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PROLOGUE – Baldur

"I saw for Baldr, the bleeding god.

The son of Odin, his destiny set,

Famous and fair in the lofty fields..."

– Voluspa, Verse 32

––––––––

TWO THOUSAND YEARS EARLIER

Loki stood by Odin's side as their ship glided through the air, piercing through the realms and entering Jotunheim. Reality shifted, time expanded before shortening again, revealing a frozen landscape over an endless sea. Icebergs rolled slowly in the distance, and a massive landmass with black pyramids and endless armies came into view.

A hundred thousand Jotun stood at the shores of their continent, massive magic ships floating mid-air, filled to the brim with giants with pale skin and gleaming eyes wielding spears and lances.

Loki shifted uncomfortably. The old man’s plan was clear, but Loki wondered how it would unfold.

The Allfather tapped on the shoulders of his son, Baldur, and the young god smiled. His hair was as white as wool, parted in the middle and dropping gracefully right above his shoulders. He looked much too confident for his own good.

And Loki despised that. He hated how Baldur had become Odin’s second in command, that dumb buffoon with no will of his own. Loki abhorred that feigned compassion, that attitude befitting a servant and not a god. After all, he was a perfect slave to his father.

Odin smiled fondly. "Go on, my son, I’m sure, as the Norns spin their threads, that our enemies shall submit to our will. Remember, if they do not deserve your mercy, do not offer it to them."

"I have my own views on that, father. You’ll see. Trust me, I have a plan that will not fail."

"I trust you, my son, but I do not trust them."

Loki wanted to throw up. Did that boy really take his place? He had once thought Odin was in his grasp, following his advice blindly. Not so much anymore.

Loki had to change things again. Odin used to follow his counsel. Loki had thought the old god was one day going to leave his mantle to him. But the way things were going, Loki would never gain control of the realms.

Baldur nodded, took a deep breath, and jumped overboard, gliding through the air, arms extended as he faced the endless army, like a star falling from heaven.

"My kinsmen," Baldur’s voice echoed across the vast expanse. "Children of Ymir, brothers of my blood, I come on behalf of my father Odin. This is your chance to lay down your weapons and become one with the Aesir. Join us, and let’s make Ymir’s dream come true."

A noise rumbled among the Jotnar armies, the tumultuous echo of laughter reverberating through the sky. A single figure raised above the air, Hrymr, chieftain of the Jotnar, with long pale hair and a long mustache. His paper-thin skin displayed every muscle fiber and vein of his body.

"This is our response," Hrymr shouted, ascending through the heavens. "Tell your father to stick his offer back inside his wrinkled ass. We have our own terms and they are as follows: give back what you took from us, return the [Power] to Jotunheim, and accept our right to rule, as it should have been. Odin must give himself in for the senseless murder of Ymir. Abandon this abominable universe he created and its puny inhabitants. Grant them to us as property, their rightful owners, so that we may put them to good use!"

"I warn you," Baldur said. "We shall take Jotunheim. We wish not to destroy you, but for you to join us, like the Vanir did. It is best for the Nine Worlds if this war is finally over. There’s no use weeping over past losses. The men of Midgard are also Odin’s progeny, so they are not to be enslaved by you again."

"Ah," Hrymr hissed dismissively. "The Vanir are cowards. We shall never yield! Odin has no right to rule, and I swear upon Ymir and all of my ancestors, that all of Asgard will die before we accept his rule! So now, if you still dare to attack, son of Odin, our magic knives will slice your flesh and maim your bones, and if your spells deter us, we shall take you and bind you in our dungeons."

Baldur looked back at Odin for an instant. The one-eyed god nodded from above.

"Watch this," Odin said to Loki, in a low voice. "He’s been rehearsing this line for hours."

"I cannot wait," Loki declared blandly.

"I swear," Baldur said, lifting his hand. "By Odin, that I shall defeat your tens of thousands."

Loki gritted his teeth.

A sudden glow emerged in Baldur’s palm, a blinding light that seemed to coalesce into being.

That was the worst part.

Loki didn’t know how, but Odin had given the boy too much power.

It was known that Baldur was the sole holder of the Essence of Renewal. But there was something else. Perhaps, a part of Ymir, Loki didn’t know what it was.

But in the past months Baldur had become stronger than any god in Asgard.

The entire pattern of reality seemed to bow to his will.

Those foolish sons of Odin, even Loki’s own sons, gathered together to test Baldur’s newfound strength. It was said that he had no weakness and that no weapon could even scratch him.

Loki had even tried to bring Baldur to his camp, maybe by controlling his foolish impulses and thus hold control of Odin. But it was of no use. The fool was blindly loyal to his father.

The glow in Baldur’s hand turned into a sword of white light, longer than Baldur’s stature, reverberating with power.

"I have warned you," Baldur shouted, his cape and white hair fluttering as he did. "You have one more chance for peace!"

That was when the magic blasts started flying toward him.

"Attack!" shouted Hrymr, with his generals relaying his orders, as hordes of Jotnar propelled into the air with powerful leaps. Baldur descended like an arrow, undeterred, arms spread open, even while holding that blade of light.

That was when the first Jotun blade came into contact with Baldur’s flesh. Powerful maces aimed at his head, arrows oozing poison and magic, blasts of magical energy, all hurled at the god. Loki scanned for Baldur’s life-force, but even that was impossible to read.

He watched attentively. It was as though space and time itself blended on him, swords faded into nothing. For an instant, Loki wondered if he was just witnessing an elaborate illusion by Odin’s hand. But even the ancient dwarfish weapons failed. The Jotnar tried to wrestle him, to grab him and take him down, but he slipped as if he were made of light, others passed by him, making their way toward the Asgardian ships above.

Loki observed in silence. Of course, no Jotun would be a match for him, but he had secret dealings with Hrymr. They had it all planned.

"I have told you all to yield," Baldur shouted again, turning around and facing the fleet, while a horde of Jotnar circled around him, wildly raising their weapons and striking him.

And then, Baldur shifted, like lightning flying toward the sky. The half-dozen Jotnar who were reaching toward Odin were cut in half in an instant, their bodies exploding into blurs of blood and flesh. More and more Jotnar ascended toward them, all of them were cut down by lightning.

"I have forewarned you all!" Baldur shouted, lightning crashing behind him and cutting down all the Jotnar who had passed above him. "Whoever passes by me shall die."

Lightning struck; Jotnar bodies collapsed, shredded into pieces, and bursting into explosions of blue-blood. Baldur turned forward, as if intentionally ignoring the result of his magic.

"You cannot hurt me!" Baldur’s voice echoed around Loki, coming from all directions. "I hold your lives in my hand. So I urge you, desist and yield yourselves to my father, the creator of this world."

For all of Baldur’s feigned mercy and understanding, Loki could see through it all. Odin wanted to plant his son as a benevolent ruler while also deterring his enemies.

Loki’s eyes drifted toward the sea. Baldur had faded from view, and the Jotnar hordes stared about in confusion, their leaders ordering them to remain attentive.

Suddenly, a blaze of light erupted in the heavens around the Jotnar. Something took shape among the clouds. It was a human figure, gleaming like the sun itself, rising over the pyramids and mountains of Utgard. Baldur was seen there, larger than the city, and his voice echoed and reverberated in Loki’s ears. Even Loki found himself in awe.

"Desist now, yield yourselves to Odin’s peace," said the young god. "You are not fighting for control of the Nine Worlds."

Then, his voice shifted again. It was as if the wood of the ships spoke, and the iron of the swords, the strands of wool in their capes and textiles, even the clouds and the light of the sun, as if he spoke through all matter and every fiber of reality.

"I am the Nine Worlds."


Chapter I – Promises

Alruna slipped under the blanket and gently kissed Blake on the lips. It felt wonderful to be close to her again, waking up to the touch of her skin. He embraced her tightly, savoring her morning kiss.

"Morning, treasure" she whispered into his ear, as the sun pierced through the curtains and immortal birds chirped outside.

"Good morning, babe," he replied, his fingers gliding across her back as he gave her another gentle kiss.

"I'm glad I could wake up earlier to enjoy you," Alruna said softly, lifting herself up, the blanket slipping from her back and revealing her glorious golden hair and the shift that barely concealed her ample chest.

Eir was also sleeping beside him, closely huddled to him and wrapped in her own blanket. She stirred silently, perhaps about to wake up, and Blake could feel her awareness changing through the bond.

"Morning," Eir said gently, her platinum hair still tied in messy braids, eyes half closed. Then, she faced Alruna. "Aha. Now it's my turn."

She leaned in and rested her head on Blake's chest, closing her eyes with a contented smile, breathing deeply. Through the bond, Blake felt her security and happiness. He wrapped an arm around her and drew her even closer. Now, both Alruna and Eir were resting their heads on his chest.

He shifted his gaze, noticing that Brynhilde was still asleep, arms and legs spread, wearing another skimpy shift, the blanket crumpled and far away from her body. She did not seem to enjoy cuddling as much, but having her around was also fun.

Blake took a deep breath, feeling Alruna's joy through the bond and relishing in it. It felt just too good, even though he was basically sleeping on a carpet on the floor. Not even the best hotel bed could compare to lying down with three women he loved. He felt like getting up and preparing breakfast for the three of them: a good old-fashioned American breakfast.

Suddenly, a deafening scream broke the silence. Blake opened his eyes, an instinct rushing through his mind, making him feel the need to protect whoever it was. Brynhilde had leapt to her feet, screaming at the top of her lungs, then panting with her eyes half-closed. Electricity seemed to coalesce into her hand.

"Bryn!" Blake shouted, running toward her. "Stop!"

The light in the room seemed to gather around her, fading everywhere else.

Every muscle in her body seemed as tense as the strings of a violin.

She lifted her arm.

Blake leapt toward her just as a blur of blue light emerged from her palm and flew upward, crashing against the roof and piercing through it.

"Bryn," Blake said, arms around her, gently but firmly. "It's alright. You're home. It's fine. It’s just me."

She panted, opening her blue eyes, looking around, just as Blake held her tighter. "Bryn."

Her eyes finally locked on him and she gasped, as if slipping back into consciousness.

"Blake," she let out softly, raising a hand to her forehead and running it through her hair. "I... I thought I was..."

"It's alright. You're here in Asgard."

"Oh," she looked up at the massive hole through Alruna’s roof, with pieces of hay gently drifting inward.

"Ah," Alruna got up, her hair a beautiful mess. "Don't worry about that, we'll have it fixed."

"Oh, by Hvelgemir, I'm sorry about that," Bryn said, shaking slightly. Blake couldn't help but feel worried for her. He knew she had gone through hell back in Jotunheim, and this only went to show that it had affected her deeply. He searched the bond. Now, she was feeling only embarrassment. Blake reassured her through the bond.

