sun and be freed? Eostre was wrong, he was certain of it now. There was something beyond life, some existence, some purpose to a soul. And if he reached out …

      “Eat!”

      He bit down, not quite certain why he did. Thick juice scorched his throat, acrid, bitter, and sweet. All at once his agonies returned, and along with them, the powerful beat of his heart, pounding in his chest, pulsing against his temples. The view around him spun faster and faster, caught in a nauseating cyclone that sought to drag him into oblivion.

      “Don’t stop. Eat it!”

      Again he bit down, again the explosion of flavors. The taste of life itself. His World reeled, and he sat up, nearly falling over as the view changed. He still sat on the roots beneath Yggdrasil. Odin jerked away from the figure holding him in place.

      Idunn.

      She pressed herself forward, forcing the apple back into his mouth. “Come on, damn you. We cannot give up now, not after all of this.”

      Odin coughed, sputtering. Blood seeped from numerous wounds, but they had begun to close. He now gripped the apple with both hands and bit down. More flavor. And with each bite he swallowed, his wounds stung, itched, as his body knit itself back together. He had to fight the urge to scratch his ribs as they healed, tissue reforming even as he sat. Finally, he reached the core, finishing every last bit of the apple’s flesh.

      It fell from his hands, which suddenly felt heavy. Tingles rippled across his whole body, and he pitched forward, shaking. His senses were exploding. A thousand scents tickled his nostrils—the thick earth above him, the heady roots, his own shed blood. Idunn and her intoxicating femininity. He looked up at her, and before his eyes her dress seemed to fall away. He could taste her flesh, feel her breasts between his thumb and forefinger.

      She held up a hand at the way he was looking at her. “I know how you feel right now. But don’t. We have no time, nor would Frigg or Freyja appreciate it if we did.”

      Odin shook himself. The desire building in his chest and loins felt ready to explode, to consume him and devour the World along with him. His stones ached so badly he thought he might die of it. He shut his eyes, trying to block the sensation. Neither Frigg nor Freyja would appreciate much of aught he had done on Vanaheim. But thinking of Freyja, keeping her in his mind’s eye, was the slightest comfort, the chance to keep from seeing Idunn.

      “Your mother … is wrong.”

      “What?”

      “Something lies between life and death. The end of the body is not the end of the soul.”

      “You were hallucinating, Odin. You lay moments from death when I found you. And to save you … I broke another of our most sacred laws. No one is granted a second apple. No one. The First Ones …”

      Odin opened his eyes with sudden understanding. “They who established the Vanir as gods. Because the apples could save them from injuries that would kill even their immortal bodies. But it changed them, didn’t it? More and more, it altered their minds and bodies.”

      Idunn made no answer save to look up at the bridge above them. The bridge where still the Aesir and Vanir fought for control of Yggdrasil. It would be no easy climb back up there. But then, Odin felt as if naught lay beyond him now. Maybe that was how the First Ones felt. Maybe that was the beginning of their downfall.

      And maybe, some few of them knew it but, like Odin, found themselves with no choice but to take the dangerous path. To follow urd down winding halls, knowing full well the ultimate destination would mean their end. And still they kept walking, ever forward, ever toward destiny. Braver, perhaps, than the Aethelings who followed.

      Odin rose and began to climb. As the First Ones had done, he must press on.
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      Flickers of visions and insights played out across his mind as he strode forward, making his way through the winding passages within Yggdrasil. Thoughts, once shrouded in the hazy recesses of his mind, began to clarify as the second apple coursed through his blood. Idunn chased after him, mumbling about her own damnation, bemoaning the now countless dead among her friends and family. On some level he heard her, sympathized, but his mind—his Sight—had reached levels she could never understand. Again and again, Odin had crossed between life and death, and with every crossing he was changed. His body ravaged, but his mind … Oh, he had seen things.

      First, when Gjuki’s torture had sent him falling into the Penumbra. And again, as Frey had choked the life from him and he had witnessed the worlds. Even back then, he had seen glimpses of all nine worlds. And after the squirrel had left him dying, he knew the truth. That secrets beyond time and space were there for the taking—available to those willing to risk their lives and souls.

      In the darkness …

      Yes, maybe Audr had been right all along. In darkness lay the answers he sought. Since his first taste of his first apple, the Sight—he had not even known what to call it back then—had tormented him, teased him with visions he could not make sense of. But now he knew. He knew what he had to do to sift through the torrent of images and the barrage of memories from beyond this life. He needed the stillness, the quiet. The ultimate quiet of the space between moments.

      “You killed Ratatoskr …” Lytir stood before him now, blocking the way to the paths below. The priest held a dagger in a trembling hand.

      Tyr suddenly pushed past Odin and tackled the robed man. Lost in his thoughts, Odin had not even realized his former thegn had followed him. The warrior hefted the priest up and shoved him against the wall, prying the blade from his hand.

      Idunn moaned.

      “Tyr, stop,” Odin said. “Enough have died this day. Leave the priest be.”

      Tyr snarled at him, but backed away.

      Lytir glared first at Tyr, then at Odin. “They told me what you plan. It is blasphemous.”

      So. The Norns knew. Of course they knew. They had always known. From his first step into their domain what seemed an age ago, to his entrance into the Well of Urd, they had known what had to happen.

      A price must be paid for every gain, a hefty weight for each wisdom.

      They had warned him way back then, when Loki had first sent him into their midst.

      And not so long ago, they had warned him again … told him he would not understand it all until after his last breath. To know all, he must pay all. To gain more wisdom than any living man, he would pay with his very life.

      Sorcerers lost their humanity as they gained more and more knowledge of arcana beyond human ken. So too must he pay a price for understanding the future.

      “Tyr,” Odin said, “I am going down below.” He shut his eyes. And he knew. Of course he knew. “No one is to disturb me nor grant me any aid. If I do not return after the end of nine days and nine nights, then I will not return. Until then, hold the bridge and defend the Aesir, but kill no one save those you must.”

      “Nine days?” Tyr scoffed. “My lord, is this some jest?”

      “Wait, what?” Idunn asked. “What are you going to do?”

      Flush with the power of a second apple he felt invincible. He felt … inevitable. The Well of Urd was calling him, its song humming through his mind, demanding he look. Demanding he stare. Demanding he sacrifice everything.

      All for the future.

      “He plans to kill himself before the Well of Urd and gaze into infinity,” Lytir said.

      “My lord?” Tyr demanded.

      “Heed my words, Tyr. Neither Ás nor Vanr is to disturb me. And tell Freyja I … No. Tell my wife and children I love them.”

      Tyr grabbed his shoulder. “What madness is this?”

      Idunn stood there, trembling by his side, hand on Tyr’s wrist. Her mouth hung open, but she only moaned. She could not have foreseen her actions would lead here. But then, it was not merely Idunn’s actions, but everyone’s. She had followed in the footsteps of her grandmother, who, in turn, had felt forced to this by Hel. A chain of desperation. A chain of destiny.

      “It is not madness,” Odin said, shaking his head. “It is urd. It is necessity. Only with knowledge finally unveiling can I save this world. If I do not do this, Hel wins.”

      “So instead you plan to throw yourself onto her doorstep?”

      Odin smiled sadly. “If that is my urd. But I think, rather, I venture to a place not even the goddess of mist can follow.” And that was why she had feared him, why she had sent Ymir to try to destroy him. Finally, he understood. Hel had known Odin might reach this crossroads. Irony, of course, had her becoming the better part of the reason he had ventured to this point.

      Odin had avenged his father on Ymir. Now, he would take the first true step to avenge himself against Hel.

      He squeezed both Tyr and Idunn on the shoulder. “Do not fear for me. Hold the bridge.”

      Tyr was shaking his head, but Odin knew the man would obey.

      “You cannot do this,” Lytir protested.

      But of course he could. He would. He always would. That was what the Norns had foreseen.

      Alone, he descended the steps into darkness, into the chamber where the Norns waited for him. The three of them stood in rapt silence, each staring. Once, Odin had thought them perhaps vӧlvur. They were not. These creatures were not human, maybe never had been. He did not know quite what they were or why—or even if—they were helping him. Maybe that answer, too, waited for him in the space between life and death. Or maybe Tyr was right and he would die here. But death no longer frightened him.

      Slowly, he advanced toward the well.

      Fall into darkness … Fall for eternity …

      Perhaps it frightened him a little bit.

      A root vine descended from the knotted earth above. Maybe the Norns called it for him. Maybe Yggdrasil itself prepared the way for his sacrifice.

      Eternity awaited.

      And gazing into the dark waters it called to him. Yes. He had lied to himself just now. He feared it. What living man did not fear death?

      Odin grabbed the vine, twisting it into a noose, then placed it around his neck. How could he not fear what he must do? He looked to the Norns, but their cowls hid their features, offering him no sympathy. This was his burden alone.

      He climbed onto the ledge. His heart was pounding, pulsing in his ears. One foot stuck out over the edge, and suddenly all his bravado with Tyr and Idunn seemed so vain. All bravado was vain, perhaps. And courage lay only in acting despite that knowledge.

      If so, then Odin would be brave. A world depended on him.

      He stepped off the ledge. At once the vine tightened around his neck, yanking him upward. It squeezed his throat, pressing out all air until he felt his eyes would pop from his skull. His tongue felt limp. Death was looming over him, Hel’s cackles ringing in his ears.

      And he stared into the dark, dark waters of the well. Waiting, watching.
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      Odin’s body hung from the roots above that damnable well. Tyr stood on the threshold, not quite daring enter the chamber where those hooded women lurked. Odin had forbidden anyone to aid him. What Mist-madness had possessed him to commit suicide? Perhaps those very women had driven him fey, sent him plummeting over the edge of sanity. And because Tyr had given his oath, he could not even see to his lord’s pyre.

      And though no sign of rot had crept over the body, a fool could see Odin was dead. He had grown pale, ashen even. All breath had fled his body.

      All he had bid Tyr do was hold the bridge. But thus far, though nigh to three days had passed, no Vanr had tried the Ás lines. Perhaps they needed time to gather their numbers. To travel across these isles. Perhaps Fenrir harried them as well. Either way, the day had the smell of the wind before a winter storm.

      His lord had commanded him to keep the lines, and yet had taken from him the best way to do that. Gramr, wrapped in suffocating cloth, wept for him to come and save her. She hung over Odin’s shoulder, begging Tyr to free her from her bondage. But to do so would be breaking his oath.

      Odin was Borr’s son, his heir. And Gramr …

      Tyr slapped the root wall. “Damn it!”

      Damn himself and damn Odin and damn the Vanir. He spun, rushing up the stairs lest he give in and turn back. Gramr’s song had become a wail of lamentation.

      Idunn waited in the landing above, a scowl marring her normally beatific face. “They’re coming.”

      Tyr didn’t bother to ask how she knew. It did not matter, nor did her intuitions surprise him any longer.

      And her pain at it was all too apparent. He would go now, and slay her people. And she would stand here, watching it happen.

      He glanced back at the stairs one more time. Gramr … he needed her. Idunn grabbed his hand and squeezed it.

      “There are things I wanted to say to you,” he mumbled.

      “Then you best live through the day.”

      He nodded. Had she known he was about to go back for his blade? Probably. And she had saved him from breaking his oath.

      “Idunn, I …”

      “You better go.”
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      Hundreds of dead lay strewn across the bridge, and others still fell from the sides, dropping off into the abyss. The Vanr leader waded among the Aesir, flaming sword Laevateinn striking down man and shieldmaiden like. And then he would vanish, appearing elsewhere to cut down another and another Aesir.

      With such power, he might have bypassed the lines and taken the tree. But Frey, the lord of war and sunshine, seemed more intent to slaughter every last invading Ás. All of Tyr’s people.

      Three times Tyr had tried to make his way to the Vanr, but always the man would appear somewhere else.

      A cascade of leaves had begun to fall from Yggdrasil, as if the tree sympathized with the losses on both sides. And those were heavy. The Vanr lords had gifts beyond those of Tyr’s men, but their common soldiers could not match Ás ferocity or courage. Men and shieldmaidens charged madly into every gap, hewing away at Vanir that too often fell back rather than meet such foes head on.

      It put them at a disadvantage. Odin was right. They feared death too much. It had become a distant thing to them. For the Ás warriors, death was a constant drinking companion. A bitter but inevitable guest at every feast. Following them every morning, and lying down beside them every night. Until they accepted it and ceased to fear it.

      And if Frey would rather slaughter Tyr’s men than seek him out for a duel, Tyr could do the same. He charged the Vanr lines screaming and doing his best to appear battle-mad, though he dearly missed Gramr’s weight in his hand. He ran shield-first into a Vanr, shoving him over the bridge. The man fell, shrieking, while his nearby friends quivered. Falling back and hiding behind their own shields.

      Too afraid to push an advantage when presented with one.

      And so they died. Tyr cut down man after man, hesitating only for an instant on a spearwoman. But she carried arms into battle and would have slain Aesir given the chance. And so he hewed her legs out from under her.

      In the distance, at the forest’s edge a man shouted something and pointed at Tyr. As if in answer, a hawk twice the size of a man dove for him. Tyr fell back, raising his shield. Talons punched through the wood and shredded it, yanking the ruined thing right off his arm.

      “Hel,” he mumbled as the hawk soared back up, circling round again. He glanced at the man controlling it—one of the Vanr lords no doubt. And one fearing to wade into battle himself. Tyr grabbed his stones and spat in the coward’s direction.

      He couldn’t hear the man’s response, but the Vanr was clearly shouting something. And still not joining the fucking battle. The hawk shrieked as it dove again. Tyr twisted to the side, lowering himself. Not fast enough. The hawk raked his back, reopening the wounds Fenrir had given him. Wounds that had still not fully healed.

      Tyr blocked out the pain, turning with the bird, and drove his sword upward. It lacked Gramr’s rage or power. But still it punched through the hawk’s abdomen. The bird crashed into the bridge with a squawk. It crunched its wing, and slid to a stop, flopping around. Sword held in both hands, Tyr hacked into its neck, slicing its head more than half off. The bird convulsed and lay still.