"We needed to fix it anyway," Alruna declared.

"I’ll fix it myself, now that we have a bit of time," Blake replied.

"You?" Eir mumbled, leaning forward, her voice slightly deeper than usual, but looking gloriously cute in that tiny shift, her modest chest curving graciously, and her long white legs in full display, up to her thighs. She seldom wore things that didn't cover her ankles. "Blake, Alruna has servants for that, you have better things to do."

"Yeah, I'm sorry, I just had a bad dream," Brynhilde mumbled, running frantic hands through her fiery hair.

"Bryn..." Blake looked at her with concern, reaching for her hand.

"It's alright. I am incredibly hungry though. And what's that smell?"

Brynhilde moved toward the kitchen. Blake could see her trying to conceal her tremors. Damn, what she was feeling was rough, and he honestly didn't know how to help her. Having seen how Sigyn had treated her made Blake’s blood boil, and nothing got him angrier than thinking of that brand around her collarbone. Brynhilde concealed it by wearing more furs than usual. That was something Blake wanted to fix. The first step was to get revenge on that bastard Hrymr.

Before they were about to step into Alruna's kitchen, a loud knock echoed around the main door.

"Huh?" Blake turned. Whoever it was knocked hard. It became even louder and more insistent.

"Oh, no," Alruna said, rolling her eyes and running a hand through her face. "Not now, please."

"Who is it?"

Blake approached the door, but Alruna grabbed him by the arm and lightly pulled him back.

"It's fine, my treasure," she said after letting a pent up breath. "I'll get it."

He could feel a bit of tension through the bond, as if she knew who was behind the door and didn't like it.

She reached for a varafeld, wrapped it around her shoulders and opened the door, revealing the sunlight of a bright summer day.

"Good morning to you, father," she said in a formal tone.

"Good morning, daughter," said a cold, distant voice.

"Oh, shit," Blake hissed under his breath.

"I came to pay a visit," Kiar continued, almost pushing his way inside. "Now, where is my son-in-law? We have some issues to discuss."

"You are always welcome, father," Alruna said, making way, slightly hesitant and casting a glance inside. "Feel free to come in, just allow us a couple of seconds to look presentable."

Blake rushed toward the stand to quickly slide a red tunic over his naked torso. Eir and Bryn scrambled about, rushing to remove the blankets and pillows, stuffing them into Alruna’s room, and emerging wrapped in large varafelds.

"We have visitors this week," Alruna clarified, as Kiar stepped as if inspecting his own property.

"Fantastic," Kiar mumbled, casually glancing at the hole on the roof for a moment.

"Lord Kiar," Blake said. Kiar's eyes shifted towards him. Blake noticed his attire. He was dressed in a simple yellow tunic with embroidery, a toga, and felt trousers. The style was not particularly Norse, and seemed like something out of the end of the Roman Empire, when trousers became fashionable and were no longer solely worn by barbarians. His hair was short, light blond but with strands of white on the sides.

"Ah, my son-in-law." Kiar advanced slowly, his voice pompous and proud. "I heard much of your return. Ladies, it is my pleasure to see you again."

Bryn and Eir nodded without saying a word.

"I'm glad you heard. Welcome to my home," Blake said. "We're about to have breakfast, if you'd care to join us."

"Oh, no," Kiar said, planting himself in front of Blake. "You know full well why I've come. We have business to attend since our last meeting, young man. I, as you see, worry for my daughter and wish to make sure she's left in good hands."

Eir and Bryn watched them wearily. Blake could feel tension through the bond, anger biting into the back of their minds.

Alruna was an adult, over two thousand years old. It was insane and paternalistic, but questioning him further could escalate the conflict. He couldn't step back, as he had accepted the challenge on his wedding day.

"Well, you know for sure she's more than capable of taking care of herself," Blake declared.

"Of that, I have no doubt," Kiar said coolly. "But it would ease this father's conscience if my eldest daughter were matched accordingly."

This guy was crazy. Blake sighed. He'd better get on with it.

But Kiar continued, "Her previous husband was quite impressive, I must say. Perhaps the greatest archer the Nine Worlds has ever seen. Even Odin himself commended him."

Blake tried hard not to roll his eyes. He wouldn't want to brag, but what they had gone through to rescue Brynhilde hadn't been a walk in the park. Through their bond, he could tell that Alruna was also boiling with discomfort and anger.

"What are the terms, then?" Blake asked through gritted teeth.

"We shall fight today, as I heard you're planning to leave soon."

"Who...?" Blake looked around.

He hadn't spoken to anyone; he had been back for one night and everybody thought he was leaving Asgard.

"Alright," Blake said. "And the rules?"

"I have, as you see, accepted you as the husband of my child, but there are some things I want to make sure. First, that you are strong enough. If I beat you in three strikes, you shall be under my command."

Eir and Alruna gasped.

"What do you mean?" Blake asked.

Kiar crossed his arms and stared defiantly. His voice, however, stayed cool and composed. "Depending on the conditions of your failure, it would mean you are not up to standard and I'll have to be the one to improve your level and form you as a warrior."

Blake's eyes shifted toward Alruna. Whatever Kiar had planned, it couldn't be good.

"Father, that is not fair," Alruna said. "He's already a free warrior, one who fights alone, he has the favor of many among the Aesir and he's progressing well on his own."

"He's enjoying too much freedom for his own sake. As far as I know, he's part of a Wolf-Pack. That's a childish, barbarous practice. The legions under my command function like a real army, not outlaws running amok in the fields, stealing and killing at will. There, I'll have him work like a true soldier. If he's as good as it's claimed he is, he'll rise through the ranks in no time."

Blake narrowed his eyes.

"Blake," Alruna clarified. "That means you'll have to stay and live with him."

Now, he could either insult Kiar and start a feud, or go through with the game he was proposing. Kiar's intentions were clear; he wanted to have a surer footing in Blake's life. But Blake knew he couldn’t complain or say the terms were just outright unfair. He’d have to be more careful.

"If you lose badly," Kiar continued. "It's only fair to say you're not good enough as a free man. Of course, I'll let you visit your wives on Saturdays and Fridays, perhaps."

That felt like a stab, even to Eir.

"Why should I accept those terms? It'd be better just to continue with our duel as we discussed earlier. You acknowledged me as your son-in-law."

"Consider your insult against me," Kiar's voice became more tense. Just a slight alteration that made it ten times more threatening. "You won't get away from this easily."

"And then," Blake said. "What if I win? I may ask for something too."

"If you win?" Kiar snickered. "Ah, you will not win, young man. I've gone through your curriculum of moves; I know what to expect. And the terms allow no magical implements to be used during our duel, nor magical weapons. An iron weapon, a shield, and our [Blessings] is all we'll have. But since I am magnanimous, let's say you'll be allowed to start."

"Blake, you don't have to accept," Alruna said.

"It's not your business, child," Kiar said severely.

"Yeah, that's too much," Brynhilde stepped forward, arms crossed. "Honestly, I don't care if you feel offended."

Kiar stared defiantly at her. "And what do you have to do with it, woman? You're protecting that boy once again, like he's a witless wimp. Are you the actual man of the house?"

"Bryn, it's alright, I've already accepted," said Blake, irritated, and reading Kiar's HP of [688/688]. It was way higher than his, and Blake didn't know of his gifts.

"Father, I would not accept those terms."

"Are you willing to shame your own husband, Alruna?"

"I'm not shaming him, but you're playing games, father."

"We'll do it, Alruna," Blake said. "But, as your terms are too drastic, master Kiar. I have terms of my own."

Kiar watched, arms crossed. "You took my daughter already and a very precious sword. But let's see what you're after."

Blake hesitated for an instant, but didn't show it. What could he take from Kiar? A property or two? Blake didn't care much for that, besides, his wives were taking care of that. What he cared about were weapons and power to keep himself and the women he loved safe.

He looked at Alruna, stepping toward her and speaking softly.

"Does your father have any weapon that could interest me?"

Alruna stared at Kiar. "On behalf of my husband," she said, as if trying to sound both respectful and bold. She hesitated for an instant. "The [Armor of Achilles] perhaps?"

"Achilles?" Blake narrowed his eyes, looking at Kiar. The man wore Late Roman attire, but Blake was not an expert in that. Achilles had lived, if he'd lived in reality, far before the Roman republic formed, but Romans, according to their own foundational myth, were said to be descendants of Trojans.

"I'd never give him that," Kiar said. "He isn't even of my kin! A grandson, perhaps, or after I die, but it's much too useful in battle."

"What about the [Shield of Aegis]?" Alruna asked.

Kiar clenched his teeth.

"What use could that have?" he mumbled through his teeth.

"Aegis?" Blake asked. "I don't remember much about Greco-Roman stuff, but... Isn't that. what Perseus used?"

Alruna shrugged. "It's useless anyway, well, it can help you against the Jotnar, perhaps."

"Isn't it just a well-polished shield?" Blake said.

"It reveals all truth concealed by magic," Alruna said softly. If so, it'd be useful against Jotnar trickery. "Would you offer it to him, father?"

Kiar raised his chin, hesitating for an instant. "If, and only if you defeat me, which is not possible, anyway. I shall defeat you with three strikes, and you'll be under my command. If my three strikes don’t kill you, my terms are voided."

"Let's do it, then," Blake said. "I can't walk back on my word. I'm in Asgard, you know that."

"You're angry," Alruna said. "I can understand."

"So." Kiar lowered his arms. "Shall we take our things outside? My thralls are waiting with my weapons."

"I’m ready," Blake said with a shrug.

"Well," Brynhilde said. "Look on the bright side, if you lose, you'll receive regular training. Father speaks highly of Kiar's forces; they have better strategies and good shields. But you'll have to find a way to sneak out if you want to spend time with us."

"Don't worry," Blake said, looking at Kiar. Blake could understand that the man had felt offended, but what an asshole of a father-in-law. From what Blake had learned, earning respect in Asgard meant showing it through skills, not by talking or avoiding situations. It would have sounded stupid in Midgard, but here, he'd learned that the most obnoxious and insulting enemy could become his closest friend after trading a few broken bones and shedding some blood.

They stepped into Alruna's field. Kiar had brought two servants in simple tunics, with short hair like his, who were leading pack horses. One of the horses had a large square shield bound to its saddle, along with a spear. The servant handed both weapons to Kiar. Then, the Aesir drove his spear into the ground and moved it across, making a circle.


Chapter II – Holmgang

Kiar removed his tunic, revealing a ripped physique, like an older Bruce Lee with Southern European features and short blonde hair. He then received a square shield from his servant and gave him back the spear, exchanging it for a Roman-styled gladius.

"Alright, boy," Kiar mumbled, pointing to the circle he had drawn. "This should be the easy part. You must remain within this circle, or else you'd lose in the most dishonorable way. And no magical artifacts are allowed, only your own skills and your personal [Blessings]."