      Once again, he spit in the direction of the bird’s former owner. The craven raged, but still did not approach. So Tyr set upon more of the Vanir—and they broke, running from him.

      A dark chuckle escaped him.

      As he turned, he spied Frey, now facing him. So the Vanr did not like it when his tactics were turned against him. Flaming sword grasped in both hands, Frey advanced.

      Tyr pointed his own blade behind Frey. The Vanr glanced back to see dozens of Aesir charging him. That was the difference between the Vanir and Aesir. The Vanir were afraid of death, and having somewhere to flee, they fled.

      The Aesir had nowhere to run. And lacking other options, they spit in the face of death and charged right in. Maybe that was part of why Odin chose this place for a final stand.

      Frey turned, weighing the option of facing so many. Tyr advanced slowly, sword held low, ready.

      The Vanr sneered at him, then vanished. Tyr spun. The man had appeared at the end of the bridge, by the same craven, and was trying to drive some order into the chaotic retreat of his men.

      Tyr shook his head. The man would be back, perhaps with more forces, perhaps with fresh tricks. Though the bridge was drenched in blood and viscera, this was far from over.
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      Putrid wind rushed past Odin as he plummeted ever downward, falling. Falling for what seemed an eon, through darkness and acrid mist, past stone and the rotting roots of Yggdrasil. All time ceased meaning, and he slept, or at least he dreamt, visions of the sky falling from above, of all the cosmos crashing down and sucked into chaos—a spiraling abyss of anarchy and entropy.

      For days he fell.

      Until, waking from his dream, he found himself enmeshed in a nightmare. Cold, putrefying bodies surrounded him. Corpses piled waist high, impeding him from moving at all. The stench was so thick it clung to his throat and stung his eyes and nose. He retched over and over, until nothing remained in his stomach. And, unable to move far from his spot, remained mired in his own vomit.

      Even embracing the Sight, all was darkness, as if even in the Astral Realm, no light could reach here. Or rather, he was already in the depths of the Roil and beyond the astral lights. At last, he drew his feet free and pushed on. Pulse pounding, he waded blindly through the sea of the rotting dead. His hands brushed over some foul stickiness he preferred not to dwell on.

      Coldness saturated the air and stung his cheeks. His stones seemed apt to freeze off in this muck.

      His mad, desperate grab for knowledge had somehow landed him in a twisted world, probably somewhere on the edge of Niflheim. Freyja had speculated there were boundaries between worlds of the Spirit Realm, liminal places where chaos might seep in through the cracks and feast upon the tendrils of reality. Perhaps this was one such place, a hall of corpses, damned to rot away forever.

      And Odin had cast himself into this place between places, this pit of the damned. Perhaps he would remain trapped here in darkness until he starved. Or, were he already dead, until he went mad. Was that not what happened to wraiths and the like, after all?

      After a fashion … Delve so deep not even a wraith will follow … And we are ever alone …

      What did that mean?

      A ripple passed beneath the surface of corpses, driving one up against his leg. Odin fell to a dead stop, looking around as if there were aught to see. Was it possible something else lived down here? Maybe someone could help him, could allow him to leave this dire world. Then again, he had no reason to believe anything in such a place a potential ally.

      A shiver wracked him. He clenched his fists and shut his eyes, trying to slow his breath. If he let fear take him now, it would consume him. Then he surely would remain trapped here for an eternity of madness.

      Odin opened his eyes.

      Keep moving. It was the only choice.

      He pressed forward again.

      Something heavy brushed his leg with such force he pitched forward. He caught himself on his hands, the remains of some form crunching and squishing beneath his fingers.

      “Fuck.” Odin wrung his hands, trying to fling the goop off them. It clung to his fingers, stuck under his nails. Groaning, he wiped his hands on his soiled tunic in a futile attempt be free of whatever—whoever—he had crushed. It was useless. His clothes were are as disgusting as the rest of him.

      His clothes …

      If he had come here without a body, why did he have clothes? When one projected into the Astral Realm, one created—or perhaps inhabited, Freyja wasn’t clear—an astral body. One usually identical to the one left behind. The mind’s own self-image perpetuated into the Otherworlds. So then … could he not project aught he associated with his body? He reached for his satchel, and it was there.

      Bread and mead on top, though thought of eating amongst such a stench sent his stomach clenching again. But he had torches, flint and steel, things no Ás ever went anywhere without. It was, after all, one of the earliest lessons a child learned. To venture far from fire was to invite the vaettir into your body and soul.

      Some already lurk within …

      Odin jerked free a torch and fumbled with the metal and stone, trying to create a spark. It took a dozen tries before the rag around the torch caught. A moment later, light flickered around, revealing a cavern. The torchlight could not reach the ceiling, though it did reveal hints of stalactites up there. No. Not stalactites—those were the roots of Yggdrasil, breaking down into the cavern. Some dug down, even into the mess Odin had identified as innumerable corpses.

      Half the bodies seemed to stare at him with milky white eyes he felt certain cursed the breach in the darkness. Not far away, Gungnir’s haft stuck out of the mire. Of course. He’d had it when he … died? Projected? Perhaps his self-image was tied to it, or perhaps its nature allowed it to pass between Realms. Either way, it was the first welcome sight here, and he waded toward it. As soon as his hand touched the haft, a rush of courage, of strength, filled him.

      As he yanked it free, the corpse sea shifted again. Something was moving down here. Something lived. There could be no further doubt. An acidic hiss behind him preceded a truly acrid smell. Odin spun. From somewhere above, acid fell, scorching bodies. Acid or … venom? The foul liquid only seemed to accelerate the purification of corpses here.

      Odin backed away, spear held out before him. He had seen acid like that in frozen ruins beneath the Sudurberks. A linnorm’s blood and venom had scorched him there. And this was no place to try to slay another dragon. He’d been lucky to overcome the first one. He spun, forcing his way to the opposite side as quickly as he dared, while ever glancing behind himself. Indeed, the corpses moved more often now, ripples passing as something massive moved amongst them.

      A vile crunching sound echoed from behind him. Bones and flesh were pulverized and slurped down in a torrent that seemed to go on and on. Gods above and below, the beast—whatever it was—must have just eaten a dozen dead men.

      The torch didn’t reach far enough, he couldn’t fucking see. “Where are you?” he whispered.

      As if in answer, the corpse sea rippled again, this time from three different locations. Like waves passing under it. Odin backed away from the waves until he struck something frayed and fibrous. He glanced over his shoulder. A root of Yggdrasil … except it looked like … like something had gnawed on it. It was thicker around than the breadth of his arms, but it was marred by great gouges and scorched by acid. The serpent was eating at the World Tree, the Tree of Life. What unspeakable madness would prompt it to do such a thing? If the tree died … would not all the worlds collapse? All life end?

      Maybe that was the true beginning of Ragnarok.

      Odin leveled Gungnir once again. Further, deeper into the cavern, the roots formed a maze, cutting through rock walls. Odin continued toward it, trying to find any solid purchase, any location he could climb out from the filth and face … whatever moved through the darkness, sucking down corpses and feasting on the source of life itself.

      Behind him, something hissed, the sibilance reverberating through the cavern until it seemed to come from all directions. Odin’s heart leapt into his throat, and he had to clench his jaws to keep from screaming. Of all the horrors he had witnessed in his life, nothing compared to the nightmare he now waded through. And he was nigh to certain now—not one serpent lurked here, but many. They circled around the massive cavern, perhaps hunting for him. Or worse, maybe they knew exactly where he stood and took pleasure in drawing this out. After all, they seemed trapped here for eternity, ever growing larger from their profane feast.

      What a fool he had been. Lytir warned him it was blasphemous, that no Vanr would have ever made such sacrifice. Even the Norns had warned him. Knowledge had a price. Oh, and he paid it now. His arms trembled. He paid it, knowing that even if he somehow escaped this place, it would still be here. Deep beneath the Mortal Realm, utter vileness laired, slowly eating away at World. These monstrosities were destroying all the worlds and life itself, and naught could ever reach them nor stop them. The roots seemed to keep them imprisoned down here, but even that was sacrifice. For as the monsters gnawed upon the roots, they weakened the tree holding World together. And one day, both their prison and the worlds would come crashing down.

      This he knew with the absolute certainty of the Sight.

      His sojourn between life and death had been a success, granting him understanding of the visions that forever lay before him. Visions of destruction. Because one day, the World would end. One day, chaos would reclaim the World.

      Darkness is the truth … The World is chaos …

      “I know what you are,” he said, still not daring raise his voice.

      In answer, the slurping sound resumed, and this time, the sea of the dead surged toward it in a wave that sucked Odin’s feet out from under him. Corpses poured forward, their momentum yanking him along. He was sucked under, unable to breathe beneath the putrescence. Odin spun, rammed Gungnir into the stone floor and clung on. Bodies pelted him as they streamed past, but eventually the wave abated enough he could get his head above the charnel. Gasping for air, he turned toward the awful slurping and crunching sound.

      His torch had fallen atop the bodies, and some of them caught alight. Flames spread through the cavern, but the creature paid them little heed. Torchlight flickered off serpentine eyes as big as Odin was. A massive horn rose from the creature’s snout. And its fangs—twin rows of them—were like swords. Blades dripping acid venom that liquefied all it touched. Clutching Gungnir for some pale hope, he could make out little else save eyes and horn and fangs. But a maw that looked fit to swallow a family of snow bears in one bite. The serpent creature must reach nigh to a thousand feet. Other eyes, smaller, also reflecting the torchlight. The linnorm minions of this true monstrosity. Was it Jörmungandr, king of serpents? Or had Odin somehow stumbled into the lair—or prison—of something even more vile?

      He screamed now, desperation and panic warring in his throat until he could not tell one from the other. Before this monstrosity, he wanted to weep as a child. Instead, he forced himself up, yanking Gungnir free. For once, the dragon spear felt small, powerless to confront such a foe. Even … even it seemed drawn to it. Of course. The spear’s power came from a dragon’s soul, and this thing must be a king, even a god among their kind.

      The flames continued to spread, licking the roots of the tree. In case the serpent’s fangs were not enough, now Odin was going to burn the World Tree to the ground. The great king dragon watched him, not passing through the fire.

      This was a foe so far beyond his ken he could not even think how to fight it. It was something primeval, trapped here when the World Tree was first grown. This he knew. Even as its name came unbidden to his mind.

      “Nidhogg.”

      And if it were freed, the World would die.

      Odin backed away, toward the root maze. Flames lit the darkness, offering a shadowy path. Odin climbed atop the corpses, running, stumbling as bodies broke down beneath his heels. There was no fighting. There was only the pale, faint hope of escape. He dashed for the roots, heedless of the muck and ichor that drenched him, filling his nostrils and seeping into every orifice. He pitched forward, caught himself on a fibrous root, and slipped behind it into the maze.

      A rumble passed through the cavern behind him. The serpent raged at his escape. Or perhaps merely laughed at his attempt to flee inevitability, to seek refuge in a dying world. Odin stumbled to a stop as a massive coil barred his way. It stood at least a dozen feet high, maybe more. Black and brown scales reflected the light of the fire behind.

      Above the coil—which was shifting slowly, as the serpent wended its way through the hollows—more roots hung down. A path out, perhaps. And to reach it …

      He had only one option. Odin grabbed the serpent and tried to climb. Its scales were slick, coated with the decaying flesh of the dead it crawled through. He slipped back down. The serpent twisted, its coils moving faster. It knew what he was doing.

      No.

      No. He was not going to die here. Not like this.

      Maybe it was too late to worry about angering Nidhogg. Odin drew in a deep breath and rammed Gungnir into the scales. The whole beast thrashed, and a terrible, ear-splitting roar echoed through the cavern behind him, followed by enraged hissing. Odin grabbed the spear and hefted himself upward, the creature’s acidic blood scorching his flesh. He bit back a scream and continued his climb, daring a single glance behind himself.

      Smaller serpents, these sixty feet or less—still enormous by normal standards—surged into the cavern where their king was wounded. They lashed at Odin’s feet as he yanked himself upward. There had to be ten, twenty snakes down there, each large enough to swallow him whole.

      He summoned all the strength of his power and leapt upward, grabbing the root with one hand. With the other, he yanked Gungnir free. He could not afford to lose the dragon spear. He flung it upward, piercing the root, then used both hands to climb himself. Coiling death hissed at him from below.

      Higher and higher he climbed, grime-slicked hands slipping again and again. Finally he reached a part of the root that ran horizontal and pulled himself up onto it. Panting, he lay there a moment. Only a moment. Those serpents might find a way to climb up here and punish the human with the temerity to strike their god.

      Then he pushed on, slipping into a gap between two roots. This led into a near vertical tunnel crisscrossed by a tangle of roots and vines hanging from them. A long, long climb. Part of him felt he had already fallen for a day, or days. How long to climb back out? But it was the only way left before him.
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      Idunn passed among the wounded, offering water, poultices, and kind words. Despite the mistrustful stares many of Tyr’s people leveled at her. Her people had inflicted those wounds. Her friends inflicted those losses. Tyr could understand his men’s frustrations. And yet, the Aesir were the invaders here. For all Odin’s protestations of justice or even urd, Tyr’s people had started this war.

      No. Not only his people. Tyr himself. He had brought the witch woman to Frigg. Blamed her for murders committed by Fenrir. Perhaps that was what the varulf intended, leaving a trail to her stump house. Or perhaps it was merely the witch’s ill urd. Idunn had called her Gullveig. Not one of the Vanir that Wodanar worshipped, but still an immortal. And one the other Vanir had been more than willing to go to war over. War for the spear Frigg had thrown in Odin’s name in her desperate attempt to hold the Aesir together.

      And did she now do so? Odin had sent her and all the others away, keeping only the Wodan tribe to guard this place. Their numbers grew few, yet surely the Vanir also attacked Frigg and the other tribes. Frigg had Vili there, and the berserk was a mighty warrior even in the days before he’d eaten an apple of Yggdrasil. But he was still one man. And for that matter, not a man Tyr trusted with Frigg. Surely Odin had known. He saw so very many things. And yet he had trusted his brother, in blindness or desperation.

      They had not seen Fenrir, either. Maybe the varulf lord stalked the Aesir on the beaches as they tried to build walls to guard against the Vanir. There were too many unknowns. Too many dangers on these shores. Oh, but the skalds must love it. Frigg had carried the Aesir away from Andalus to escape their ever-growing number of foes. And here they had found all new ones.

      He shook himself. Odin had given him but one task. Hold this bridge for nine days. A little over four had passed. He could not break his oath and could not afford to become distracted. Whatever urd the others met, he could not help them. All he could do save as many of this tribe as possible.

      When he looked up, Idunn hovered nearby, staring down at him.

      “I should look at your wounds. Vedrfolnir tore into your back.”

      He raised an eyebrow.

      “The hawk.”

      Tyr shrugged, the motion send fresh lances of pain over his muscles. “Armor took the worst of it. It’ll heal soon.”

      “Not soon enough. What will you do if Frey returns before your strength? Take off your shirt. No one has time for your stubbornness.”

      Tyr grunted and yanked off his blood-soaked tunic. He’d already removed his chain—rent as it was and nigh to useless from behind now. His shirt, too, was shredded by the bird’s talons. Tyr tossed it aside. Some washerwoman might have cleaned and repaired it under other circumstances, but not here. It was well then, that Tyr owned two other shirts. He was a thegn to the king, after all.

      Idunn knelt behind him, applying a cooling poultice that stank like bear piss. Tyr ground his teeth to keep from making any complaint at her ministrations.

      “I said things … I wish I had not.”

      Idunn snorted. “You called me a wanton enchantress.”

      “You said neither term insulted you.”

      “You still meant both as insults.”

      Bitter truth in that. But in the days since she had ridden here with Odin, leaving Tyr alone, he had missed her. Hard as it had been to admit it. “I was a fool.”

      “You were an arsehole.” She jammed poultice into a wound with more force than necessary, finally eliciting a groan.

      “Be that as it may, I realized the truth. I care for you, deeply. But I swore to myself not to cuckold another man. But if you would perhaps … I mean if you would consider leaving this Bragi …”

      Idunn crawled around in front of him and cocked her head to the side. “You mean do to him what Zisa did to you?”

      Oh. Well, fuck. She giggled, no doubt enjoying him squirming. “By the Tree, you’re downright adorable some times.” She shook herself, and her face fell. “But I cannot think of such things now. Not like this.”

      “Before the battle, when you said—”

      She waved it away. “I said not to die. I don’t want you to die, Tyr. But that doesn’t mean I can think about romance while those dearest to me are dying, either. Did you know it was Bragi who sent Vedrfolnir after you? Had you succeeded in provoking him, I’d have lost my husband. A man I have known, have loved—off and on—for thousands of years. How am I to feel about that?”

      Tyr knew his mouth hung open, but he could think of naught to say. So that was the poet god. And Idunn did still love him, or felt something for him. And Tyr was still a fool.

      He rose stiffly, shaking his head. “Forgive me. Again I wrong you.”

      “Tyr, that’s not what I—”

      He walked away. She was right. About everything. He was here to kill her people. Given the chance, he would even kill her husband. And either way, there could probably never be anything between himself and Idunn.

      Maybe Odin was right, too. Maybe all this was urd. And despite the madness of Odin’s actions, some part of Tyr still wanted to believe. If his lord survived, somehow rose, at least there may have been a point to all that had gone. To the past two years of blood and loss and war.

      Because if not, if Odin was wrong, they had all thrown their lives away.
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      The root tunnel led into a cavern, this one lit by a faint blue mist. Perhaps he had passed back from whatever vile world Nidhogg dwelt in, back into the Astral Realm. The mist was chill against his skin, raising goose pimples and leaving him shivering. The cold bothered him little since he’d tasted of the first apple—or at least the cold of Midgard did. Perhaps the apple had no power here, or perhaps the cold was deeper in these dark Realms.

      He walked a long time, until fatigue took him, forcing him to sit. He did so, then pulled off a chunk of bread and bit deeply. The moment it touched his tongue it turned to dust. Odin spit. Foulness. Food of the Mortal Realm had no substance here, just as denizens of the Spirit Realm had no forms on the other side of the Veil. Which made his provisions worthless. He tossed the remaining bread aside. Perhaps the real bread was still back with his body … his hanging body. His corpse? He could not be certain if he was living or dead or … something in between.

      We are all dead …

      He had known, of course, that the in-between was where secrets lay. If he was not yet dead, every moment he spent here pitched him closer and closer to it. And yet, his mind felt … clearer. Understanding came unbidden. Understanding about so, so many things. All of Freyja’s lessons, even the truths and lies spoken by the Niflungar and by Audr, they began to snap into sharp relief. Grimhild was a sorceress worthy of legend, but even now, Odin began to understand more of the World than she could dream. Because he was willing to walk where she would not, where even Freyja, despite her millennia of study, had never dared look. They did not look here, because they knew, or they feared, something would be looking back.

      And there was.

      Always … watching …

      Down below, he could feel Nidhogg stirring, writhing in rage at his escape. Just as he knew without explanation or guide that somewhere, down below those roots, lay a path to Niflheim and to the iron gates of Hel’s stronghold.

      Light flickered above him, and he looked up. A great pool spread out over the uneven ceiling, held aloft by uncertain means. It stretched on and on, upward. Was it … was he somehow beneath the Well of Urd? Yes. He stood at the bottom of the well, and that distant shadow above … that was his own hanging body.

      Odin rose. Something else lurked in the darkness of the waters. Symbols carved into the sides, the walls. What were those markings? Runes, like those on Gungnir’s shaft, like those the ghost had branded into his skin. Runes he had never been able to make sense of. Some part of the ghost’s curse on his soul, yes, but what? The answer must lie inside the well.

      He craned his neck, staring deeper. Deeper.

      Like falling into the sky, embraced by the goddess Nott. Embraced by darkness and eternity, just as Audr had been.

      Odin stumbled forward, catching himself on a root. As he did so, a sudden warmth exploded in his chest. Life surged through that root, coursing through him as well. The life of a fallen soldier, a Vanr man slain by … by Vili. In Odin’s mind’s eye, the man’s final moments played out, the werebear tearing him down. Before that, the man had not wanted to charge the beach, had not wanted to fight anymore. Frey had commanded him. What was his name, this dead man?

      The man … was just a soul. And a soul did not have a name, not exactly. It had a sound, an intonation that vibrated through World. And a mark, a glyph to represented it. That soul now pulsed through Yggdrasil, passed round and round. It would be spit out into one of the worlds.

      Eostre was wrong. Souls did not end. They returned to the World Tree. Returned … for eternal rest? No. There was no rest, either. Souls were born again and again. Vaettir were ghosts of those trapped in the Spirit Realm.

      We are all dead …

      Even the spirits, the gods of beyond, were but the dead. But given enough time … a soul would again be drawn back into the World Tree.

      Drawn back into the World Tree. And then?

      Odin broke contact with the root. Then what? His mind was surging faster than anything the Sight had ever inflicting upon him. His temples throbbed, his eyes ached. He fell, lying on his back and staring up at the runes above him.

      He was inside Yggdrasil. Inside the center of World.

      We called it the Wheel of Life.

      Not Audr speaking—the voice was soft, feminine. And everywhere. In his head, in his heart, echoing through the chamber.

      We believed the dead would return to the Wheel only to be spun out again. Given another chance at life, another chance to make better choices.

      Born again. Reincarnated … another chance to get life right.

      Figures danced in the mists until Odin was not certain whether his Sight played tricks on him or Yggdrasil itself revealed further visions. It no longer mattered which, for he had come to this place, this state in search of truth. And now it was there before him.

      In the ruins of some foreign temple, a black-haired man with eyes like sunlight fought against Hel. That was Naresh, fighting a battle that ended the World. That began this World, the World covered in the mists of Niflheim.

      A battle ending the World. That was his Ragnarok, even if he had never called it that.

      “The battle never ended. It only changed forms.”

      He turned to the dark-skinned woman who spoke. “You are Eostre’s mother, Chandi.”

      “He never saw our child.” Her voice sounded on the edge of breaking, her eyes cloudy, as she reached a hand toward Naresh. And the man grabbed Hel and vanished, up into the sky. Somehow, he knew the man had carried Hel away.

      Chandi spun on Odin. “You never saw her!”

      Odin reeled back, not certain how he had gained his feet. Or how this phantom had even seen him. Did he speak to a ghost now? The foreign woman reached out to grab him. Odin moved to knock her hands aside. She snared his wrist, flipped him over her shoulder and pinned him to the ground in a single fluid move. He hit the ground hard, lying on his back. What the fuck had just happened?

      Chandi ripped open his shirt and thumped a finger into a rune over his chest. “You never saw her!”

      “I …”

      From the mists, Naresh walked toward him. As he drew near, vertigo swallowed Odin, and the whole chamber began to spin. He wanted to retch, though he knew his stomach was empty; regardless, Chandi still held him pinned. More figures drifted out of the shadows, a dozen men. A hundred. A thousand hidden forms advancing as Naresh advanced, converging on him.

      Each one jerked away his shirt to reveal a glyph over his heart. A rune. The same rune as Chandi had touched on Odin’s chest. Each subtly different, and yet, always the same lines, the same arcs. Only the flourishes changed. Names and memories and lifetimes changing. But something deeper, the underlying soul remaining ever intact. Always, always fighting against the encroaching urd, against the inevitable return of utter chaos.

      Souls. Souls of a thousand men. A thousand lifetimes.

      Odin’s lifetimes.

      Souls born into a life. And in death, returned to the Tree of Life. To be born again, time after time. Given the chance to set right the most terrible wrongs in all the Realms. To stand against the encroaching chaos.

      Odin was on his knees, tearing at his hair, his cheeks, his chest. His flesh burned. A thousand lifetimes of memories cascaded through his mind, beating away his senses and his self and binding him to a cycle of destruction stretching back more millennia than even the Vanir had ever imagined.

      He was—had been—Naresh. And Matsya and Herakles and Suiren and so, so many more. And he had defeated Hel. Had won victory for Mankind, defeated chaos, even if the cost was the annihilation of an Era. The end of one Era birthed the dawn of the next.

      “You didn’t even see her,” Chandi wailed, shaking him.

      “I died?” Odin wasn’t certain whether he was asking her or telling her. He had used the power of the sun god to carry Rangda—Hel—so far away she could not reach any other host. And lacking a host, she had been forced back to Niflheim. Simmering in icy rage until … until she began to suspect the mortal soul who dared defy her had been born again. And she had sent Ymir to kill him. Or, if Gudrun was right, to test him. To see if he was her nemesis walking Midgard once more. And he was. So she sent the Niflungar to try to control him. Grimhild had demanded Gudrun seduce him. Gjuki had tried to bind him with sorcery. And when those efforts failed, they had sought to kill him.

      “We all died.” Chandi’s face and voice gave way to Freyja’s. “Everyone dies.”

      Odin slapped a hand to his mouth to try to keep from crying out. Tears welled in his eyes.

      “A long time ago … someone promised me I would see you again. In every lifetime.”

      But Freyja—the real Freyja—didn’t know him now. Didn’t remember the life they had shared. The countless lives they had shared as so many different men and women. Because … because even urd was not so cruel as to expect him to stand against chaos alone. He always had someone by his side, walking through the ages together. A mate, to his own soul.

      Odin wept then, embracing his image of Freyja. Oh. But he had seen his and Chandi’s daughter. He had met Eostre and liked her immediately. And Idunn … was his soul’s granddaughter. Odin laughed through the tears, for once glad he had never lain with the Vanr woman.

      He wiped his eyes, suddenly alone in the chamber. Alone, as he always had been down here, save for a wraith left speechless. He had stared deep into the well and seen naught but his own soul. And within it, his soulmate.

      Now he looked up at the runes. And with the ineffable clarity born of lifetimes united, he understood. Through the tree he understood and saw the sorcery Freyja had wrought to protect Vanaheim. Saw the winding roads that bound the worlds together through the roots. Saw the Art the Vanir had used to banish the First Ones who had lost themselves. At long last, he understood everything.

      And he knew what he had to do.
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      Carnage covered the beaches—vast stretches of them, strewn with viscera and stained with blood, littered with hundreds upon hundreds of bodies. Sigyn had seen Frigg while she flew overhead and had wanted to go to her. Her sister held a last desperate defense against the Vanir. A fair number of those warriors seemed as mortal as the Aesir, but not all. Too many moved with the speed of wind and strength of falling waves, crashing over the Aesir as relentlessly as the tide, cutting down Sigyn’s people with each press forward.

      By nightfall, the Aesir would lose the beach and, having nowhere left to retreat, would be crushed, annihilated. The end of her entire race loomed on the horizon. And Sigyn could have landed and joined the doomed defense, maybe helped buy them a moment. But Loki had begged her to get the chain to Odin, and the king was not among those defending the beach. That meant he had gone deeper into one of the two islands. Sigyn prayed this one, but she could not well track him in either case.

      Instead she flew low, sneaking glances between the canopy. Other skirmishes dotted the island, and more and more Vanr war parties continued to converge on the beach or toward the mighty tree. That, she had seen long ago, in a vision carried from Loki’s memories into her own. Yggdrasil, which he had stood before in some forgotten Era and become immortal long before the Vanir. The puzzle pieces of his enigmatic past had begun to fall into place, but she had no time to savor the mystery this day.

      Perhaps Odin was with the other group, by the tree, and Sigyn needed to—

      An arrow shrieked through the sky and pierced her wing. A red flash of agony hit her the moment the shock wore off. Her wing refused to beat, and she plummeted, crashing through tree branches that stripped her feathers, scraped her arms and legs. One branch snagged her cloak and tore it from her. It caught her, jerking her to a sudden stop by her neck.

      Couldn’t breathe.

      That lasted enough time for a single thought—thank Freyja her neck hadn’t broken—and then the clasp broke. Sigyn pitched down, hit her ankle on a lower branch. She heard the joint snap an instant before she felt the blinding agony of it. Her vision blurred as she fell. Her spine slammed against a lower branch, then she toppled off that one, too.