"Understood," Blake said through his teeth. The rules were fair, but his artifacts would’ve given him a real advantage. He removed his Arabic pendant and handed it to Eir.

Alruna approached Blake and spoke in his ear:

"He’s got very dangerous gifts, Blake, I’m telling you, you’ve got to avoid his strikes."

"Tell me about them."

"[Achilles’ Last Stand] is one. The other is [Thunderstruck]. It’s hard to explain... but you won’t be able to hurt him with your sword."

Kiar cleared his throat. "Are you ready, lad?" Kiar mumbled, spinning his gladius. "Daughter, don’t make it too easy for him."

"Coming," Blake said, removing his tunic.

"His [Blessing] is not easy to beat," Alruna hissed. "It’s not just like [Helm of Awe]. He can keep using it for a long time."

"Wait, what?"

"Enough, my child," Kiar said sternly.

"Father..."

"I have spoken. You know this whispering and chattering makes it less honorable."

Alruna pressed her lips, hesitating.

Blake turned toward Kiar, looking him up and down. For an ancient Roman, however, he did wear trousers and thick felt books. Blake situated Kiar's clothing more likely in the late Roman Empire, although he seemed to have been living for much longer.

Eir approached Blake, offering him his round shield, the one with the painted figure of a wolf, as well as Ulf’s sword. After having used [Gramr] on his mission to Jotunheim, swords made him feel more confident.

"Fight him, and show him how far you’ve come." Eir said. "If it is of any help, think of how we’ll visit Midgard soon. I’m sure we’ll be there with you, so don’t get discouraged."

"You’ve seen that I make it, don’t you?"

She seemed hesitant, her eyes drifting downward for an instant.

"Yeah, but don’t be overconfident. And..." she said, as if she hadn’t wanted to mention a certain detail. "I... did see Kiar’s army too, I can’t tell exactly what it means."

"I see," Blake narrowed his eyes, then turned back toward his father-in-law.

[Achilles’ Last Stand], Kiar’s gift, obviously took after the famous hero of the Iliad. Maybe his weakness was on his heel. Blake would have to try it first. Was it that obvious and easy?

Blake stepped forward, preparing [Helm of Awe] and [Skald’s Voice], as well as [Egil’s Accuracy].

"Alright," Kiar said, spreading both arms. "As we previously discussed, I’ll allow you to make the first move."

Blake nodded, adopting a fighting stance, considering whether he should attack Kiar’s heels, left, right, or both at once. Blake couldn’t read anything in Kiar’s face. He looked at the man’s feet, anticipating a reaction, but Kiar’s expression remained unchanged.

He quickly selected [Vali’s Leap], aiming at Kiar’s legs, or at least pretending to do so. He lunged toward him, feigning an attack.

But Kiar didn’t even flinch.

That was even worse. The confidence this man had started to irritate Blake. Would Kiar make a move?

He remained motionless. Blake decided to attempt a take-down, swinging his blade before reaching for Kiar’s knees and pressing his body-weight forward. Kiar fell, eyes closed, appearing completely relaxed and unconcerned.

As he fell backward, Blake reached out and slid his sword across Kiar’s heels, hoping for a reaction.

Nothing.

Kiar’s head crashed against the ground, but he still smiled as if he was only playing with his grandchildren.

Then, the man snickered.

"Ha," Kiar huffed, suddenly turning to get up, with his hand on his sword. Blake tried to keep him down with his jiu jitsu training.

Suddenly, lightning flashed from Kiar’s side, and Blake felt a stab through his abdomen, expecting [Helm of Awe] to block it.

[8/100]

Blake gasped, leaping to his feet. A single use of Kiar's magical energy had depleted all of his buffer. The man was right about being able to kill him in three strikes. Blake distanced himself. It troubled him that he hadn't been faster than that. He considered using [Berserker], but he was already too vulnerable.

"Do you finally see what I'm talking about?" Kiar walked toward him, moving slowly and stiffly like a robot. "You're hopeless. To think you actually believed you could win."

Blake prepared himself, knowing he had very little Helm of Awe remaining.

"Looks like I'll be gaining a new recruit for my legions," Kiar said with a sly smile.

Blake tried to ignore his taunting, but he didn't feel like boasting either.

"Let's make a deal," Kiar continued. "If you manage to defeat me, then you'll have to be better than me at something. I'll even give you a whole unit of ten fully trained soldiers to command, who will assist and protect you."

Blake narrowed his eyes. What now? All he could do was try to immobilize Kiar. His Blessing had to wear off eventually.

"Aha!" Kiar shouted, advancing toward Blake.

Blake decided to feint, cautiously holding his blade forward.

"Come on!" Kiar shouted. Blake swung at Kiar's neck, but he continued to advance, unaffected by the strike. Kiar swung forward, and another flash of light blinded everything around him. Blake readied his shield, using his last remaining [Helm of Awe] to block. He noticed it for barely a second, but managed to stop it with his shield. Despite that, he felt a shock throughout his arm, and his shield shook from the blow's energy, causing the wood to crack.

"Shit," Blake hissed. His [Helm of Awe] had completely depleted. His reaction time was compromised.

"Very well, it seems like you are even weaker than I thought!"

Blake gritted his teeth. He had to isolate that arm. Blake circled around the man, careful to always step inside the circle. Trying to tackle him was much riskier without the [Helm of Awe]. He prepared by looking upward, meeting Kiar's eyes. He lunged forward, aiming for Kiar's eyes and planning to move to the side to use a Judo throw. The flash emerged again, Blake saw Kiar shifting and swinging his sword with his left. Blake tried to focus, but without the [Helm of Awe], he wasn't fast enough to see where it was.

And to add insult to injury, Blake felt a stab in the opposite side, piercing through his exposed skin, pain shooting right through him and making him grunt.

[HP: -102]

[98/201]

Blake cursed. The old man was right. He was just way too fast. He couldn't replicate what he'd done back in Jotunheim, taking blows intentionally. First, he couldn't even see the attack, and he was one strike away from dying.

Pain pushed through his abdomen. Especially now, as golden blood leaked from his bare abdomen.

"Come on, Blake, don't disappoint me!" Brynhilde shouted. "You faced off and fooled Sigyn, you can pull off a trick on him."

Blake gritted his teeth, palm pressed against his wound.

"Are you willing to accept defeat already? It'll be a drag for you to come all the way here after dying."

"I won't give up," Blake said through his teeth. What could he do? He was one stab away from being forcibly conscripted. But he'd been a fool for accepting those terms. What else could he do? He should've negotiated more, or he'd just overestimated himself.

"Blake, you can do it!" Alruna said.

He nodded.

"I won't make it painful, just one more blow," Kiar said, walking slowly and spinning his gladius.

Blake had noticed that despite coming from a different angle, Kiar had aimed at his ribs both times. The second time, however, he had feinted and attacked the opposite side. There was a chance he'd try the same thing again.

Blake feigned tension in his body, as if desperately trying to cover every vulnerable spot.

Kiar looked pleased.

"You were not as good as I expected," the man declared, pointing his blade forward. "Anyway, it's not going to hurt much. See you after you resurrect."

Kiar's eyes opened wide, sword forward, and that powerful blaze of light erupted again.

He had aimed for his ribs.

Blake leapt like a frog, using [Vali's Leap].

He thought he had dodged Kiar's initial attack, and even though he wasn't quick enough to see, he had to keep moving.

He tucked his body like a gymnast as he passed over his opponent.

Shutting his eyes, he drifted above Kiar and felt a strange vibration in the air beneath him, a powerful blaze of light overwhelming his vision. If only he could focus on that vibration...

He finally caught a glimpse of Kiar pulling back his blade.

Blake managed to fall back inside the circle, landing on one knee.

"Ha, you got lucky this time," Kiar said.

Blake jumped to his feet. "Well, I guess I'm not joining your troop after all," Blake replied, assuming another protective stance.

"Huh?" Kiar scowled. "Don't be so sure, boy, you're about to be crushed."

"You said in three moves," Blake said with a shrug. "You've attacked five times so far and you've only managed to hit me twice. You also struck my shield, and now you missed. Seems like I'm not joining your army after all."

Kiar huffed. "I meant actual strikes. The times you blocked or I missed don't count."

"Ah, did you?" Blake said. "What did he say, Bryn, Eir, Alruna?"

"He said three strikes," Brynhilde said. "But he didn't specify."

"Your wording was off." Blake stood straight for an instant. "I can't accept those terms. Maybe I will if you try again and get me. Will you?"

Kiar gritted his teeth. Blake had managed to at least get the man upset.

"Rest assured you'll see the gates of Asgard again during this move, boy," Kiar declared.

"Well," Blake stepped forward, this time he had sheathed his sword and his arms were wide open. "Are you about to try? Let's see that thunderbolt of yours."

It was still a gamble, but Blake felt he had to play it cool to get the man off balance.

He approached Kiar, thinking fast, using [Skald's Voice], the technique that allowed him to expand his mind and search for possibilities. He circled Kiar, focusing on his neck once again, and rushed forward, opening his defense around the ribs to trick him into striking him. Kiar lunged forward.

The blaze of light blinded Blake for a second. He concentrated, feeling for vibrations in the air around him. As soon as he caught those subtle changes, he sidestepped with [Vali's Leap], sliding one foot backward, then rushed forward, catching Kiar's back and sliding his arms upward in his secret, forbidden technique: the full Nelson.

Kiar immediately leaned his arms forward, using a basic counter, but Blake pulled backward and hooked his legs around Kiar's.

They both fell on their backs, and the impact rocked Blake's spine, but it was nothing to him as an Einherjar. Kiar's sword-wielding arm turned, trying to stab Blake, but he immediately went for his wrist, holding it tight.

"Hah!" Kiar grunted. "You really think you can defeat me with this?" Kiar lifted himself up, sliding his sword-wielding hand out of Blake's grasp. Blake reacted quickly, lifting his right hip and using the momentum to trap Kiar underneath him. But Kiar had a good grasp of wrestling, lifting himself up and breaking Blake's leg control, weight centered on his hips, pulling Blake away and turning to face him, swinging his blade and charging it with magical energy.

This time, sensing the vibrations, Blake attempted something even more daring. He swiftly propelled himself forward, redistributing his weight, allowing the sword to pass beside him, and instinctively reached out and caught Kiar's forearm.

Blake leaned forward, gripping Kiar's right wrist with both hands, attempting a kimura hold. It was dangerous even to try that with that sword swinging about. He adjusted his strategy, swiftly shifting his entire body, spinning his legs to switch positions and execute an arm-bar, but Kiar flexed his biceps, and no matter how hard Blake tried, Kiar's bicep strength for countering his arm-bar was inhuman.