      Leaves and branches scraped her face and arms raw, but she almost didn’t feel those after the other wounds. And then she hit the roots below. And all thought fled.
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      Sigyn woke to torment. Her ankle was broken. Every movement sent fresh ripples of pain through her. Several broken ribs, for certain. And she was damned lucky if her spine wasn’t broken. Most breaks would heal in a few days, thanks to the apple. A broken spine? Who knew.

      She tried to sit and only managed to groan in pain.

      The chain beneath her was digging into her back. The chain she was supposed to get to Odin.

      Well, fuck.

      She grasped the pneuma, using it to block the pain. Which was like the difference between drowning in a lake and drowning in the ocean. Everything hurt … especially …

      She retched as she saw what remained of the arrow shaft sticking from her left upper arm. It must have broken in her fall, but a section as long as her arm remained there, crusted with her blood.

      “Damned archer.”

      She grabbed the shaft and pulled. And screamed, immediately giving that over.

      Would it have done the slightest bit of good, she’d have wept. How was she to do aught for Odin when she was more than half dead herself?

      He would have to make do without the chain for now. She could do naught else until she managed to get the arrow out. She was still losing blood … It was hard to think. A normal person … one had to cauterize the wound. But the apple might let her heal without that.

      So.

      The shaft had to go.

      She gritted her teeth. And she yanked.

      A scream tore from her throat at the same time the shaft ripped free. Sigyn let it fall, even as she too, collapsed back to the ground.

      For a long time she lay there.

      And then she forced herself to rise, limping and pathetic though she was. Odin, Loki, Tyr—they had all forced themselves to fight through injury and torment to do what needed to be done. She could do no less.

      Mundilfari had said Loki was lucky to have found her. Well, Sigyn would earn that.
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      Of its own accord, the vine around his neck loosed, dropping him. Odin slipped free, colliding with the lip of the well and rolling onto the dirt floor, moaning. His crushed windpipe hardly let any air in, despite his gasping. A long time he lay, trying to suck down a full lung of air and failing.

      He rolled over and looked up to see the Norns there, staring at him. He knew them now, knew their names—Urd, for whom the well was named, as well as Verdandi and Skuld. He ought to know more, but those memories were now clouded through the haze. Some things, though clear below, were now hidden from him, locked away, or rather, buried beneath the thousands of years of memories. The further back he tried to look, the more confusing his insights became. His life as Naresh, that was easier to focus on. It tied him here.

      He wanted to rage at the Norns for all they had clearly known and not said. But then, they would have known his arguments and fury as well, and it would have amounted to less than naught. They were like forces of nature, answering only the questions it pleased them to. And he had naught else to gain here, at least for now. Oh, but the Vanir had been right to guard this place. Most men could not handle the knowledge of the terrible chaos consuming the base of the World, nor of their own storied pasts. Odin was now forced to carry the burden of the sins and mistakes of so many lifetimes that the weight of it felt apt to break him beneath it.

      But with that weight, he also carried the memories of a thousand loves. Or one great love. The Norns had claimed all mysteries were one great mystery.

      And all love was one love.

      One day, perhaps, he would ask Loki the truth about the Norns. Did they watch the past and future, or did they actively manipulate it? If so, even Hel seemed like a pawn in their game. Odin favored them with a final scowl. More like than not, they knew what he thought, or suspected.

      His knees trembled and gave out as he tried to rise, and he pitched forward, catching himself on his palms. His body had grown weak from his ordeal. But the Aesir and Vanir were dying, slaughtering each other so that their corpses could feed Nidhogg and their souls be a feast to Hel. He had to end this. The Vanir were not evil people, indeed he liked them. But they were wrong. They had failed Midgard and had continued to fail it for countless years. Any hope that would have ended with Njord was lost now. No, Odin was left with only the final option. To remove the Vanir entirely.

      As if his urd had ever truly granted him options.

      He crawled toward the stairs, gathering his strength, before finally drawing on his power to give himself the endurance to stand. He ascended one aching, painful step at a time, pausing every third stair to catch his breath.

      He had not reached the top when Tyr appeared, placed Odin’s arm around his shoulders, and led him above. “My lord. I thought you …”

      “Nine days,” Odin said. Or rather, rasped, his voice sounding ancient and hollow even in his own ears.

      “Yes. Nine days and nine nights. How did you …?”

      “Ask no questions … to which you do not wish the answers. Mead.”

      Tyr deposited Odin on the floor and rushed to comply, coming back a moment later with a skin of it. He held it to Odin’s lips and let him drink. Odin reclined against the wall, sucking down the welcome brew, though it scorched his throat.

      Before he had finished, Idunn appeared, her face pale, eyes wide with concern. Idunn. Odin’s—or Naresh’s—granddaughter. His granddaughter, well over a hundred times his age. Or perhaps, not anymore. Not with Odin now holding memories from even before the coming of the mists. In a sense, he was older than even the First Ones like Lytir.

      Odin embraced Idunn, to her obvious shock. After a moment, she returned his gesture.

      “Where is the priest?”

      “I had to restrain him,” Tyr said. “He tried to interfere with your bo—with you.”

      Little surprise there. “Tyr.” Odin swallowed again. “The war does not go well.”

      “No, lord. We cannot hold against the Vanir, and every night the wolf takes more of our number. We have no means to defeat such a monster.”

      “We will deal with him in time. First, I want you to take Idunn and find Freyja. Take them both … and leave Vanaheim.”

      “My lord?”

      “Tyr, I ask you to trust me now. I love Freyja and I cherish Idunn, as I think, do you. So heed me and take them far from this war with all swiftness.” He meant to ask the time, but somehow he knew. “It is nigh to noon, yes? Find Freyja and be gone from these shores before the next dawn.”

      “What?” Idunn demanded. “Who do you think you are?”

      Odin chuckled, his voice still sounding dry and decrepit. “I am rather a lot of people. It’s a long story. You would have made me King of the Aesir and the Vanir both—yes, Idunn? Well then, as your king I command you return to Andalus. Find Loki and shelter with him until the war is over. And Idunn … I’m proud of you.”

      She cocked her head like it was the oddest thing she had ever heard.

      Tyr locked his eyes with Odin’s, searching for something. He must have found it, for finally the thegn nodded. “I hope you know what you’re doing, lord.”

      So did Odin. His only answer was to return that nod.
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      Idunn pointed to the overgrown valley. The foliage was so dense, Tyr could make out very little of what might lie within. The day’s final sunlight fell over it in gentle rays, making the place seem enchanted. Far removed from the bloody woods now covering so much of this island. Vanaheim had become a Realm host to as many dead as living. And the war only seemed to grow worse.

      Odin’s plan, much like his last, seemed daft or delusional. To send away Tyr in such desperate times bespoke madness. And yet, he had commanded Tyr without the slightest hesitation. Had claimed to love the Vanr woman, Freyja. But Freyja was famed as the goddess of love and sex. How could Odin know she had not bewitched him, as Gudrun had once done?

      “You’re certain she’s there?”

      Idunn shook her head. “I have a few friends left among the Vanir. They claim she retreated here. That she hasn’t joined the fighting. And I do know she likes this place. We came here often enough, in years past.”

      “You were close.”

      “Once, she was my closest friend in the World. Now, I have a doubt she would ever forgive all I’ve done.”

      Tyr had no good answer for that. An Ás woman who had so betrayed her people would have been hung as a sacrifice—probably to Frey, for that matter. “What does Odin plan now?”

      Again, she shook her head. “I wish I knew. He saw something beyond this world, and now he acts like a man caught in a maelstrom of urd. On second thought, maybe I do not wish to know his mind. I may have started this, but Odin has taken over the game and seems to be playing against Hel herself, as best I can tell.”

      Tyr rubbed his beard. Such talk was beyond his imagining. “Come with me to the valley.”

      “She may not welcome me, Tyr.”

      “And she doesn’t even know me. If we are to do as Odin asked, we have to convince her to accompany us.” Out of Vanaheim. Perhaps the king did not want the two women to witness whatever dark urd he planned for the rest of the Vanir. A softness, but one Tyr did not begrudge him. Maybe Idunn would never be his, but he still wished no more suffering on her. She had had more than her fair share, even though her own actions had led to her current situation.

      Idunn clucked her tongue and started into the valley, a step ahead of Tyr. The incline steepened so much he had to steady himself with a hand to keep from pitching forward. The vale might have little strategic value, but it would be hard to attack. Still, he imagined Freyja chose it more for the strange blue flowers that seemed to have sprung up everywhere he turned. Some had petals a full foot across, and hundreds of them ran around trees or rose from moss-covered stumps. In another time, he might have asked Idunn. But the Vanr was intent, eyes locked ahead of herself.

      She led the way to a freestanding pavilion, its dome-like roof covered in thick moss. Simple columns supported it, and outside those columns ran a rail lined with bowls of glowing water. A blonde woman sat on the rail. Watched them approach, one finger swirling around in the water. She wore a simple white skirt and a much more elaborate embroidered white shirt, left open and barely concealing her breasts. Odin’s attraction to her was understandable. But a fire lit her eyes, one blazing enough to have cowed an army of draugar.

      Before he could draw nigh, a pair of cave lions emerged from the woods, growling. Hackles up. Damn, but he needed Gramr. He had to content himself with a normal blade.

      “First you bring one man to my hall, and now another, to this private place.”

      Idunn sighed. “I wish there had been another way.”

      Freyja looked to Tyr. “If you’ve come to kill me I won’t make it easy. I’m not a warrior, but you will not like the price you’ll pay for my death.”

      One of the lions snarled.

      “I’m not here to kill you. Odin bade me get you to safety.”

      She snorted. “Safety? I’m only in danger because of Odin’s warriors. You brought the danger with you. Do not think I didn’t see you cut down my people.”

      “And the man with the flaming sword? He is your brother, is he not, my lady?”

      Freyja stepped, or rather glided, off the rail. Tyr had often thought Idunn possessed an Otherworldly grace. This woman had it too. Had grown so accustomed to wielding her sexuality as a weapon, she didn’t seem to know she was doing it. “I will not debate this with you.” Maybe she did know.

      Idunn stepped forward. “But you didn’t join Frey, either.”

      “Should I have picked up a sword and waded into battle?”

      Tyr kept his eyes on the lions. They circled, as Freyja moved closer. Forced him to turn about, round and round.

      “You could be there, tending the wounded, granting them courage. Instead you hide yourself here, perhaps scrying on the battles, but taking no part. Why, Freyja? Do you already know what has to happen?”

      Freyja sauntered closer now, her eyes seeming to gleam. Caught his gaze. He could not look away. So much light, so much power. Those eyes held all the depths of World, the promise of life. The certainty of urd of which Odin spoke. And she drew so close, her fingers slowly spreading the folds of her blouse, exposing her breasts. “Tell me …” Her voice was somehow inside his head, echoing, ringing. Like a song. “If I asked you to bind Idunn here, would you do it?”

      Of course he would. The goddess need not even ask. “You need only will it, and I shall serve.”

      “Tyr?” Idunn asked. “Oh, don’t do this, Freyja.”

      She opposed the goddess, like a profane blasphemer. Tyr grabbed both Idunn’s arms and jerked them to her sides. She shrieked, but he paid no mind as he carried her toward a tree. He would bind her here for all time if the goddess so desired.

      “Freyja!” Idunn shouted.

      “You are not fit to speak her name.” Tyr shoved her against the tree. “Do not move.”

      Idunn placed both palms against the tree in submission. A good prisoner. She knew there was no escape from the goddess. A pair of vines from the tree suddenly launched themselves at Tyr, wrapping both his wrists. They yanked him aloft, holding him a foot off the ground and prying his arms apart.

      Freyja scoffed. “You think that ash wife you bound a match for the liosalf inside me?”

      “I don’t want to fight you at all. Please stop this,” Idunn said. “Release him.”

      “Oh, you care about him, do you? Like you made me care for Odin?”

      “I didn’t make you do anything!” Idunn strode threateningly toward Tyr’s mistress.

      He drew his power, surging strength to his limbs, and grabbed one vine with each hand. Then he yanked. The branches creaked, the vines stretched. Both women looked to him.

      “Please,” Idunn said. “Odin sent us here because he truly cares for you. Because he said he loves you, Freyja. You may hate him, but part of you loves him too, I think. So let his man go and come with us.”

      Panting with effort, Tyr yanked his arms again, this time splitting one vine. He pitched back to the ground and jerked his hand the rest of the way free. Then, both hands on the remaining vine, heaved.

      “Oh, be free!” Freyja said.

      A wave of vertigo took him, set his knees wobbling, and forced him to fall on his hands. A lion paced a mere foot in front of his face. Forced his breath to catch.

      The women were talking still, but it sounded of nonsense. What the fuck was that? Idunn. A moment ago he’d been ready to throttle her. He rose, swaying a little, but rounding on Freyja.

      She held up a warning finger. Hel. Now Tyr truly knew how it felt to be enchanted by a sorceress’s whim. He pitied Odin all the more.

      “Take me to Odin,” Freyja demanded.

      Tyr cleared his throat. His head felt fuzzier than had he downed a barrel of mead. Hel take all witchcraft.

      “Come to the beaches. Odin will come for you.”

      Freyja looked to Idunn before stepping painfully close to Tyr. She ran a soft finger along his neck, just under his beard. “Try my patience, and I may entice you to turn that deadly sword arm on your own men.” She patted the side of neck. “But by all means, lead the way.”

      Tyr found it hard to swallow.
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      Somewhere, in the darkest recesses of her own mind, Gudrun had wept. And then, finding herself spent and useless, she allowed herself to look out. Sometimes, victims of possession retreated deep into their minds and stayed there, hiding from the horrors that a spirit might do with their bodies. The temptation to stay in the darkness and ignore what she had become existed, yes, but it would avail her naught.

      And so she ventured outward, wandering the labyrinth of her failing mind and tattered soul. Forced to such introspections, her mind’s eye cast her soul as a visible substance, one frayed at all the edges, missing pieces where vaettir had taken their payments from her. In such a void, she found Snegurka, dormant and melancholy.

      Every sorceress had voices in her head, whispers of the spirits she had bound or bargained with. The voices perpetuated a descent into madness that only the strongest will could hope to forestall.