In that moment, Kiar swung his blade, slipping past Blake's grip, and Blake narrowly avoided it by leaning back. Blake turned, grabbing Kiar's wrist and pulling it downward. He finally managed to make Kiar lose his grip and let go of the sword. It slipped over the grass, while Blake held Kiar by both arms and legs, getting in position for a rear-naked choke.

Kiar rocked his body, almost breaking out of Blake's grasp. Blake held on, holding tight and not letting the man escape.

Kiar grunted like a madman, managing to push himself out of Blake's grasp, shifting to the side to position himself over Blake's body, grabbing hold of Blake's neck with his inner elbow, in a guillotine choke.

"It didn't have to end this way, lad, but I'll have to finish it the old way. Your neck will only hurt a little."

Pressure built up on his neck from Kiar's superhuman strength. Blake grunted, feeling both his blood flow being interrupted abruptly and his HP descending.

Worst of all, even despite not being a strike, Kiar would surely try to count it as his last move. Blake changed his feet positioning, looking at the ground and drifting to the side. He could attempt one thing that could never kill Kiar, but could grant him victory.

Could it be that easy?

"Aha, let's see what you're gonna try next, lad."

Blake managed to move away, alleviating Kiar's pressure on his neck. He shifted his feet behind Kiar, grabbed the man's upper torso, positioning one foot to Kiar's right, and another between his legs, then, Blake arched his body backward and executed a judo back throw, making Kiar crash to the ground behind him, while he fell gently a few steps behind him.

He hoped he'd calculated right.

Kiar fell on his back, arms open, laughing in amusement.

Blake expected him to turn back to retaliate, but the ancient warrior spread his arms wide."You dare use children's wrestling against me?"

Kiar quickly jumped to his feet, wiping the grass and dust off his trousers. "What do you want to do next, a boxing match?"

"Maybe," Blake said, regaining his composure and looking him up and down. "Because you've already lost this one."

Kiar's expression shifted, from that uncanny smile. He looked at the ground in shock, realizing that both his feet were outside the circle.

"Damn you!" he cursed. "You! You mock me!"

"Father, it's alright," Alruna said, rushing to his side.

Kiar gritted his teeth, fists clenched.

"I'm sorry, father-in-law," Blake said with a shrug. "How did you describe this way of losing, again?"

Kiar held onto his anger, his face as tense and red as a fire hydrant. Then, he let go of the tension.

"I... Admit. Shit. You barely even tried to trick me this time. But your wrestling is on point, child. You held your own."

"He's good at that," Brynhilde said.

"I can see that. You are indeed resourceful." Kiar took a deep breath. "You are not deluded enough to think you'd ever defeat me in real life. Or so I believe."

"Of course not," Blake said, trying to control himself instead of saying something too bold. "I got lucky, but held on for long enough. Well, I think that's cleared out of the way. Why don't you stay for breakfast and to discuss the terms of...," He was about to say my victory, but it'd be rubbing his victory in Kiar's face. "The future we can plan together. Not to mention, I am feeling like having a real American breakfast. What do you think, girls?"

"Whatever that is, it sounds delicious," Alruna said.

Blake rubbed his hands.

"American?" Kiar said, arms crossed, raising an eyebrow.

"Um," Blake said. "South Vinland."

"I see," Kiar stared skeptically. "And are you... cooking?"

"No one else can do it. Come on in. Be my guest. Alruna, ask Rowena to get some bread, some eggs, some honey, and potatoes. Why do you look confused? Please tell me you know what potatoes are."


Chapter III – Breakfast

"Alright," Blake said proudly, beating a bowl of eggs, milk, and cinnamon. "We call this French toast."

"Incredible," Alruna said, eyes wide open as she leaned over Blake's shoulder. "It smells amazing."

"Meh, I've tried that before," said Kiar.

"Not like this," Blake replied.

Kiar huffed, making a pompous expression while glancing at the bowl. "The most common thing in the world: eggs, milk, and bread. You added cinnamon, anything else?"

Blake cleared his throat. "That's it. You've said it, it's basic but iconic."

He instructed Alruna to dip the bread in the mixture while he heated another pan with butter.

At least, he had found wheat bread instead of barley bread. Norse people preferred to eat flatbread, which would make it too much like Middle Eastern bread. That could work as a breakfast burrito. Unfortunately, they had no beans, just lentils. Well, he'd leave that for the next time. This was as modern as it could get, and Blake hoped he could get it to work.

In another pan, he prepared scrambled eggs, stirring continuously and keeping them away from the fire, right where slices of pork belly had been seared. It would be the closest thing to bacon.

And there were no potatoes, so hash browns were out of the question. But on the table next to them, under Blake's instructions, Eir was mixing vigorously the finest wheat flour they had found, preparing pancakes.

"No coffee," Blake said. "No tea, no orange juice, there are lots of things we've got to bring from Midgard."

"What are you even talking about?" Brynhilde asked, her expression as if he were talking in a foreign language.

Blake sighed. Odin had really kept them away from all the fun. Not even the Jotnar had anything from Midgard, and for all Blake knew, Hrymr had wandered all over.

"Prepare to be dazzled," Blake said with a wink.

Brynhilde sighed.

"I admit it smells good," she mumbled. "But I've never seen you complain in Valhalla. Everything an Einherjar may need to be happy is provided by us."

"You could say that... But... Darling, this is just a taste of America."

Finally, everything was ready. Kiar's servants prepared the tables and leather-bound seats. Cooking felt great, especially showing off to impress other people.

"Outside of necessity," Kiar said coldly. "It's a strange thing for a man of rank to cook like a servant."

"It's a necessity for all of you to try this."

Kiar humphed but curiously gazed at the table. The pancakes were on point. Eir had messed up the shape of the first batch, but he knew they'd be delicious. And he'd added a touch of fresh cream, whipped supernaturally and with fresh blueberries and raspberries on top. Every Norse person loved berries. They set up a large bowl of hotel-style scrambled eggs garlanded with leaves and slices of cured pork belly, oats with cinnamon and honey, and French toast sprinkled with the same ingredients.

"I hope you enjoy it." He started with the French toast. The bread was a bit whole and heavy, but the honey made it perfect. Alruna hummed ecstatically each time she took a bite. Kiar and Brynhilde, Norse food supremacists, enjoyed every taste with curiosity and indulged in large platters of it.

"Fantastic!" Alruna said, finishing a bowl of scrambled eggs. "How did you make them so creamy? I've never had eggs like this before. And they go so well with the pork."

"And you haven't tried bacon. It's on par with any meat in Valhalla, even better."

"Hah," Brynhilde said. "It cannot beat our lamb chops."

"You've got to try it," Blake said. "How do you like all this?"

Brynhilde narrowed her eyes. Blake almost laughed. She wanted to be critical, but she was enjoying the food too much. Even the bond revealed pleasure and enjoyment.

"Well, of course, it's good," she finally said. "But Valhalla is Valhalla."

"Sisters," Eir said. "It is not polite to compare food."

Brynhilde seemed slightly upset; she gritted her teeth. Blake could feel a hint of indignation.

"How can we compare food to Valhalla?" she said, as if letting out built-up tension.

Blake sighed. "Bryn, it's all right. Tell me, though, all I want to know, is it good?"

She placed another half pancake into her mouth with her spoon. She chewed.

"Yeah, what can I say. It is... impressive." It seemed like it was hard for her to say those words. "It's a shame we didn't think about it earlier."

"But we did," Kiar said. "This was eaten on Midgard before."

"It's simple," Brynhilde said, her mouth full. "But very satisfying. It's not a feast."

"It's breakfast," Blake said. "A good old-fashioned American breakfast. Cozy, homely, filling, and delicious. Orange juice. We just need orange juice."

"It's the best breakfast I've had in my life," Alruna declared, pausing for a minute, spoon held firmly in hand.

"How about you, Rowena?" Blake asked, looking at the young thrall at the edge of the table.

"It is certainly sweet."

"I hope you took note, child," Kiar said to the girl. "I believe your lord would expect you to replicate it exactly next time."

"Of course," she said hurriedly.

Blake cleared his throat. "So, Lord Kiar. I am honored to receive my reward."

Kiar chewed on his pancake.

"So," he sighed. "Listen, lad, these are professionals. If I were you, I'd take them as advisors. I honestly never thought I'd do that, I was bluffing, but I must fulfill my word. I'll send you a group that is experienced enough. Use them wisely. I'm sure Alruna and the noble ladies of your household will give you guidance."

"Right." Blake nodded. "And speaking of war. Now that we weren't around. Has Odin mentioned any of his plans?" Kiar took a deep breath before sipping on his jug of whey. "The Allfather has doubled the security at the gates and set magical items to detect any invasion. He's had us do war games and Warrior's Dreams, but nothing clear. The biggest worries are Loki and Hrymr." "Midgard is in danger," said Eir. "The prophecies are clear, it's all going to center there." That thought itself filled Blake with dread.

In that moment, another knock echoed at the door.

"I'll go get it, my lords." Rowena jumped to her feet and rushed toward the door. Blake looked. What could he do about that girl? It felt wrong to have her as literally an unpaid servant. He wished he could just release her, but he'd have to convince Alruna first.

"Good morning," said Rowena. Sunlight pierced through, before she gasped.

Blake drew his chair back and advanced toward the door.

"Is something wrong, Rowena? Who is it?"

"We need to talk to your Lord and Lady," said a solemn voice.

Blake and Alruna got up and walked toward the door. They were surprised to find two pale men wearing regal Norse clothes, red embroidered with gold and capes, along with jeweled brooches.

"Lord Blake and Lady Alruna. I carry a message from the Allfather. Our God, the Father of All and creator of mankind, wishes to see you at his vantage point at noon, along with his daughter Brynhilde."

"We... will be there," Blake said. What was that about? For an instant, he thought he'd messed up. Did they do something wrong?

"Very well, we shall depart now."

Blake stepped back in; Alruna holding his hand.

***

Blake and his lovers walked through the fields and streets of Asgard, approaching the massive building of Valhalla.

"Is it in character for him to summon us like that?" Blake asked Brynhilde and Alruna.

"He'd do that," Brynhilde said. "If you're close. Now you're close to us. And he didn't summon Eir."

They passed through the main gates, guarded by elvish sentinels holding long spears, who made way and pushed a massive wooden door. Blake ascended, his heart slightly uncomfortable.

Odin sat on his throne, surrounded by ravens and wolf-dogs at his feet, his main wife, Frigg, on a smaller throne next to him. Blake noticed another man in front of his throne, a blond warrior with broad shoulders and chainmail. Someone else had been summoned, addressing Odin with reverence.

Blake recognized him and blinked in surprise.

The blond man turned toward him, aged face and wide hairy chest.

"Aha, lad, you look like you've seen a ghost," said the man.