      “She has taken your body,” Snegurka said. The snow maiden, all clad in white, drifted in and out of mist in some untouched and explored valley. “Madness seems inevitable. Best to give in now.”

      The mist and the valley were projections, of course, no more real than aught else Gudrun might see in this nonexistent place. Were they projections of her own mind, created as a means of understanding Snegurka? Or were they created by the snow maiden herself as a kind of self-image, just as a mortal projecting into the Astral Realm created? It did not really matter, of course—such questions were not only academic, but immaterial in the truest sense of the word.

      “You see?” Snegurka said. “Already your mind wanders in circles, and the madness creeps in at the edges.”

      “I am not yet mad.”

      “Immaterial.” Was she taunting Gudrun with that?

      Irpa would be here, too.

      “No.”

      “We are all here.”

      “Four of us.”

      No one is here.

      Gudrun grimaced. It was becoming hard to tell her own thoughts from those of the snow maiden or the wraith. But the wraith was here. Here was not a place. So they all had to be here. Here and there.

      Somewhere.

      In darkness.

      Darkness …

      And mist.

      They were not alone, after all. There were three of them.

      Three.

      Three voices.

      But if they were not alone here, surely then Skadi was here as well. And she was, drifting amidst the mist, her skin tinged blue, lips the color of cobalt, hair white as snow. In life, Skadi had been a daughter of a jotunn king and a disciple of Hel.

      The snow maiden flickered and vanished, appearing so close that her frosty breath coated Gudrun’s face with rime. Gudrun blinked once, willing it away. After all, it was not real. The real Skadi was in possession of Gudrun’s real body.

      “Impressive,” Skadi said, her voice sibilant as a distant breeze, “for a human.”

      Human?

      “I am a Niflung.”

      “You are a broken icicle, dangling over a cliff … awaiting but a loud sound to send you … falling into the night.”

      Broken.

      Broken.

      Lost.

      And so alone.

      Gudrun pressed a hand to her forehead, trying to still their voices for long enough to think. “I have lost so much … but I am not yet broken.”

      “You will be …”

      All is broken …

      All is for naught.

      Gudrun grimaced and snatched Skadi’s wrist. The maiden’s flesh was the coldest thing Gudrun had ever felt. It took all of her will to keep from releasing her grip and crying out in the bitter pain of that touch. “As a fellow servant of Hel … I ask you”—she swallowed and gritted her teeth—“one boon.”

      “I owe you naught at all, mortal.”

      Be that as it might, Gudrun had naught to lose by trying. “I ask you … let me join in your vengeance. Take revenge against your former husband, his kin … everyone who …” Finally, gasping, she had to let go of Skadi’s wrist and clasp her frostbitten hand to her chest.

      “My husband … is dead. Slain by your own lover.”

      Gudrun’s mouth dropped open. Odin had slain Njord? Sometimes it seemed like naught on Midgard or beyond could stop the accursed Ás king.

      Cast into darkness …

      Hel, Irpa. Facing such an ancient power now in control of them, could the wraith not for once support Gudrun freely? She needed aid from Irpa and Snegurka both for this to work.

      “Odin is not my lover. Not anymore. He is a foe. I would join you in striking back against whoever most vexes you.”

      Skadi’s mouth twitched, her eyes seeming to go even paler blue than before. “I was separated from … him … as summer divides winter … and yet …”

      “Yet you did not wish him slain. Odin and the Aesir are foes of the goddess we serve. None of us can match you, my lady, but the four of us together, we can become a queen of winter the World has not known since before the Midgard Wall. Give me the chance to know what Grimhild knew, and I will do better with that knowledge than she.”

      Skadi fell silent, turning her gaze upon Irpa, then Snegurka.

      On impulse, Gudrun slumped to her knees, then beckoned the other spirits to do the same. Snegurka did so, though Irpa hesitated. Gudrun and Snegurka glared at her until at last the prideful wraith knelt before the winter goddess.

      At last, Skadi pressed a single, freezing finger against Gudrun’s forehead.

      Gudrun’s already fractured thoughts were swept away in a maelstrom. At once, she felt sight and memories of four different women. Vertigo swirled the World around her.

      It took a moment to realize those were her real knees, and she rested now on a real floor, in the same ruin Grimhild had summoned her. Skadi—she was Skadi now, in a way—rose. Gudrun’s body was young and lithe, and Skadi could keep it that way for centuries. It was changing, though. She fondled a loose strand of hair. Already, it had transformed from golden blonde to ash blonde. One day, it would be white as Skadi’s own hair.

      She had already cast aside Gudrun’s worn traveling clothes. Such tattered rags did not befit the figure of a goddess. Truly, it was better to go unclad and reveal her glory than hide it beneath such terrible cloth. Soon, she would need garments worthy of the queen of winter.

      For now, she pulled the grimoire from Gudrun’s satchel. She—they—had taken it from the unworthy Queen Grimhild, who, despite the arcana revealed to her by Lady Hel, had failed to secure Midgard for the lady’s return. Queen Skadi would do better.

      She opened the tome, flipping to pages she had previously not comprehended.

      Now she understood.

      For she had written them in a distant age, back when she was the chosen of Hel. Grimhild had occupied that position of honor for too long now.

      What had once been Skadi’s, would now be again.

      Njord was dead.

      And at long last, true winter would settle upon Midgard once again.

      The cold would reign eternal.
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      Well past midnight, Ás scouts met them in the woods perhaps five hundred feet from the beach. Zisa led them, to Tyr’s chagrin. Woman held the arrow aimed at them longer than necessary.

      “Who is she?” his ex-wife asked when finally lowering her bow.

      The woman Odin loved, apparently. Tyr didn’t even want to think about Frigg’s reaction when that got back to her. No, nor the look of utter betrayal he could imagine all too well.

      “Lady Freyja,” Idunn answered for him.

      Zisa rounded on her. “I did not ask you, witch.”

      Tyr opened his mouth to protest, but Idunn gave him no chance.

      “No. Had you asked my opinion on anything, I’d have called you a fool girl to leave Tyr for Bedvig. You chased ambition with your trench instead of your brain. Small wonder the man you found ended up being a trench himself.”

      Tyr flinched. It did not do to so besmirch the dead. Even if Bedvig was a fucking trench. Zisa started to raise the bow again, while her scouts seemed torn between stifling guffaws and sharing her outrage at having their former jarl insulted.

      Freyja folded her arms. “You wonder why my father left your uncouth tribes out in the cold? Where is Odin?”

      “A good question.” The harsh, throaty voice sounded from somewhere in the woods. A voice Tyr knew and was not apt to forget soon.

      Fenrir.

      “I keep killing his people. Still he does not show his face. Craven?”

      Tyr jerked his sword free of its sheath and turned slowly, looking for sign of the werewolf. The Aesir had begun cursing, quickly forming a circle.

      At once, Zisa was by his side, eyes locked on the woods. “He breached the walls, killed twenty people tonight. We had no choice but to give chase.”

      Hel’s frozen tits. She had willingly pursued the varulf lord into the woods at night? At least she was not fool enough to have brought her sons on this mission.

      He grabbed Idunn and yanked her toward the circle’s center. “Get behind me. Both of you.” He addressed the latter to Freyja, who stood looking at the forest with her head cocked.

      Something in the woods yelped. Brief cry of an animal in pain. Followed by a dry chuckle. And still Tyr couldn’t tell where that damned voice came from.

      “V-Vanadis?” Freyja called. “Hörn?”

      The chuckle grew worse. “You think you can protect the women? I will lay all three of them out and fuck them to bloody pulps. And I will leave just enough life in your body for you to watch.” There, in the shadows of the trees. The voice came from there, though he was moving. “Or you can give me my prey and end this.”

      Tyr stepped forward, sword out before him. “You are brave in darkness. Come forward and face me, wolf.”

      The glimmer of eyes flickered in the darkness, then he stalked forward, moving every bit like a predator. He was naked, his flesh taut, rippling muscles. Dark hair covered much of him. Behind him he dragged the corpse of a cave lion by its mauled throat.

      “Vanadis!” Freyja tried to rush forward, but Tyr caught her wrist.

      “Do you know,” Fenrir said, “every shifter traces their bloodline back to a single progenitor? All the varulfur you trust to guard you in the night … are my children. Do you see them by your side now?”

      Tyr turned to one of Zisa’s men. “Run for the others. Bring Vili and any reinforcements you can.”

      The man did so, dashing through the woods.

      Fenrir chuckled, dropped the lion corpse. Held his head back and howled. Sound ought to have issued from no human throat. Dozens of howls answered from the woods all around. And then, after the briefest of silences, a single gut-wrenching scream from the direction the scout had run.

      “My children are hungry.” Fenrir shrugged, stalking closer.

      “I will send your soul screaming to Hel!” Freyja shouted at him.

      The varulf laughed, shaking his head. Not impressed with Vanr Art.

      Behind him, Tyr felt some of the other Aesir start to fall back. They were terrified. The same weakness that had crippled the Vanir now held back the Aesir. Perhaps they did not fear death, but they feared this primal, feral wolf.

      Tyr could not afford to let that fear take hold of them. He strode forward to meet the nightmare.

      Fenrir grinned. “Small consolation—once Odin is dead, I will be free. And what I do to that Niflung witch will be worse than anything I do to your people.”

      “You will do naught save rot in this forest.”

      Tyr drove forward, a single sweep of his blade that might have hewn the beast’s head from his neck. Fenrir bent backward under the blade and caught Tyr’s shirt in his hand. He continued his momentum, flinging Tyr through the air. Tyr slammed into a tree with so much force the trunk cracked. So dazed, Tyr almost didn’t feel the ground hit him an instant later.

      Fuck, but that hurt. He tried to grab the apple’s power, drown the pain. Head was too foggy. Everything seemed so distant. Something grabbed him, and a sudden, severe warmth coursed through him, pounding like his own pulse. It rippled through his muscles and seared together cracked bones. He rolled over to see Freyja, dripping sweat, fall back on her arse. The Vanr was panting, her eyes locked behind Tyr.

      He stumbled to his feet. How long had he been dazed? A few heartbeats?

      At least five men were dead, their bodies splayed around the wood. Idunn leaned against a tree. Vines had shot out from it, binding Fenrir—who was now half man, half wolf. The varulf grasped a vine with a clawed hand and yanked it free. Those claws slashed right through the next vine.

      Another shot from the tree and wrapped around his throat. It pulled him off the ground. Immediately, he reached around and shredded that one too.

      “Hold him!” Zisa shrieked.

      Idunn fell to her knees, trembling, and sent another vine shooting out at Fenrir. It wrapped around his ankle and slowed him. Zisa had planted three arrows in his chest, but none seemed to even slow the wolf.

      Hel take Fenrir. Tyr rushed forward and slammed into the varulf’s back. The werewolf pitched forward a foot, and vines yanked the werewolf up again. As his head flew back, Zisa loosed. Her arrow caught the beast in one eye. Fenrir howled, straining against the vines.

      Tyr dove for his sword. He caught it in a roll and surged upward, driving the blade through Fenrir’s heart. The varulf convulsed, still straining despite the arrow embedded in his skull and the sword run halfway through him.

      “Oh, for Hel’s sake,” Tyr said. “Just fucking die!”

      He turned. Three Ás spearmen remained. He waved them closer. After glancing at one another, they edged forward. Each impaled the werewolf with their spears. He thrashed with each wound, and still yanked at the vine with one hand.

      Without warning, Sigyn came limping from around some trees, dragging a chain behind her. Girl looked like she’d just escaped the gates of Hel. Couldn’t afford to dwell on her now, though.

      Fenrir gasped. Finally fell still. Tyr spat on the corpse as it slowly reverted to human form. Idunn fell forward, barely catching herself on her hands.

      Sigyn grabbed the Vanr’s shoulders before throwing a chain at Tyr’s feet. “Loki thought you’d need that and said it could bind any supernatural creatures.”

      “Thank you. I think we have it—”

      A brutal snarl sounded behind him. Tyr turned. One of the Ás spearmen flexed, muscles bulging and eyes gleaming as only a varulf’s could. He ripped away his shirt.

      What was … The man moved with unnatural speed, closing the distance to Zisa in an instant. Before Tyr could even move, he had his arm wrapped around her neck and drove her to her knees.

      “Do you think the progenitor of all varulfur could die?” The voice was changing with each word, already growing into the throaty growl of Fenrir.

      Not possible. Tyr’s sword faltered. Before his very eyes, the man’s form was changing. Muscle tone, size, even his hair color. Becoming the same as he had been.

      “I am forever,” Fenrir said.

      All at once, his hands became claws and his form became that of a wolf. Even as he changed, he jerked his hands apart, tearing Zisa’s throat out in the process.

      “No!” Tyr screamed.

      Starkad’s mother’s body fell limp, her head hanging on by a few shreds of flesh.

      Lungs wouldn’t work. Couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t do …

      Fenrir cracked his neck and licked a long tongue over his claws. Drinking her blood.

      With a bellow of mindless rage, Tyr surged forward. His sword bit into the werewolf’s flesh, scoring a wound that seemed to be healing even as he inflicted another. And another. Fenrir snapped at him with those bloody jaws, driving Tyr back. Claws tore through his thigh and sent him stumbling down.

      “Tyr!” Idunn shouted.

      Another spearman lunged at Fenrir. The werewolf caught the haft and flipped the man end over end to slam him down on the ground. Seeing his broken companion, the final Ás spearman faltered. Looked to Tyr. Like he could do something. Even if Tyr killed him again, Fenrir would just take another host. And another.

      “The chain, damn you!” This time it was Freyja shouting.

      Tyr’s hand brushed the thin chain Sigyn had brought. It couldn’t bind aught. It seemed too small for such a feat. But Loki was given to trickery. He grasped the chain in his left hand, rising, sword held out in front in the other.

      “If you cannot die … I will see you suffer until the end of time.”

      The varulf snarled at him, then leapt forward like an arrow launched from a bow. Tyr whipped his sword in an arc, spinning as he did so. The blade sliced through the edge of the beast’s nose, smearing Tyr with blood. He twisted around behind the werewolf, taking a claw to the back in the process. And he flung the chain around, dropping his sword and catching it.

      With all his strength drawn, he pulled on that chain. The varulf caught it in one clawed hand, stopping it from closing around his neck. The creature lunged then, his jaws closing on Tyr’s right arm. Those fangs tore through armor and flesh and bone with the most agonizing pain Tyr had ever imagined. A single jerk of the werewolf’s head ripped Tyr’s hand off at the wrist.

      Torment.

      Mountains of it, far beyond what the apple could suppress.

      And somehow, everything slowed. Naught else mattered save his prey. Save this monster from outside of time. This fiend who had torn Zisa to pieces and killed Hel alone knew how many others. Time slowed. One end of the chain flapped free, his severed hand still clutched around it.

      And then Sigyn was there, clasping the other end of the chain. Sigyn pulled it tight, far stronger than he’d have thought she could.

      The chain closed around Fenrir’s neck. All strength seemed to drain from the wolf. Sigyn handed Tyr the chain, and he clasped both ends in his remaining hand. Tyr roared, yanking the chain tight enough he could flip the varulf over his shoulder and slam him into the ground.

      Fenrir had already returned to human form as he hit. Tyr drove a knee into his back, then wound the chain twice more around the creature’s neck. More than anything, he wanted to strangle this monster. To watch the life drain out of it. But then Fenrir would win. Again. And Tyr had promised him suffering until the end of time.

      Tyr yanked him up by the neck and flung him against a tree. Idunn grabbed the ends of the chain and wound it round the trunk, binding the wolf. Tyr stumbled to his knees and pitched forward. The whole damned World was spinning. He glanced at his sword hand. Gone. And losing a lot of blood. It seemed he would join his ancestors. Maybe see Zisa again in Valhalla. Tell her he had done all he could to avenge her.

      She was there, stroking his face. He wasn’t certain he wanted her touch, but she was there.

      “Shh, don’t talk.”

      Idunn?

      A fresh warmth slammed into Tyr, life and energy and searing, blinding pain. He shut his eyes against it.
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      “Where are you going?” Idunn’s voice.

      Tyr wanted to open his eyes but couldn’t. Sleep beckoned.

      “To find Odin. Maybe we can still have peace. They … the Niflungar sent that to our shores. Maybe he was right all along.”

      “You’re too weak.”

      Tyr tried to tell them to go to the boats. No one seemed to hear him.

      “I’ll live. Tend to him. I don’t know that I’ve ever seen such courage.”

      “Freyja? Thank you for saving his life.”

      “There are too many dead already.”

      No. Go to the boats. Go to Andalus. Odin commanded it.

      Odin commanded …

      Someone stroked his cheek. “Shh. Rest now. You did your part.”
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      The last rune carved on the floor, Odin rose, turning to take in the chamber inside Yggdrasil. Sounds of war and death and pain rang just outside, but he had long since managed to block out all distractions. Hundreds of runes marred the once pristine shrine delving into the World Tree. In his work, he had uncovered those glyphs Freyja and Njord had so deftly hidden. He had known where to find them, of course. Blending them into his own spell was natural, for all he intended was what they had done, magnified, expanded beyond horizons they ever dreamed possible.

      Odin had walked the forbidden halls between life and death. Possibility was something he could not help but view differently now. Given the infinite complexity of the World, one found infinite possibility—compressed into a singular inevitability. Urd. Loki had been right all along. He always seemed to be.

      And maybe even the man’s death at Odin’s hands would prove urd.

      A choice of damnations …

      No. Odin had no choice at all.

      Lytir, bound in chains of orichalcum in the corner, had long since given over raging at Odin for his blasphemies. The priest had no doubt screamed himself hoarse. From the way his eyes flitted about, looking at things beyond the present chamber, Odin had suspected the priest had at least some idea what he intended.

      “For what it is worth, I am sorry,” Odin said.

      Lytir chuckled, then sputtered in coughing. “One does not … apologize for violating the most sacred tenets of belief. Nor for murder.”

      Odin spread his hands. “As you wish. I offer no further apologies, priest. You and your kind brought this upon yourselves. Your arrogance and your cowardice have forced the need to take drastic actions. For nigh unto five thousand years you lived in the light and warmth of the World Tree, while the rest of us dwindled in the cold darkness beyond these shores. Because you refused to fight the war in ages past, now a more terrible war is coming. A battle between chaos and the last vestiges of order on Midgard. A war that may spell the end of the World. I asked your people to fight beside me in Ragnarok, this end war, but they refused. This leaves me but one choice. And it is not murder—it is sacrifice.”

      “You plan to sacrifice me to work a killing curse upon the rest of the Vanir.”

      Odin paused. Perhaps that would have been the kinder path, the more just path, returning the souls of the Vanir to the tree they so loved, and thus allowing that they might be born again into future generations. But he could not bring himself to slaughter an entire people. That left only one other solution, the same answer the Vanir themselves had chosen when faced with those they could not control nor bring themselves to kill.

      “No, priest. Some will die, for I need the energy of your lives to breach the Veil. You among them, First One. And, as Freyja has done, I will have to draw energy from Yggdrasil. That, I regret. I hope, in your next life, you find peace. I strive to give you a world where that might be possible. In vain, perhaps, but I will not surrender to the forces of chaos.”

      “Breach the Veil … By the Tree. Odin, you cannot mean …”

      Odin shook his head and hefted the priest with one hand, slinging the man over his shoulder. Like that he trod out to the bridge, where the Aesir yet battled the Vanir, even in the predawn darkness. Arrows rained down on warriors on the far side, but Vili had arrived and was holding the line with ferocity.

      At the shrine’s threshold, eight more Vanr prisoners lay bound in chains. The Aesir had not had orichalcum enough for so many prisoners, but these men had eaten no apples. Indeed, this was no doubt the closest they had ever been to Yggdrasil. Now, they sat in front of it, some trembling in fear, others staring at him in defiance. As leaves fell and lives ended.

      It was almost time. He had to do this at sunrise. Carving the final glyphs would take too long. Odin sighed, then drew a dagger and slit his palm. In blood, he began to paint the glyphs on the bridge, and on the foreheads of each of his sacrifices.

      “I do this so the rest of your people can survive,” he said to one who resisted. Still the man squirmed under Odin’s grasp. Damn. Odin backhanded him into unconsciousness. His words were small comfort, he knew. But he had naught else to offer. His course was set.

      As he worked, he began to incant, evoking the names of vaettir, hundreds of them. His voice rose, beginning to echo through the chasm. He looked to the sky. Any moment now, dawn would break through the clouds. And then … then he would have a few instants only to complete the spell. Static built in the air, set his hair and beard frizzing.

      “Lord of sunlight, master of radiance, I invoke thee. Surya, I call upon you now with all your servants to split the skies.”

      Audr recoiled within him at the invocation of the sun god’s old name.

      The canopy above trembled, followed by a quake that set the whole bridge shaking. Odin continued chanting, speaking in the forgotten language—if language it even was—of creation. The sounds, vibrations of order holding reality together, resonated, echoing.

      Runes began to sizzle, and the air rippled then popped, like bubbles rising from a bog. Odin grabbed one sacrifice by the hair and slit his throat, never letting his chant falter. The runes on his skin burned. He had neither the strength nor the will to look into the Astral Realm, to see the innumerable entities he had called here. If he lost control now, if he gave in to fear, he might create a breach nigh to as terrible as the one Hel had ripped open five thousand years ago.

      He killed another sacrifice, and another. With each life that expired, the heat and pressure in the air built and the quakes intensified. At the far end of the bridge, the fighting had faltered as warriors on both sides fled the bridge and fell to their knees at the sight of the shimmering nightmare before them. Another sacrifice fell at his feet.

      “Stop!” someone screamed from behind him. “Cease this!”

      Odin turned. Frey had appeared there, behind the lines. The bare-chested warrior held his mighty sword Laevateinn, blade crackling with flame. The sunburst tattoo on his back reached his arms, glittering, revealing a power Odin at last understood. For as Naresh, he too had once held that power: the Sun Stride, the ability to appear anywhere, to move at inhuman speeds.

      That sword …

      Audr’s runeblade, before the wraith had lost it. Ironic, that Odin would now have to cut down one wielder of the blade, while himself hosting another.

      “You cannot interrupt me now,” Odin said, then resuming chanting. His rune circle was complex, probably magnitudes more complex than any sorcery the Vanir had attempted in their tenure here. Or at least, any Vanir save the First Ones, the very ones banished for their own hubris. Perhaps they had tried such things as he now tried on their descendants. Another irony not lost on him.

      Frey roared at him and vanished.

      Odin spun while falling to one knee and jerking his fist backward. It connected with Frey’s abdomen as the man appeared behind him, swinging that blade. The Vanr blew out a sudden breath and stumbled backward. Odin shook his head, continuing to chant. Frey was a fool. If he succeeded in killing Odin now, the spirits pushing against the Veil would rupture it. Vanaheim would become a feeding ground for hungry vaettir eager for souls to feast upon and bodies to inhabit.

      In his rage, perhaps the Vanr did not consider it. Perhaps he did not care. The man lunged forward, swinging again and again. Odin twisted out of the way and glanced to where he had left Gungnir lying on the ground, twenty feet away. He rolled under a blow, then twisted as a sudden prescient insight warned him. Frey appeared over him, hacking away at the spot Odin would have occupied. Flames licked his flesh, scorching it. Continuing his movement, Frey spun, swinging at Odin.

      This time, Odin caught Frey’s arm by the shoulder, twisted, and flipped the Vanr, using the man’s own momentum to hurl him at the bridge. Frey hit hard, the sword skittering away. Its flames flickered out. The man groaned.

      Odin ran to the next sacrifice and cut his throat as well.

      “What was that?” Frey asked, pulling himself to his feet.

      Odin glanced at him, then moved in on Lytir. “Silat.” The fighting arts of a distant age. Frey bore the mark of the sun god, but his people had forgotten much.

      The priest watched him with defiant eyes. The last, the final sacrifice. The quakes had grown stronger, spread even to the nearby mountains, where tiny avalanches began crashing into this valley.

      Frey appeared between Odin and Lytir, swinging his fist. Odin blocked it on his arm, caught the man’s wrist, and spun him around. In one movement he broke Frey’s arm and let the screaming Vanr fall.

      Kill him …

      No. Odin would kill only those he must.

      He grabbed Lytir by the hair and lifted him upward. He wanted to ask for forgiveness, but to do so now would have seemed even more arrogant. No. There was no forgiveness. There was only necessity. There was urd, and through it, choices were revealed as illusions. The only real choice became whether to resist the coming darkness or give in to it. Those who refused to take a side were, in truth, aiding the fall of man.

      With a grimace, he cut Lytir’s throat and let the priest fall to the bridge.

      Sunlight burst through the clouds in a single ray, one falling upon the dying Vanr. More rays shot down, a cascade of light shining over every sacrifice. Then more and more rays, until the whole tree seemed to be glowing, radiant, even as it shook. As leaves fell.

      “Frey!”

      Odin spun at Freyja’s voice. She was there, running to her fallen brother.

      No. No!

      “Freyja …” Odin’s mouth fell open and he tried to reach for her. His chant faltered. At the far end of the bridge, a warrior suddenly dropped dead. A leaf fell from Yggdrasil. More leaves fell, and Aesir and Vanir began to fall with them.

      Odin’s spell was drawing energy from Yggdrasil, and because of that, lives across Midgard were being snuffed out. A dozen lives with every passing heartbeat. Gods above and below, what had he done? He had started this because it seemed mercy, because he could not bring himself to kill all these people.

      He stumbled forward, reaching a hand for Freyja.

      She was still running in his direction, tears in her eyes. And terror. She must have guessed what he had done. And it was done. Now, if he did not finish, the breach would widen, feasting on the energy of Yggdrasil. Thousands would die, and Vanaheim would fall. Maybe all of Midgard.

      She wasn’t supposed to be here. Not like this.

      He had not seen this. Tyr was supposed to … Tyr … Thinking of the man suddenly granted him a vision of the warrior, in agony. In desperation, holding the chained werewolf. And Tyr, forever maimed. One more sacrifice.

      “I love you,” he whispered to Freyja.

      She faltered and fell to her knees. She was too far, and could not have heard his words. Maybe she had read his lips. Maybe she had seen it in his eyes. Or maybe her own Sight told her what had to happen now. Given the choice between saving the World and saving the woman he loved … what choice would she have him make? He knew the answer.

      Choking on his voice, he continued chanting. With his bloody palm, he drew one last glyph on the bridge. The mark of Surya himself. “Sun god … I … I invoke you.”

      As one, the Vanir screamed. Those standing fell to their knees. White light poured from their eyes and noses and mouths. Odin’s gaze remained locked on Freyja. Surely she could not see like that, but she did not turn away from him. He looked at her even as the light grew blinding, as radiance reached into the sky.

      A tremendous pop echoed through the valley, and the bridge cracked, pitching Odin forward. Unable to see, he caught himself on a flagstone and held on at an angle. The screaming had stopped, though faint ripples of air pressure continued to pass over him. Aftershocks from a quake between the worlds. He blinked until he could see once again. Spots flickered in front of his eyes.

      He climbed the flagstone back onto level ground. An enormous chunk of the bridge had pitched into the chasm. Freyja had been on that chunk, but Odin doubted she had fallen. Not here.

      A numbness had settled upon his chest and swallowed his heart. With it done, he could step off the edge and fall into the abyss. Leave this torturous life behind. But neither urd, nor his people, were done with him. He had a duty to them now, as ever. They needed their king to be strong. They needed him to be infallible.

      They needed him to be a god.

      Despite exhaustion doing its best to drag him into unconsciousness, he crawled to Gungnir. Using it as a walking stick, he rose to survey what he had done. A crack had spread along Yggdrasil’s trunk. Odin had likely done as much damage this morning as Nidhogg did in a century. Thousands of leaves had fallen.

      But the only bodies here were the Aesir and that of Lytir. Even his other Vanr sacrifices were gone.

      Gone to what Odin dared hope would be a better place for them.
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      Tyr lay against a tree, head in his remaining hand. He had lost his sword hand. What did that leave him? Maimed and immortal. And lacking both the women he had cared for.