"Lord Haakon," Blake said, recognizing the historical figure. He'd ventured together with Blake into Jotunheim, but he had been swallowed by the snake. "Is... it really you?"

"We saw you die," Alruna said. "Lord Allfather, is it really him?"

"Calm down, woman," said Haakon, his muscular arms crossed. "It's really me. Allfather has confirmed it."

"But how did you make it?" Alruna asked.

"The same way I'm sure you lads made it, I survived. I had all my rations with me. It took a long time to dig through the belly of that damn snake. Many times was I on the brink of death. But I am proud of my power, laddies. I am, after all, Haakon Jarl."

"And did you escape Midgard? How?"

Suddenly, Odin's deep and solemn voice interrupted them. "You'll share the details later. But Haakon managed to enter and exit Jotunheim on his own. He had a glimpse of the Jotun's plan."

"Aye," Haakon said. "I've seen their troops. They're preparing to march into Midgard and take control of it. And there are others hidden in other realms, preparing to invade."

That made Blake pale.

"You, Blake Olson," Odin said, pointing at him with his massive, rune-engraved spear. "Have the most advanced knowledge of Midgard. You are the one to find him and convey all the information you can."

"Allfather, I agree. I'd do whatever it takes. I intended to go to Midgard to track Hrymr."

"I am aware of that, young man. I need you to go as an advance team and tell us of... I have not been in Midgard in a while, and in the past decades, there have been many new magics and powers. You have access to them. Go with my children."

Blake blinked. It was great that Odin was making it official, and he was happy to serve and do his utmost, but it would prove difficult.

"Allfather," Blake said, lowering his head. "I would do my best, but it might be complicated. I can be on the lookout, but it may take time and planning."

"How did you expect to track them, then?"

"I planned on using media and be on the lookout for activities, but it's hard. I wasn't sure if I was going to find them before something happens. I am honest."

"So you're not reliable," Odin said. "You're the best chance that we have."

Blake nodded. "I will do my best, Allfather."

"We need precision," Odin snapped. "You're the best that we can get. It's your priority to stop them."

"I will need as much information as I need. Like whatever prophecy or vision you've received."

"Indeed. We will brief you today, find out their movements. Don't waste time. I suspected you wanted to take advantage of your trip for leisure. Be on the lookout, or you may regret it with your life. Do you understand how high the stakes are?"

Blake thought of the possibilities, millions of Jotnar invading. How well would humanity's guns fare against them? He thought of Friedrich's diaries and what he talked about. The implications were also massive. If humanity was not united, instead, they were found bombing each other, what could they do against Jotnar magical armies?

"Do you have troops guarding Midgard, Allfather? How can we stop them?"

Odin sighed. "Not anymore. Our numbers are too few. And when we talk about Loki, the biggest threat is from humanity itself."

Blake nodded. How could he get people to listen, though? If he spoke, they'd think he was crazy. He'd have to think it through and plan it. Not even Friedrich was there to counsel him. Eir, Alruna, and Bryn had no idea about Midgard.

"I will do my best, Allfather, and I'll depart tonight."


INTERLUDE

Loki had wandered Midgard, with the utmost hatred boiling in his heart. He mimicked what he saw, his magics translated the world, his mind absorbed languages, theories and whatever information he could muster. Hrymr guided him, explaining the strange wonders those puny little creatures had created over a thousand years and the best way to get under their skin.

But Loki's hatred raged like the sea, and the words of the Jotnar high command regarding what happened in Utgard made him swear to get revenge.

Sigyn, his beloved, his true confidant, his only companion during his imprisonment, had been taken from him too bloody soon, by an Asgardian bitch and a worthless Einherjar.

That Einherjar had grown up in Midgard. He probably had family and friends, people he loved and were close to him.

And Loki would take it all away.

That night, he met with Hrymr in pristine Midgardian halls, in strange countries and tall towers with ornate rooms and widely illumined halls, where puffed up bureaucrats in silken clothes worshiped worthless Midgardian sheets of paper. Even with his magics and advanced logic, Loki could not comprehend Midgardian economics. It was just plain stupid. Worthless sheets of paper for values that Hrymr claimed did not even exist. It was the perfect building of a scammer, but it really went to show how stupid the average Midgardian was. Before his imprisonment, Midgard's economy had been based on farming and the trade of precious metals.

Anyway, it all had to go. Why did Odin even care for those creatures? Loki had walked among them; pathetic like ants who believed themselves to be equal to gods. Not even their magics and their high sciences could add an ounce of worth to their existences.

Hrymr wiped his face with a thin handkerchief and uncapped a bottle of Midgardian liquor, as clear as spring water. He sat in front of Loki. The old Jotun now looked no different than a Midgardian, with dark brown hair and a black mustache. His height, however, was not that of a mere human.

He poured the liquor into two tiny glasses.

"Drink, friend, to our fallen," said Hrymr, his voice unnaturally deep and scratchy, before finishing the content in one gulp.

Loki begrudgingly grabbed the glass and tasted it. It was strong like the [Mead of Power], lacking any sweetness.

"What do you think?" Hrymr’s low voice echoed in the vast, empty hall. "You’ve felt their magics... their systems... can you really disrupt them?"

"Ah," Loki said slowly. "Ah, yes. It shouldn’t be difficult. I do not even need to access their realm of forms and frequencies. A few incantations and they’ll all succumb to my power."

"Then it’s set," Hrymr said. "We’ll come in and bring order out of chaos. These worthless pieces of scum will need to be controlled. We’ll keep them breeding and put them to good use."

"Now that is another point," Loki said. "You have ninety million Jotnar in Jotunheim, another hundred million... here. How many... Midgardians will each of you use? Are you considering the vast numbers that we plan to destroy."

"Don’t worry about that. Humans are like grains of sand on the shore. We can use them however we wish, and if five billion die, we’ll breed a million more."

"You say you’ve been doing it for decades, huh?" Loki asked.

"Aye, we had to avoid the Thunderer before, but now our path is free. We have thousands of access points beneath the earth, many of which are still secret. Not even Odin knows, and he doesn't even have a million troops to send."

Loki nodded.

Hrymr poured himself another glass and drank it immediately. "This thing is not strong enough anymore," he hissed.

"I am partial to your desires," Loki said slowly. "Now I have developed a plan. It is simple, really, any human idiot could have conceived it. But we can pull it off. The entirety of Midgard could succumb to us in a few weeks. Then, you'll come in and take charge of the realm. We cover all the entrances. Asgardians will be cut off. Midgard will be yours."

"Very well," Hrymr said. "I think I see where you’re going. I have tried that, but merely with convincing."

"This time, with me by your side, it is impossible to fail."

Loki pushed his chair back and stood up, facing the door. Five human bodies had been assembled next to the wall, lifeless. Their clammy and pale bodies huddled on the marble floor, their necks torn open, small traces of blood coagulating on their wounds.

"I thought your appetite would be a bit more extravagant," Loki snickered. "These look quite unremarkable. Did you just collect them from the streets?"

"It’s all valuable, my friend," Hrymr said. "Now, my people will have a token of what they were denied. They took this from us. Odin... took this from us."


Chapter IV – A Journey to the West

"Ah," Eir panted, her eyes rolled back in pleasure as she leaned her head back on her pillow. Blake ran a hand through her platinum hair, her gray eyes dilated, brimming with happiness. "Oh, Blake! What a night! Ten times in a row!"

"Tell that to me," Blake muttered, taking in the sensations and taking a moment before turning around and lying next to her. It was just wonderful to admire her body, her perfect features, that soft chin, and those gray eyes that gazed at him adoringly.

"My lord husband," Eir whispered, wrapping her arms around his naked chest. "You have no idea how much I missed this," she said softly in his ear, the soft caress of her skin against his, warm and full of life.

"I also missed you a lot, Eir," Blake said, before leaning in to give her another kiss, his hands softly placed around her bare hips. "You know I thought of you every day."

She narrowed her eyes, looking at him attentively, reading his thoughts through the bond.

"I appreciate your appraisal; I know you're proud of me. And I'm glad Alruna didn't get all of your attention."

Blake chuckled. He had to split his attention evenly; both deserved equal amounts of it.

"How could I not be proud?" Blake said with a wink, his body now parallel to hers, noticing her perky and moderate chest under the blanket. He reached his hands up slowly, enjoying every inch of her.

"But you're terribly worried, Blake," she said. "As much as you were before leaving for Jotunheim. As soon as you relax, you start thinking about that again."

"You know why," Blake declared. "It's not that hard to guess. I have a terrible feeling about what may happen, and if I fail..."

"You won't fail, Blake. I know that you'll survive all this."

"Surviving doesn't mean not failing. You know precisely what I mean," Blake said, getting up and sitting on the edge of the bed. Eir rose up too, wrapping her pale arms around him from behind and leaning her chin on his shoulder.

"Blake," her tone was serene and caring. "You know it's going to get tough. But I made a promise to be with you throughout it all. And I will."

"Tell me, Eir. What did you see? What's wrong with Midgard?"

There was some reluctance in Eir's voice.

"I've seen war, Blake. War and death. I've seen pain and devastation, but a sliver of life lives on. It survives and flourishes. We will win in the end!"

He faced her. "You don't understand, Eir. You haven't grown up there, with the people you love, institutions you care about, and just... humanity itself. You make it sound like half of humanity will die."

"Blake. Whatever happens, it will be tough, but we will get through it. Your people will get through it."

"You live forever. You yourself are the reason why people in Asgard live forever. To you, death is nothing; it lasts a few seconds. For us, for most of us, death is forever."

She paused for an instant. Blake could feel a strange emotion through the bond."Maybe you're... wrong about me. I do fear death. I have suffered because of it."

"How can you say that, Eir? You're a goddess whose perspective is different from mortals. All I know is that it's all in my hands. It's crazy. I have to do what I can to stop Loki and Hrymr, while Odin does what? Sends a few troops?"

"He is prioritizing the defense of Valhalla. You know we aren't that many."

"He should've brought more people. He has less than half a million Einherjar."

"We couldn't bring them all, but Blake, you have people to work with. You have humanity. Believe me, you will win. There will be pain, there will be destruction, but I believe in you. I see you rising from the ashes, lifting up, building up."

Blake sighed.

"Let's start packing," Blake declared.

He thought of asking Eir for more details of the prophecy. But he couldn't take it. He hoped the events that did take place didn't make it more horrible. But if it all went to hell, if really millions of people died, he had to tell himself it wasn't his fault.

There was something in the depths of Eir's mind. Blake could feel it, some deep sadness or longing, way behind a forest of emotions, behind her pride in Blake and her love.

"There's something that worries you," Blake said to her, still holding onto her hand.

"I wouldn't say it worries me," she replied, looking down. "It's more like something I'm hopeful about."

"What is it?"

"It is certainly not something I talk about freely. It's regarding another prophecy."

"What prophecy?" Blake narrowed his eyes.

Eir hesitated. "I do know of death," she said softly. "Aside from the ones I couldn't save when Loki attacked..."

"Your brother Baldur?" Blake asked.

Her eyes drifted upward, fixing on his. "I really can't hide things from you, I guess."

She let out a long sigh.

"Everybody loved him," she said, looking through the window. "They called him Eternity. He was everyone's favorite brother or friend. Except for the few that couldn't handle him. But I loved him a lot. He was my world, Blake. My father barely spoke to me. But Baldur was always there for me. He was basically raising me."

"I see," Blake replied. He was curious about how it happened. He'd read the legends, of course, but he feared it was a sensitive topic for her.

"I know you're curious, Blake, you can't hide it. And... It may help me feel better."

"I don't mean to pry."

She returned her gaze to the garden behind the window, but was really looking beyond them.

"I... remember the last time he left for battle," she continued, her voice catching a dreamy tone. "He promised he'd teach me horse-riding. We'd spend hours playing, and I would laugh like I had never in my life. I was still a child, a toddler, and he took care of me and taught me to enjoy life. And then, one day, he was gone forever. In front of me, Blake. And when you see everybody around you freak out so much, that he was the one immortal that no one would ever surpass or defeat, it really gets to you. Then, he was gone. Just before my riding lessons.

"That's a tough one," Blake said. "I'm sorry, Eir. I don't know how I would've reacted if I had been so small when I lost my mom. I can't tell. But I imagine, if I, a normal kid, thought my parents would be there forever, and you, believing that he was..."

"I used to blame my mother. Loki tricked her to find out his weakness, you know? But I'm over that. I think she must have suffered much more than I have."

"That infamous mistletoe," Blake said, then immediately regretting it.

"It sounds funny, doesn't it? Like a stupid fable used to teach Midgardian children a thing or two. But that mistletoe was one of the things Ymir brought from out of this world. One of the things Odin didn't create and didn't have control over."

"I hadn't heard that interpretation. Now that's something for Friedrich's diaries."

"He will come back, you know," Eir said, more hopeful in her tone. "Baldur. Or at least, that's what prophecies say. It's been two thousand years. He must be somewhere. His soul must be, at least, ready to take a body once again. I am hopeful."

Blake swallowed, trying not to think about what Friedrich had written.

"At least you have a prophecy too look forward to. It's something good and you can trust it."

"I have hope, yes. But sometimes, prophecies don't come true exactly the way you expect."

"I guess," Blake said, scratching his head.

Blake tried not to think about that, but it kept hammering in his mind. His mind inevitably turned to Friedrich's old cult and the rituals they'd performed back in the 1910s.

***

Blake had to make sure they carried enough [Mead of Power] and [Mead of Renewal]. Odin allowed them to carry Vidar’s magical wineskin, in which they could conceal many liters of [Mead of Power]. The [Mead of Renewal] was more abundant and could still be brought from Asgard. Brynhilde carried [Mjölnir] on her belt, and Alruna carried [God-killer], Sigyn’s over-powered spear. With that, Blake felt much safer.

"How does that thing even work?" Blake asked Brynhilde, staring at [Mjölnir]. It seemed compact, like a mere tool she would carry around, with its curved edge and detailed engravings. "It looks like it weighs nothing. Isn't it supposed to be heavier than a planet?"

"Aren't you supposed to know the legends? Try lifting it if you want."

"No thanks. I just wanted to know."

"It's heavy when someone tries to lift it, silly boy. And I guess it grew accustomed to me. When I use it, let's say it's not that easy to wield."

"You mean it's alive?" Blake said.

"You could say that. It's got a bad temper most of the time, so you don't wanna mess with it."

"Alright," Blake lifted his hands. "I was just asking."

Besides a few pounds of hard cheese and cured pork belly, Blake hoped he still had access to his old bank card. It’d been only a few months since he left Midgard. If not? What could he do? Apply for a job? He could sell Norse gold, perhaps smelt it first, for a good price. Whatever he did, he’d have to work through it quickly.

After a few minutes of packing, they climbed on a longship led by the old god Njordr, a grandfatherly man with a headband and long white hair.

Suddenly, the servants looked back in hushed silence, as a large figure stepped through the forest path that led to the port, a man with a wide brimmed hat and a long walking stick. As he approached, the walking stick became a rune-engraved spear and his features, eye-patch included, sprung into view.

"What do we have here?" Odin said, stepping next to the ship.

"Allfather," Blake said, dropping the box he was holding and turning toward him. Odin's expression was severe, like that of a school principal about to scold his students.

"You intend on taking my daughter Eir on your travels?" Odin said sternly. "This was not what I intended. This was not what I called for. It is unwise."

"Father," Eir said, stepping toward him, her silver hair tied into a long ponytail. "It was my choice."

"This is dangerous, child," Odin said. "You know what’s at stake. Your other sisters have gone through much pain, but you are much more vulnerable. I haven’t protected you for ages just to lose you."

"Father, it’s alright," Brynhilde stepped toward the port. "I will protect her. Besides, you know she’s in the prophecies. You yourself have attested to it. She'll survive and be safe."

Odin looked at his other daughter.

"Allfather," Blake said, lowering his head slightly. "I invited my first wife on my journey as assistance and help. I would vow for her safety. Please allow her to come."

"Father, please," Eir said. "I need to be by my husband’s side."

Odin’s single eye was severe. "You know what’s at stake, child. Not only you, but our people. We don’t know exactly how certain things will happen, but I do not want you in unnecessary danger and pain."

"I will return if you feel I must," Eir replied, bowing. But please let me be there with them."

Odin grunted but ended up nodding.

"Do not let our enemies know you are there. Olson, whatever your plan entails, protect her, I trust the prophecies, but many details are not known. You don't want to regret something happening to your wife."

"I will do everything I can, Allfather," Blake said. "And you may recall her if something goes wrong."

"Do so or be shamed," Odin said through his teeth.

Blake nodded.

Odin continued: "Farewell, children. Thrud will bring some beasts to be sacrificed in honor of you all. Brynhilde, guard them all with your life. I trust you all to protect Midgard and its inhabitants the best you can."

"We will, father," Brynhilde said.

Alruna remained quiet, nodding to everything Odin said. A few close friends came to say goodbye, Bjorn, giving Blake a big hug and telling him that the Wolf-Pack was eager to come to Midgard. Even Vidar showed up, helping with the sacrifices, strangely aloof, despite reaching Blake and sharing a few words.

"You got lucky many times, lad. The Norns guard you and have a plan. Always watch your back, always be ready. And don’t be so trusting."

Finally, they set sail, exiting Asgard through the back door, by ship to avoid Jotun intelligence. Alruna and Eir both sat by his side, holding his hands, while Brynhilde helped out the crew. Njordr’s own sailors rowed harshly against the wind, as the old navigator god stood by the steering board. Svafa joined them as a Völva, casting spells of illusion and speed, steering the wind in their favor.

Sailing through the portal, Blake held on to both of his wives, reality and consciousness stretched into that unfamiliar and ever bizarre sensation. Time warped around them along with warm air and mist from the magic spells that guarding the ship from view and interference. Njordr cross checked with Blake, the old god with his sun-stones and Blake with Friedrich’s compass, finding the latitude where Blake could land, right in downtown Houston, Texas.

He had packed the clothes he’d worn when he died, jeans, a hoodie and a standard black t-shirt. He had no hope in finding his old apartment, but thankfully he had a resurrected copy of his wallet in his pocket.

"Alright," Brynhilde came over to sit next to them. "A few days of travel. What’s your plan."

"We need at least one day of rest, Bryn," Alruna said. "Meanwhile, we will research and find what to do. It’s an entirely different world."

"What’s there to do in Midgard anyway?" Brynhilde said.

"So much," Alruna said.

"I would like you guys to enjoy," Blake said. "But we have to do our work diligently and really find out what they would do. Especially Hrymr."

Brynhilde’s lips tensed as soon as she heard that name.

"What can you tell me about it?" Blake asked. "All Haakon could tell me is that the Jotnar are preparing to send troops, with flying magic ships, and that there are some in the earth, somehow, and what Friedrich implied was that Hrymr had a hand in human movements and politics."

Brynhilde narrowed her eyes. "Knowing him, it’s obvious, he’d want to go high up and plant discord."

"Among different nations?"

"Exactly," Brynhilde said. "And Loki is especially good at that. That’s why he became close to my father before his betrayal. Odin always knew there was something off with him, but valued his strategies and thought he could keep him under control. They’ll aim high, and we have to aim even higher. I’m sure they’re already positioning troops. My guess is he’d convince some leader with his power and offer him overpowered armies."

That sounded like Loki. Who would he take his offers and slyness to?

Whatever happened, who held the most power in the world? Europe, NATO, to a degree, did the bidding of America. America didn’t win all wars, but was still undoubtedly the most powerful nation and with the most leverage. And who held the most power in America? A naive view of politics would say the President, but perhaps the power ran even deeper, corporations, lobbies, tech companies, maybe the Pentagon. Who knew? Europe wouldn’t do anything against the United States. And even after that, Blake would have to approach other governments such as the PRC and Russia, who despite massive populations, held more fragmented power.

Whatever their first move was, Blake knew he’d have to act fast.


Chapter V – Lone Star

The Norse ship glided over Midgard, approaching from the coasts of Florida, or perhaps Louisiana. Svafa kept consuming [Mead of Power] and shielding them with her magic mist, from both onlookers and modern radars. The girls leaned in and watched his world from from the ship's railing.

Alruna, as usual, seemed the most astonished. She glanced at vast swamps and small towns, then at the streets of the bustling metropolises at night.

"It's so different from the places I used to visit," she said. "And these buildings your people built are incredible."

Blake himself had never visited those parts, so much different from Texas and any other area of the United States. The thick subtropical vegetation made it look exotic and beautiful. He was tempted to go down and explore it with the girls.

"What if we stay here? Let's check it out!" Alruna said. "Look at all those lights! There must be thousands of people living in those towers! We could get them to join our cause."

"Alruna," Eir declared, "I don't think it'll be so easy. I'm not sure they'll believe us, according to what Blake said."

Blake sighed.

"I wish we could, but first we need to figure out what's going on with Hrymr, gather intelligence, check out if there's any movement..."

Blake had considered meeting with someone high up in the US government, perhaps the secretary of defense. He hoped it was the same guy as before. If there was no choice, he'd have to break into the Pentagon or find a way to talk with someone. He hoped it wouldn't backfire and turn them against him.

That night, Blake changed back into the clothes with which he died: a pair of jeans and a black nondescript T-shirt. The entire crew stopped and stared, mumbling among themselves, some of them snickering. Blake advanced nonchalantly, approaching his wives.