      Fenrir snarled and spit in his direction. Not for the first time, Tyr cursed the Hel-spawned wolf. And wished he had the means to kill such a monster. Slowly, he rose, and stalked over to the creature.

      Tyr kicked him in the face. The varulf’s head collided with the trunk where he was bound. The werewolf went still.

      “Damn you.”

      Tyr cracked his neck. What was he to do? He had a promise to keep. He had sworn to send aid to the Vall emperor. Back then, Tyr had imagined going himself and fighting in glorious battle. Maybe his days of glory were done forever. Hard to fight like this. Maybe not so hard to die, though. Maybe one last glory, against the armies of Serkland. A bitter end. Fitting.

      He spun at the sound of footfalls.

      Odin and Frigg both approached. The queen, fortunately, had left her varulfur twins behind. From what Tyr had seen, Fenrir would be able to turn them against their own people on a whim.

      “I know what you’ve lost, my friend.” Odin clapped him on his shoulder. “And I know what you achieved. I asked you to prove your valor once again. And you have done so much more than that.”

      Tyr swallowed, looking up at the sun. The beast had ripped Zisa to pieces before his very eyes. He had awakened to Idunn’s screaming, to see her consumed in light. And now, Gramr, slung over Odin’s shoulder, was wailing for him.

      “I failed. If I had gotten the women away from Vanaheim … would Idunn have …” Hel, but she was crying for him.

      Odin shook his head and backed away, seeming to see Tyr’s pain. “That was not your urd. What had to happen is what did happen.”

      Tyr sighed, glancing at Frigg, who nodded. “So you would take me back as a thegn, despite it all?”

      Odin grunted. “I would make you a jarl. Many tribes have lost their leaders. Whatever crimes you did under the influence of this blade, they were not in truth your doing. And all will know of your valor here, glory unlike any Ás has ever earned before.”

      A jarl? He did not deserve it. He had failed Odin and Zisa and Idunn, all. And his hand drifted for the blade. She needed him.

      Odin raised a hand to forestall him. “The runeblade is no longer for you. You, I will appoint to watch over this beast for now, until his prison can be prepared.”

      “Prison?”

      Odin grunted. His eyes seemed glazed over. “There are rock cells, deep beneath the mountains of Vanaheim, unused in long ages. We will bury the wolf so deep he will not see the sun until … until the dying of this world.” Odin shook himself, his gaze clearing. “And you, Tyr, have but to name a leaderless tribe, and I will make you its jarl.”

      “Skaldun.” The word left his mouth before he even had time to think.

      “Tyr, they … are not fond of you,” Frigg said.

      Indeed, they loathed him. But because of his actions, the tribe had no jarl. And Starkad and his brother Vikar had neither father nor mother. It was one duty Tyr would never shirk and never fail in. No, it was not time for him to die just yet.

      Maybe Odin read that on his face, for he nodded.

      Tyr had lost Idunn. Had lost Zisa. Had lost himself along with his fighting hand. All that remained to him was his son.
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      Head in his hand, Odin sat inside Sessrumnir, resting on a throne Frigg had insisted he claim. The remaining jarls stood about, bickering over who would be the first to receive the apples.

      He had called this Thing because it was expected of him. He, King of the Aesir, had done as he promised. He had taken Vanaheim for the Aesir, had defeated their so-called gods. Once, that had been his greatest aspiration. Once, he had thought from Vanaheim he would save the World, drive out the mists. The Norns had tried to warn him. Knowledge not only had a price, it was a price. Knowledge of the future was a burden weighing upon his shoulders, beating him down and stripping from him the right to choose his own path.

      A flickering in his mind warned him even before the Ás warriors brought Eostre in. None dared lay a hand on her, and she walked, head high and back stiff. Her eyes revealed only the barest hint of the emotion she must surely feel.

      Idunn, too, had failed to escape Vanaheim before the spell had taken effect. Odin wanted to blame Tyr for his failure, but then who could have succeeded under such circumstances? No. It was Odin’s own folly to think he could spare those he loved the consequences of his, and their, own actions. Had they not lingered in Vanaheim, the spell would not have reached them. But that was not urd, after all.

      In truth, he found himself forever separated from Freyja—from Chandi. She was always connected to him, always bound to find him. Always, destined to be taken, oft as not by his own folly. Or by his accursed urd.

      And Eostre now was one of only four remaining Vanir. Enemies certain to hate Odin until the end of time. An enemy who could never even understand that she, in a way, was Odin’s own daughter. For hours he had weighed the consequences of telling her. Even if she believed it, it would not abate her rage at what he had done to her daughter. Indeed, she might hate him all the more for it.

      “I wished to spare her,” he said.

      Eostre glared. “And where have you sent her, in your mercy?”

      Odin folded his arms over his chest. “Alfheim.” The World of Sun would be, he hoped, familiar in some way to the Vanir. It was a land of greenery and spring and light. The same world to which they had once banished their own ancestors, the First Ones. But Odin’s spell had been targeted to anyone born on Vanaheim and, thus, had not affected the few remaining First Ones like Eostre or Lytir. Nor, in fact, Bragi, who had joined the Vanir in later days.

      Eostre shut her eyes as if she had known he would say that.

      “They can find peace there,” he said. “They did not want to fight for Midgard. Now they need not.”

      “Peace?” Eostre strode forward until a thegn of Hoenir’s barred her way. “Peace? Do you think they will have it in the Spirit Realm? Do the vaettir you have encountered strike you as peaceable, as beneficent toward Mankind?”

      “The alternative—” Odin began.

      “Oh, yes. I should be grateful you did not send them to Niflheim or Svartalfheim or some other even more dire world!”

      “The alternative would have been to kill all who opposed me. I did not intend to cast out Idunn, but it is done. I have not the strength nor ability to reach her now.” If he did, he would have gone after Freyja first. But Idunn too, he would have died to rescue, had that ever been a choice before him. Were there, in fact, any choices before him?

      Eostre sneered. “Then what of me? Am I to face your alternative, Lord Odin?”

      Never. No, he could never bring himself to kill his daughter, not even his daughter from another lifetime. Nor, however, was she like to ever see him as an ally. In Vanaheim, Eostre might sow seeds of discontent, forever proving a liability to his rule. And rule he must, for the final war was coming, and now he had to prepare for it. Ragnarok, if it could not be averted, must at least be won.

      After a moment he spread his hands, taking in the whole Thing. “Lady Eostre, I give you a choice. You can remain in custody as my guest.” Possibly until the end of the World. “Or, you can take up the quest your mother once undertook. You can go out into the World and bring hope to Mankind. Spread the word of spring, help them survive Fimbulvinter until I finally find a way to break it.”

      Eostre shut her eyes again, silent a long time.

      Odin resisted the urge to fidget.

      After an interminable pause, his daughter opened her eyes. “And you will offer the same choice to the other remaining First Ones.”

      Odin had not really decided on that. But Eostre had not made it a question. And he owed her a debt he could not repay. Allowing the others of her kind to walk the World with her was the smallest favor he could grant her. After pretending to think on it a moment more, he nodded once. “You will give your word that neither you nor any of the others will act against me or the Aesir.”

      At that, the woman sneered.

      “Your oath, Eostre. That is the price for your freedom.”

      She sighed. “I swear it … King Odin.”

      Odin looked to Hoenir. “Lady Eostre is to be taken to Andalus. The other two First Ones as well.”

      “And Bragi,” Eostre said.

      The god of poetry had never proved a friend to the Aesir, least of all Odin. And yet … neither did Odin fancy keeping him prisoner for centuries.

      Odin sighed, then nodded. “All the remaining Vanir.”

      The jarl watched him expectantly. They all did.

      “The apples will be dealt with once Jarl Hoenir has returned.”

      A few of the others protested, but not loudly. They knew what Odin had done. Some whispered he had turned to the unmanly arts of vӧlvur, yet, none would dare challenge him now. Not after knowing he had thrown down the gods themselves. Odin had become a deity to the Aesir and, soon enough, to all of Midgard. A year ago, that thought had not tasted so bitter.

      Or maybe the problem was, this was Freyja’s place. Her scent lingered in the air, her voice echoing in the halls. Sessrumnir would always be hers.

      Odin rose abruptly and strode from the hall. The jarls followed, of course. He stood on the plateau, looking out over the island and to the other isle beyond. The Vanir had made this the center of their World. But it was their World, their Realm. And if the Aesir were truly to escape their shadows, they must rise above that.

      There is no escape from shadow … only temporary respite …

      Odin ignored Audr. The easier answer would be to choose the other island, one where fewer Vanir had lived. But then, he could not afford to place his center of power farther from Yggdrasil. That was the source of all power, after all.

      Instead, he turned to Njord’s palace. Freyja’s father had ruled from there for a thousand years. It seemed only fitting.

      “Tear down the Vanr halls.” He had to raise his voice to be heard over the crash of the waterfalls. “All save this one.” This one was Freyja’s. He would allow none to come here, but he could not bring himself to destroy it either. “There, on the slopes of the great mountain, we will construct a new city. The city of Asgard. Send word to all the people. Nothing is to remain of the ancient halls save their foundations. We must build new, build afresh.”

      The jarls left to do as Odin had commanded, though shock clearly colored their faces. To raze the houses of their gods was no doubt hard for them. But they needed to forget the Vanir. They needed to make this land their own. And from here, they would reclaim Midgard from the Niflungar and the mists. And maybe, just maybe, they could stop Ragnarok.

      Odin had found no sign of Valhalla in the Astral Realm. Svanhit’s ring remained a weight, a reminder that the valkyrie had planned to take him to yet another war.

      If there was no Valhalla out there, he would build it here. A place of light and hope, for the World to look toward.

      As the end loomed ever nearer.
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      Skadi’s father—or Gudrun’s?—yet reigned over Castle Niflung and thus much of Reidgotaland. Beneficent sentiment born from one of Skadi’s lives meant she could not see herself striking out against the Raven Lord, and thus she found herself considering carving her kingdom out of Hunaland. Her apprentice was bearing the child of one Hunalander king already, was she not?

      Gudrun blinked, trying to adjust her eyes to the nigh total darkness permeating Grimhild’s chamber. The failed queen. Gudrun’s … mother? It had become so hard to differentiate between herself and the memories of the other women, though Skadi controlled her body. The goddess’s mere presence in her flesh had already begun to restore its strength. Gudrun dared to hope time might begin to fix the fractures in her mind as well.

      Grimhild sat up at her entrance, her breath ragged. The casting had taken so much out of her, after all.

      Skadi snickered. “I used your own flesh to conceive a son, and now you’ve managed to get him killed as well. And still, after such weakness, you had the temerity to call upon me.”

      Grimhild lowered her feet to the floor and rose, still trying to seem the elegant queen, still hoping to cast some veil of authority, even in her last moments. “I knew of no other way to save my daughter. I do not expect you to understand human sentiment, spirit, nor the bond between mother and daughter.”

      Is that a jest? Bond? Bond!

      Skadi chuckled and shook her head, running a finger along Grimhild’s jaw. “I do not think your daughter shares your opinion on your connection.”

      “I only ever tried to make her strong.”

      “Hmmm. Then you did well. She was strong enough to claim your—my—grimoire, after all.”

      Grimhild sputtered.

      Oh yes. That look of abject betrayal can only be engendered by the actions of one’s own kin. I must have worn that look oh so many times. To see it here, reflected in this twisted mirror of my own face, grants meaning to the agonies I endured at her hands.

      Skadi laughed again. “I do not know what is more pathetic, Grimhild. That you allowed yourself to believe your daughter cared for you, or, perhaps worse yet, that you convinced yourself your actions toward her were born of aught resembling love. And I have become an expert on love subverted by the insurmountable boundaries of urd.”

      “What do you want?” Grimhild demanded, stepping back.

      Skadi snared the queen’s wrists and jerked her to a stop. She summoned cold from the depths of Niflheim, and it coalesced downward in a cascade, like a waterfall that crackled to the floor, forming twin stalagmites of ice. Grimhild shrieked in pain and obvious horror, though it was naught compared to what would soon befall her. Her icy restraints had bound both her hands. Still, the queen might have escaped in any of several ways, had Skadi not already warded the door to this chamber with symbols from the book, researched lifetimes ago.

      “I … I saved your life, Gudrun.” Grimhild sounded nigh to weeping now.

      So she did.

      Skadi shrugged. “And because of that, we will not kill you.”

      “Then what are you going to do?”

      Now Skadi allowed Gudrun herself to smile. After all, the goddess appreciated revenge long coming. “Exorcise every last spirit you have bound to you, and sear wards into your flesh that will prevent you from binding more. Denied power from the Otherworlds, you will be mortal, subject to the ravages of time you so fear. You will watch the passing of years as that which you value you most—your beauty—withers before your eyes. All you laid claim to and more will become mine.”

      Grimhild’s already sallow flesh turned ashen. “No. No, you cannot … You cannot do this …”

      “But I can, Mother. You have taught me oh so very well.”
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      Volsung’s castle was old—at least by the standards of modern men. Compared to the halls Odin’s men had been destroying in Vanaheim, this place was almost new. Four, five hundred years maybe. Volsung owed his birth, and thus his allegiance, to the sorceress queen Grimhild. Though Odin could not blame the king for upholding his oath, neither could he forgive him for attacking the Aesir. Had Volsung’s army not driven Odin’s people to desperation, maybe Frigg would have allowed Odin longer in Vanaheim, and thus granted him a chance to have ended things without so much blood.

      That, of course, was not urd. Blood had always been the answer. Blood for blood, ages upon ages, until the first wounds were forgotten, but debts never forgiven. It had been Volsung’s urd to follow Grimhild, and now this, too, would be his urd.

      Glamoured as a simple wanderer—not hard, given his already grandfatherly appearance—Odin stared down at the castle. Pelting rain had driven all the locals inside the castle this evening. More fitting, so all could witness this.

      Loki placed a hand on Odin’s shoulder. “Is this truly what you want, brother?”

      “It is justice. And you did not have to come.”

      Loki grunted. “You may wander the World often enough, shunning the company of men. But do not think yourself truly alone.”