Svafa sat among them, her brown hair tied into two braids, and dark eyeliner surrounding her blue eyes.

"What is that you're wearing, Olson? Are those the clothes of a jester?"

"He was wearing that when he died," Eir explained. "It's not the strangest thing I've seen on Midgard."

Brynhilde chuckled.

"Oh boy, you want us to dress like that? Why are those trousers blue? I could never understand. And they look stiff and annoying. Terrible for riding."

"It is what it is," Blake sighed. "It's in fact quite comfortable."

"What do women wear in Asgard nowadays?" Eir asked.

"You'll see. You could wear something like this as a woman. I think it's the most basic and casual attire. A nice pair of jeans and a t-shirt give you plenty of freedom."

"Yeah, I like this style. I'd wear something like it," said Alruna.

"And to be honest, you'd look great in jeans."

Blake could imagine her, and through the bond, he could tell that she appreciated it. Brynhilde had a hand on her chin. "Wouldn't it be too tight for her?"

"She could get one that fits her body shape or something looser and more comfortable." Blake cleared his throat. He didn't want to compare her body to the other girls; each was perfect in their own way, but Alruna had a full hourglass figure and she'd look great with the right pair of jeans and a black t-shirt.

Brynhilde looked upward, thoughtful. "I'd like to wear something more practical. Those trousers look damn uncomfortable. Nah, they must have something civilized that looks noble and classy. How about you, little sister? What would you wear there?"

"I'd rather wear proper clothes. Something that makes me look noble among these people. Blake can surely provide some guidance."

Blake sighed. "Listen, you'd draw attention just by walking around being so beautiful and all, but... Maybe I'm wrong, but we should blend in as much as we can."

"Don't we want their attention, though?" Brynhilde asked. "I say we just step in and show your entire Midgard that we're in charge."

Blake sighed. "Remember what your father said. If we draw attention, it could be dangerous to us. We're here to find out if they're up to something."

Suddenly, a gruff male voice echoed from the hull. It was Njordr, holding the steering board and looking overboard. "Lad, your city is close. We'd be there in the next few hours if yer maps be right. Get movin', we land by sunset."

"Alright," Blake got to his feet.

The next few hours passed quickly. The Houston skyline made it look eerie. Blake couldn't believe it. It felt like more of a dream than even dying and being in Valhalla. He could see freeways taking shape like fractal serpents in the distance, pockets of green marking the city's parks and the forests around. It was the most bizarre feeling in existence, as if he had never left and he had just taken a vacation, and at the same time, as if none of that was real.

"It is... weird," Brynhilde said, sitting on her haunches. "It's so bright, and yet so soulless... I've never seen anything like this."

"You mean the skyscrapers?"

"Those gardens look cute," Brynhilde explained. "It's those towers. I've never seen anything like that. And I thought Jotunheim was a horrible place and that Jotnar have no sense of decoration, but this... I don't know how to describe it, it's just uncanny."

"You mean it's ugly?" Blake asked.

She examined the landscape, looking bewildered. "It's... full of a strange mechanical life. It's like... soulless."

"I love it," Alruna countered, looking overboard, her golden hair fluttering graciously with a summer breeze as she tried to keep it in place. "It's just so bright and colorful. Even when the sun is low. It's like stars glowing beneath."

"It is what it is," Blake said. "I can't expect you to like it. But there are different styles across Midgard, even across America. Maybe you'd love Charleston, I don't know." Brynhilde narrowed her eyes. "You keep saying these words I don't understand. But well, it's your home, it is what it is. And you said we're gonna stay at a luxurious inn, didn't you?"

Blake shrugged. "First, let's make sure I have money in my account, and we'll pass by a shopping mall and get some clothes to blend in."

"A shopping mall?" asked Eir. "What's a mall?"

Blake had a finger pressed to his chin. "A big market, I'd say. An indoor market. Let's get changed first and then check into a hotel as soon as possible."

Then, the ship turned into the darkness of a forest, drifting across the heavens, with Svafa's magic mist wafting around him.

"Aight, lads," Njordr shouted. "We're about to land. Hold on tight."

"It's time," Blake said, just as Alruna reached for his hand and Eir did the same. The sun was sinking on the horizon beyond skyscrapers, fields, and forests of oaks.

"There are people there," Blake noticed hikers walking about, couples and students resting on park benches or sitting cross-legged on the grass. Some seemed to notice and point at that strange cloud but apparently not noticing that it was an entire ship. They glided slower and dropped on a site as far from people as possible.

The four of them gathered their travel bags, weapons, and inventory, bound and concealed in leather and cloth.

"Alright," Brynhilde said. "Thank you, uncle. Take care."

"Aye," Njordr said, hand still on the steering board. "Fire off a missive if ye lay eyes on Jotun. We'll be lurking in the skies."

"We will," said Blake, nodding and getting ready to jump. He took a glance, ensuring that there were no onlookers, and the three of them jumped on the grass.

He had just landed back home. Now what?

"Alright," he said, before clearing his throat. "Let's go find something to wear and blend in."

He took another look at the three beautiful women by his side. Alruna's eyes were gleaming with excitement, her golden hair curling around her body, down to her hips. Brynhilde, carrying bundles full of concealed magic weapons, Mjölnir was visible, bound to her girdle. She wore chainmail and a bronze-colored dress. Her hair was abundant and wavy, parted in the middle. Eir, as cute as ever, had straight hair and braids around the sides of her head. The three of them looked like very adept cosplayers, or a LARPing party out for an epic photoshoot, just that their props looked way too authentic and valuable. They'd draw attention, but hopefully not enough to make it dangerous.

"Girls, if someone asks, we're cosplayers. We were taking some photos."

"What are photos?" asked Eir.

"What's a cosplayer?" asked Alruna.

Blake sighed. "It's hard to explain. I'll show you as soon as I get to charge my phone. Let's go. Pictures. We're taking pictures."

"Let's go," Brynhilde said. "I can't wait to see what these mortals think. Come on. They will fall to their knees and worship us."

They advanced along the path, and the first people they saw were a group of six-year-olds running around the park, with their parents sitting in the distance. The children stared with wide-open eyes. Their parents, from the benches, also stared before averting their gazes. It was better not to make eye contact, better to walk as if everything was normal.

"Woah," exclaimed a child, voice filled with wonder. "She's got a sword!"

Blake's eyes drifted toward the child, and he smiled to avoid suspicion.

"Look, they're superheroes!"

"Are they Vikings?"

They passed the park and walked through the streets of Houston. The girls were the ones staring at people more often than the opposite.

"It's so impractical," Brynhilde said, after looking at a group of girls wearing high-heels, coming out of a car. "Those shoes look painful to walk in. They'd slow us down in battle."

"They do look wonderful, though," declared Eir.

Brynhilde huffed slightly.

Blake had to tell the girls to stop when the traffic lights turned red. Bryn didn't like that one bit.

"Don't even try!" Blake said, just as Brynhilde was about to cross the street. Was he planning to dodge the cars? She returned him a sour expression and a driver honked angrily.

They approached downtown Houston, and Brynhilde's eyes seemed to get lost looking upward.

"Well, those buildings don't look that bad from down here."

"Next stop, Galleria Mall," Blake said, checking for his resurrected wallet. "Let's get get a taxi. One of those cars. You'll put your things in the back and take a seat."

"Inside one of those things?" Brynhilde asked.

"It's just a carriage," Blake said.

"Let's do it!" Alruna exclaimed.

Blake extended his hand just as a Houston yellow cab was passing by. Blake was partly surprised that they were still around — they would be more expensive, but it would do. The cab driver lowered his window, he looked Southeast Asian.

"Where to?" asked the driver.

"Galleria Mall."

Blake opened the door for his wives, and they gazed with wonder at the seating and crawled in.

"It's so comfortable!" Alruna declared, just as Blake took his place in the front seat.

"Are you coming from an event?" asked the driver. "A Renaissance fair or something?"

"We're recording a short film," Blake said, making it up on the spot.

"Ah, you make movies?" the driver said. "That's cool. My cousin studies at UCLA."

"Cool. I kind of do my own thing, Viking themed, you know." He tried to keep the topic on himself. He didn't think the driver would believe they were immortal Valkyries, but it'd make things less hard to explain.

"What's this for?" Alruna asked, pulling the seat belt from its place.

"Stop," Eir said. "You don't know what that does. Blake said it could be dangerous."

The driver was already raising an eyebrow.

"Where are you from? I can't quite place your accents."

"Us," Brynhilde said. "Asgard."

The driver chuckled. "Of course."

"Really, though. They're Swedish," Blake said.

"Ah, Sweden is cool, isn't it? I haven't been there so far, but I have a cousin who lives there. It's cold, right?"

"Not quite," Brynhilde said. "But you should visit Jotunheim. Now that's cold, you'd freeze to death in there."

Alruna was playing with the door, pulling the handle over and over.

Blake cleared his throat. "Alruna."

Gods, she was a kid. But Blake remembered how scared he was in Asgard at first, despite having studied it.

Alruna let go of the door handle, but found the window control switch and inevitably pressed it. She gasped as the window started sliding down.

Blake cleared his throat.

"I've always wanted to visit Scandinavia," said the driver. "I guess one could see the Northern Lights from there."

"By the way," Blake said, just as the car pulled out next to the mall. "I've lost connection. Has anything bad happened recently? Around the world, I mean, aside from the wars. Has there been any... terrorist attacks?"

"Oh, after those attacks on Times Square, I haven't seen anything. It's just the same thing over and over. Even on social media."

"In New York? What happened?"

"You didn't hear?" the driver seemed truly surprised, as if Blake were living under a rock. "You must've heard. Then it happened in that place in Russia too. What's it called?"

"Wait, wait," Blake said, raising both hands. "Again. What happened?"

"An explosion. Times Square blew up. It was as bad as 9/11."

"Who did it?"

"No one knows yet, maybe Russia, some say it was terrorists, others... well, that it was a false flag, or whatever. I don't want to get too deep into politics. But no one knows even what type of bomb it was. It's been on the news all day, on social media too. Massive explosions, thousands died. And then, it happened again in Russia, and somewhere else, Argentina, I think."

Brynhilde hummed behind them.

"It's gotta be him," she said coldly. "I don't know those places, but it sounds like he wants to play both sides, a game of threats and blackmail."

Blake gritted his teeth. They were too many steps ahead, and he hoped, somehow, that they could stop them before any more humans died.


Chapter VI – Midgardian Mall

The girls wanted to stop and stare at each and every section of the department store. Blake knew he should've taken the time to explain what kind of clothes and footwear people wore before they even got on that ship. He wished they had more time, and after reviewing his pre-death savings account, he had a budget of roughly 1000 USD to spend on clothes, and another 1500 for accommodation and expenses.