      That drew a snort. “You spoke truth back then, when you said prescience was a complex burden. How much of all this did you foresee?”

      “I always speak the truth, as best I am able.”

      Half truths, oft as not. Just as now, when Odin’s foreign brother had avoided the question at hand. Still, Odin knew better than to press the man. Loki would reveal his secrets when and if he pleased, and not a moment before. Like a damned vӧlva. Like the Norns. Like … like Odin himself had become.

      “I see the end of time,” Odin said after a moment. “A battle to annihilate the World.”

      “It’s not the first time.”

      No. The World, the time of Men, had ended before. Certainly with Naresh’s battle with Hel and many times before that as well, though those memories had already begun to blur in Odin’s mind. The sum of so many lives was perhaps too much to hold all at once. Maybe that was why souls forgot their prior lives on rebirth. Or maybe the Tree of Life simply wanted to give them clean slates. But not for Odin, not for his soul. Be it urd or his own twisted need to dive into conflict, to confront chaos—either way, he always found himself at the center of a maelstrom. Nor would he truly have it any other way. To stand on the outside and watch the World die, doing naught to forestall the decline … No. He could not, had never, would never make that choice. And perhaps there never was a choice. Perhaps that was the true meaning of urd.

      Odin shook himself. “You know all that transpired back then, before the mists.”

      “No man knows all that transpires in the World.”

      No, perhaps not. But Loki had been there, Odin was certain, though he could not quite place him. Loki’s soul must have inhabited someone Odin had known back then. Not that it truly mattered. The distant, buried past had lessons for him, but he could not change it. Not any more than he could change what happened to Freyja and Idunn. Or what would happen here. It had played out in his visions as it would now play out in the World.

      And still, all before him was not yet clear. He saw more than other men—saw his past. But the future, that remained a haze of images. Ragnarok was coming, yes, a war to end all wars. But beyond that … the how, the why, and what he ought to do about it …

      “Can the end ever be avoided?” he asked Loki.

      For a long time his friend stared at the castle. “I don’t think that’s the right question.” He didn’t look at Odin when he spoke.

      And that meant what, exactly? That the question was perhaps, should the end be averted? His last battle with Hel had destroyed the World, ended a time of man. But, had he not fought it, the result would have been worse. Maybe that was what Loki meant. Or maybe the enigmatic foreigner didn’t have all the answers either.

      “I need more knowledge. I need to understand the future better, to see whether Ragnarok can be averted or … or at least won. I thought the Well of Urd would answer all my questions. But the answers it granted raised more doubts.”

      Loki shrugged. “That’s how the Sight works, Odin. The Well of Urd showed you the past, and you learned much from it. Maybe, somewhere out there, you can find clarity on the future.”

      A necessity, though one Odin did not relish. “I saw my hands, wrapped around your neck.” And since then, he had wrestled with whether to speak of it, directly. He had come to rely on Loki, to trust him more than his real brothers. And now … what could such a revelation mean?

      Loki looked up at the sky. The stars had probably begun to peek out, but there was no spying them through the snowstorm. The man must stare at naught. Maybe it was the only answer he could give Odin.

      After a long pause, Odin clapped Loki on the shoulder. “I refuse to believe everything I saw is inevitable. We are brothers, you and I, bound together until the World dies. This I know in my gut. I’m going down there now.” A sudden insight told him Loki would not be here when he returned.

      And as the man turned to face him, Odin could see they both knew it. The two of them were both burdened by the Sight, and perhaps destined to always wonder just how much the other man saw of the past and future. By the gods—if true gods there ever were—how Odin missed the days when he could look to vӧlvur or even to Loki for all the answers. Somewhere along the way, he had found knowledge, become the keeper of secrets, and learned enough to know … no one had all the answers.

      He clasped Loki’s arm, then trod down to the castle below. It was a long walk, long enough for him to think. He glamoured Gungnir to appear as a simple walking stick. It would not do for Volsung to identify him, not this day.

      Great double doors barred the keep against the cold. Odin rapped his stick hard against them until a man cracked the door open and peered at him.

      “What do you want, old man?”

      “Shelter from the cold.”

      The steward looked him up and down, probably assessing any danger he might pose. And who would think a lone old man a danger to a keep full of warriors?

      “I come bearing a gift for the lord’s family.”

      “Right. Best come inside then, and be quick about it.” The steward ushered him in, then guided him down the hall, one arm under Odin’s for support. “Everyone is at the feast already.”

      “The feast?”

      “The queen birthed twins this night.”

      “A joyous day.” Of course, Odin had known. It was why he had chosen this day.

      The steward led him into the hall where a crowd clustered around their king who stood beneath a mighty tree, one twisted and gnarled with age, and yet, still bearing some tenacious leaves. The tree had become a symbol of the royal family of this petty kingdom.

      The king held the baby aloft. “Behold, Sigmund and Sieglinde! My firstborn children!”

      Odin quirked a smile. Children born to Volsung, themselves burdened by a dark urd, though Odin could see only bits of it. Enough to know the role he must take in the boy’s future, and an apt way to punish Volsung for his crimes against the Aesir.

      One by one, the king’s thegns and ladies offered gifts in celebration of the birth. When the last gift was given, Odin walked forward, into the torchlight. Slowly, he unwrapped Gramr. Those nearest him gasped as the glittering blade reflected the fires, as light spilled over the runes.

      “I too have a gift, King. A great sword forged by the dvergar and empowered with ancient lore. This gift is only for the most worthy among your clan.” Odin stalked closer, allowing all to see the runeblade as he approached the tree.

      All eyes on him, Odin spun and drove the sword into the tree with the full force of his supernatural strength. It sank over a foot into the bark, quivering in place when he released it. “He who draws this sword from the trunk shall have it as a gift, and never carry a finer blade than this one.”

      With that, he turned and slipped through the crowd. While the men shouted, watching the sword, Odin called upon Audr’s power to step into the Penumbra, vanishing from their sight. The initial shock past, Volsung shouted for men to retrieve “the old man.” It was far too late for that, of course, and none found him.

      Finally, Volsung turned to Gramr. Soon, the Niflungar’s allies would fall prey to the fell urd tied to the sword. But not yet. Volsung tugged on the blade again and again, never managing to budge it. Even had his strength been enough, Odin had ensorcelled the blade, ensuring it would not be freed until the time was right. Now, other thegns took their turns, each trying and failing to retrieve the vile thing.

      No, not yet. Only the king’s firstborn son could draw that blade. And then, Gramr might be made both to serve Odin’s justice on Volsung’s bloodline, and to prepare one step for Ragnarok. One step only, and there had to be so many.

      Odin slipped from the castle, out into the night. Loki, of course, had drifted away, perhaps back to his woman in Vanaheim. But the man had confirmed a truth Odin already knew. The answer, the way to win the final battle, it was out there. Hidden somewhere in Midgard.

      And Odin was going to find it.
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      As Loki had foreseen, Odin had taken Vanaheim and, along the way, begun to uncover the truth about his past and his future, both of which held horrors most men could not imagine, much less endure. Odin knew more, now, than he had in most past incarnations, and that knowledge would grow like a seed planted, sprawling in all directions as the man uncovered more truth than he might have wished. And because he had cast his own soulmate out of the Mortal Realm, Odin would face those challenges alone, or at least would feel himself so.

      Loki walked along the paths of Vanaheim, as he had done back when these islands had other names. The World Tree kept these lands vibrant, filled with plants and flowers, always beautiful and always so poorly suited for men, who remained ever tempted by the powers here.

      The flames had warned Loki of what might transpire, yet even had he been here, he could not have done aught to change Freyja’s fate. Besides which, the hard truth remained: Odin needed to be distanced from the Vanir, especially Idunn, if he was truly to come into his own and be the man they needed to face the end times. Or face them again, rather, as the cycle of creation and destruction had begun to seem endless, with each apocalyptic battle serving but to delay the inevitable spread of chaos.

      And Odin knew the pain of that loss more keenly now, having recovered some trace of his memories of past lives. He had lost his love again and again, in lifetime after lifetime, and now, though they both had attained immortality, still they remained separated. In a way, his story was not so very different from Loki’s own.

      Sigyn swam in a lake nestled in the valley here, obviously luxuriating in waters warmer than any she had ever known. How many times had Loki lost her? Death—or merciless Fate—claimed her over and over, stole his soulmate from his side. Sometimes, in darker moments, he caught himself wondering if the Norns orchestrated those long separations to keep him centered and fixated upon the task before him. As if he might ever forget the sprawling darkness lurking at the edge of reality and hungry to consume all World. His was the longest of games, a match played over eternity, where even a being such as Hel became but a single piece, however powerful. Sometimes, he envied the dead, if only because they eventually forgot all they had suffered.

      Musing on cyclic loss and the seemingly insurmountable foe before him was apt to send him into despondency—indeed, it had done so many times over his long years. But if he let that happen now, if he did not treasure these moments with her while he had them, he would be forced to harbor one more regret down through eternity. He shook himself, then doffed his clothes and joined her in the lake.

      Sigyn popped up from underwater, then squirted a jet of it through her pursed lips like a fountain. “I heard you lingering there.”

      He smiled. “Of course you did.”

      “When did you get back?”

      “Not long ago.”

      She swam a little closer, until but a few feet separated them, both treading water. “What is it?”

      “Sigyn … I love you.”

      She laughed. “I love you, too. Even if you did take off after Odin without much warning. I suppose I have to get used to that. He’s left Frigg to rule in his stead, and she wants me to advise her.”

      “As you will, down through many years.” Many from her perspective, at least. “And I … I want to spend all those years with you.”

      That obviously pleased her, and she leaned back, floating. “I already promised to spend eternity by your side.”

      Loki swallowed. In some lifetimes, he could not bring himself to ask the question, knowing it would end. It always ended. But this time, she was immortal, would not be taken from him—at least not by age. “Marry me.”

      She giggled, dove underwater, and then came up right beside him, clinging to his shoulders. “I was starting to think maybe you didn’t plan to ask.”

      He kissed her, using his legs to keep them both afloat. It was awkward. And wonderful. “Sigyn, please … understand. I’ve faced a great deal more than I can—or should—explain to you. I’ve buried my children … too many times. I’ve buried …” Her. His love.

      “Other wives?”

      He could have told her all his wives, all his loves, were her, always her. But then, she was not ready for that knowledge. Indeed, understanding the cycle of life and death had no doubt proved a burden to Odin. “Everyone I’ve ever loved.”

      Sigyn nodded. “I already understood that.”

      Always so clever, wise beyond her years. And how much wiser she might grow, given the long life the apple now promised her. “That’s over now. We’re in Vanaheim. We can live here forever.”

      Loki shut his eyes. If he believed in the godhood—or at least the benevolence—of any deity, he would have prayed. But he had no one to whom he might pray, and he would not lie. He might deceive by withholding bits of the truth, but he had at least enough honor to not lie, and never to this woman. “You … have forgotten what I told you outside Halfhaugr.”

      Sigyn frowned. “What? That naught lasts forever? I remember, but surely that’s changed now.”

      “You do not understand. The Aesir taking Vanaheim is not the beginning of a new World. It’s the beginning of the end of this World. It is the first sign of … Ragnarok.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Cycle Continues …

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Next Book: Decades after overthrowing the Vanir, Odin has become the new god of Men. Now he schemes from the shadows to prevent Ragnarok.

      

        

      
        The High Seat of Asgard: books2read.com/mlhighseat
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      Matt Larkin writes retellings of mythology as dark, gritty fantasy. His passions of myths, philosophy, and history inform his series. He strives to combine gut-wrenching action with thought-provoking ideas and culturally resonant stories.

      Matt’s mythic fantasy takes place in the Eschaton Cycle universe, a world—as the name implies—of cyclical apocalypses. Each series can be read alone in any order, but they weave together to form a greater tapestry.

      Learn more at mattlarkinbooks.com or connect with Matt through his fan group, the Skalds’ Tribe:

      https://www.mattlarkinbooks.com/skalds/
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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      The Shores of Vanaheim closes the first trilogy (of three) of The Ragnarok Era, ending with Vanaheim becoming Asgard. Odin finally embraces his destiny to become more than just a king, but a king of gods, and begins his transformation into the messianic, magnificent bastard we know in myth.

      Of the first three books, this was probably my favorite to write, and the one I consider the best. Everything became more personal in this book, and that’s always a good thing. It also allowed me to reveal a bit more of the connection to other eras within the greater Eschaton Cycle.

      Those who follow my readers’ group or have visited my website have no doubt heard me talk about Eschaton. For those who have not: it’s a dark fantasy framework for the retelling and reimagining of real world mythology. Time is unfolding in these cycles of destruction, and the Ragnarok Era represents just one of these periods. The world ends over and over.

      Anyone familiar with Norse mythology knows that’s what Ragnarok is—a final battle that destroys the gods and the world. The jotunnar—representing the chaos of nature—reclaim the world, but a tiny fragment of humanity survives and rebuilds a new world. One cycle ends and another begins.

      In previous volumes, we’ve seen the Norns and Loki and Idunn all hinting at the nature of the cycle, but in Shores, we finally see Odin glimpse what lies ahead. And that glimpse shapes his actions as he tries to avert the final battle.

      When I think about Shores, the other character who comes to mind is Freyja. Freyja is famous for searching the world for her missing husband Od (or Odr), which name is sometimes considered a variation of Odin’s. This is the direction I took. Odin traditionally learns the unmanly arts of seid from Freyja, and they are possibly lovers—sort of uniting the Aesir and Vanir dynasties. In Shores, I traveled this route with a tragic twist, and because of this twist, Odin will do almost anything to fix his mistake.

      Which, I guess, is my way of saying that in the next trilogy, we will see a different Odin: one obsessed with the twin missions of getting back to Freyja and averting or winning Ragnarok. And since it will take place decades later, we will finally see the adult children of the characters in this book. So definitely stay tuned, because the epic is far from over.

      Again I want to thank my wonderful wife, Juhi, for all her support. And also, special thanks to Clarissa, Clark, and Fred for helping making this the best book possible.

      

      Thank you for reading,

      Matt

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For my family, those here, and those who have gone.
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