However, their taste in clothes shone through. Every man's eternal problem came through too, with the girls scooping through each section for hours, unable to make up their minds. If Blake had his way, he'd just grab the first set he saw, ensure the fitting was good, and walk out, but the girls had to study color, fabric, and combinations.

And Blake had to explain to them how to use panties and modern bras. Brynhilde was adamant she'd never wear them.

Alruna was the most down to earth, and her style was similar to what Blake had worn. She chose a pair of tight jeans that accentuated her wide hips, and a bootlegged Led Zeppelin T-shirt that matched perfectly. As for footwear, she chose a pair of black Doc Martens.

Blake expected Brynhilde to wear something durable and hard. Instead, she chose a spotted sundress, of all things, reaching down to her mid-thigh, matching perfectly with her voluminous red hair. Damn, she was gorgeous to look at. And he wanted her so bad. He really couldn't wait to make love to her and hoped she would agree soon. She surely noticed what he was thinking because she winked at him and directed him a complicit look.

"Like what you see, huh?" she said, turning around and seeing herself in the mirror, her firm butt was perfectly outlined by the back of her skirt.

"You're gonna give me a heart attack," he said.

"Not yet, young man," she said, leaning into his ear. "You've got a lot to do to earn this."

He really missed the way she used to tease him.

She had started to worry him during their trip; she'd been a bit too isolated lately, and Blake could tell through their bond that she had a lot of trauma from her time on Jotunheim. However, he knew she was crazy for him and wanted to make him wait.

He leaned in, gently reaching for her hips. He felt a pleasant tug in her mind; the bond they shared told him she enjoyed that closeness and she wanted more.

He leaned in for a kiss; those red lips looked so tasty. Her blue eyes sparkled with desire before she closed them, and she ran a hand through her wavy hair and the braid that hung at one side.

She baited him, though, pulling back, biting her lip slightly, and chuckling.

Blake sighed.

He saw what she was playing at. It was honestly fun to be teased like that. He could feel what she was feeling too. She expected him to wait and then go crazy with pleasure. He could lean in and steal a kiss in that moment. He could tell she expected it.

"You know what I'm thinking," Blake said.

"I know exactly what you're thinking. You've been thinking that since you came to Asgard," she said. Damn, she knew how to put herself on a pedestal. He'd let her have it. It made it all the more exciting.

He leaned in closer to her lips. She panted slightly.

She wanted that kiss too bad. She was fighting hard to control it too.

"Get a room," shouted someone next to the fitting room.

"You know," he decided to change the topic and dissipate the tension. "I thought you'd wear something more durable."

"Do you think I'm vulnerable here? Among these... humans? No. I just want to be comfortable."

"Right," Blake said.

"Blake," Eir's voice came from behind the curtains. She drew the curtain slowly, reverently.

Blake was speechless. She wore a classy business dress, gray and with a white section across the center, tight at the waist and shoulders, and wide round buttons in the middle, along with elegant white shoes with low-heels.

"Does it look classy? I tried to go for that look."

Blake's eyes were wide open. "Classy doesn't even begin to describe it. You look like royalty."

"Well, I am royalty, thank you. Do you think those long white gloves would be too much?"

"Now you're asking me about fashion? Well. What can I say. You look fantastic, but remember that we want to blend in."

"I'm glad you liked it," Eir said. "Now I'm gonna try the next one."

Blake blinked in surprise. "The next one?"

"I've got five more dresses. I'd like you to take a look and tell me if they're the perfect mix of casual and elegant."

Blake cleared his throat. "Eir, we've got to rush, change back. They're gonna close soon."

"Blake, the survival of humanity depends on us. They should let us stay as long as we can."

"Eir, we haven't got a budget now. It'd take time."

"I understand your concerns. That's something else for you to consider, but the more you hold me off, my darling, the longer I will take," she said, stepping back and closing the curtain again.

"Well, so if she's trying another one, I'm doing the same," Brynhilde said, looking at the display behind the wall and rushing back. Alruna was standing close, hands behind her body.

"You're ready, huh?" Blake asked.

"Got what I needed," Alruna said. "It's so simple and convenient. I just need to vary the design, add accessories like those earrings, and that's it."

"You understand me perfectly," Blake said with a sigh.

She leaned in and took his hand. "So, it's my turn tonight, again, isn't it?"

Blake smiled, leaning in to grab her waist.

"But maybe I'll give you another surprise," she said with a wink.

Blake cleared her throat.

"You know," Alruna said. "Now that we're here, are there any pubs or places we could perhaps visit? I can't wait to try all the drinks, and... you owe me a concert."

"I've got a plan for that. Someone I'm gonna call, he'll know what to do. We'll do some research tonight and then tomorrow morning, and if everything looks safe I'm gonna meet my friends tomorrow."

"Who're you gonna call, Blake?"

Blake sighed. "Good friends. I think they could help us find out what's really going on, you know, go a little in depth."

"Nice, it'll be cool to know your friends and what they're like! No other wives or darlings here, huh?"

"No," he said with a smile. What a relief. If his ex-fiancee saw him, she'd try to murder him. He'd changed his phone number twice trying to get away from her. People had even recommended a restraining order. Blake didn't really want to remember; she was either a control freak or had some issues, but he hoped she was doing well.

***

"Alright, Blake, we're hungry," said Brynhilde.

Blake's own stomach was rumbling. Being superhuman required lots of food, and tonight was the perfect evening to impress the girls.

Del Frisco was perhaps too fancy, and Wendy's was too low-end. He was back in America, and despite having less than a thousand USD to spend, he had to give them a good impression. The girls weren't used to high-crab foods, though.

"What would you girls like to eat?" he asked.

"I don't know, you decide," said Eir.

"Surprise us," said Alruna.

Brynhilde cleared her throat. Damn, she looked killer again, with those thighs and those long legs. Her white sneakers matched perfectly, but looked so out of character.

"I," she said, "would like to eat some lamb chops. I demand, Blake Olson, to try some of that good food you keep talking about, as if you didn't have enough with our divine Asgardian nourishment."

"I can't complain about Asgard, but there's no place like home. Mhm, so that's what you want. For lamb chops, perhaps we'd have to visit a Turkish or Persian restaurant. We're a bit far, though. We might have to get another taxi. You can get some epic pork ribs here, though, and steak. I recommend it."

"Pork ribs sound great," said Alruna.

"I'm willing to try anything," Eir said.

Blake looked at Brynhilde. "I know one of the best steakhouses in the Houston area, walking distance. I love it. I'm not sure if you'd get lamb, but you'll taste the real Texas Steak, ribs."

Brynhilde raised an eyebrow.

"This better be good, Olson."

"I'm sure you won't regret it."

The girls did draw some glances. Brynhilde sometimes looked back with a look so piercing and threatening that he almost saw the recipients cower and bow down. The steakhouse was packed, and they had to wait for twenty minutes. Brynhilde grew impatient and cursed under her breath.

"I'd summon lightning from the sky, and they'd all run away like goats."

"They would, but who would be left to cook and serve?"

When the waitress finally arrived, Blake ordered bone-in rib-eye for himself, with a side of rocket leaf and spinach salad with cherry tomatoes, black olives, and balsamic vinegar. Alruna liked a little bit of spice in her meals, so she chose New York Strip and a side of mashed potatoes. She'd heard a lot about potatoes from Blake and Friedrich and had always dreamed of trying them. Brynhilde had spare ribs with a goat cheese Mediterranean salad.

Blake's stomach rumbled until their dishes arrived. The steak was perfect, and despite the glory of Valhalla, nothing could compare to home. A perfect steak, garnished with basil, skillet markings, moderate juices dripping through its skin, garlic butter on top, and smelling like heaven. Blake could feel the Valkyrie's appetite explode through the bond. The rocket leaf salad would be perfect to balance the meat, and he decided to pair it with a rich Syrah and some scotch. He was sure the girls would love the drinks. And when he cut the meat, ah, it was so perfectly tender, juicy, and red. This was heaven.

Alruna's New York strip came perfectly covered in crusted pepper and delicious mashed potatoes. Through the bond, Blake could tell that she was loving it. Brynhilde didn't say a word but devoured her spare ribs like a hungry wolf and licked the bones. Eir savored every hint and note of her teriyaki shrimp, inquiring about the sauce and even asking the waiter for more information. They were really getting used to Midgard.

Now, Blake could tell he was home.

"Alright, let's order again," said Brynhilde. "You didn't even let me try your meat. I want it exactly like yours."

Blake felt a stab through his wallet.

"Again?"

"Yes."

He cleared his throat.

"We could have it another day."

"You call this feasting? It doesn't even count as an appetizer in Asgard."

"Bryn," Eir said calmly. "Blake already made clear what our budget is. We can't go over the limit tonight until he changes some gold."

"Well, then it should be a priority, Blake."

Blake almost rolled his eyes, but she was kind of right. It wasn't just because they had to have fun, though; he had to use it for their expenses.

"However," Eir declared, sniffing something around. The scent of caramel wafted from another table, where another customer had ordered an ice cream sundae with molten caramel. "I'm smelling a scent sweeter than creamy honey cakes. It's something I've never experienced before."

Blake didn't have much of a sweet tooth. Yeah, it was the last thing he wanted. He was as full as a sack of potatoes, but aside from the honey they had in Midgard, the girls had never tried something derived from raw sugar or, even worse, High Fructose Corn Syrup. After that, there'd be no way back.

"Girl," he said with a sigh.

"That has got to be amazing," Alruna said, lifting herself off the table and leaning on her arms.

Well, since they were in Midgard, they had to try it at least once. He cleared his throat, raised his hand, and called the waiter.

The minute they tasted brownies and ice cream, Blake felt the equivalent of three simultaneous orgasms echoing through the bond.


Chapter VII – The Room

Booking a local four-star hotel, the girls insisted on staying in the same room, and they were lucky to find a quadruple room. Of course, after Brynhilde threatened the receptionist. Finally, it was time to drop their travel packs, get some rest, and start their research.

"What kind of magic is that?" asked Eir just as Blake swiped the key card and the door unlocked.

"Modern magic," Blake said, pushing the door open and revealing a vast carpeted room with two king-size beds, each with a set of four pillows and next to a nightstand. Stepping in, the girls first took a look at the walk-in closet, and then at the bathroom, noticing the marble on the walls, the tiny rectangle of soap around the sink and the wide bathtub.

"This is the peak of luxury," said Alruna, staring at the marble walls, running her hand through it to ensure it was authentic. "Not even my father, in all his glory, used this type of facility as a toilet."

"I now realize how good some of us have it."

"Huh?" Alruna said, looking over. "That's a bathtub, isn't it?"

"It's quite large," Eir declared, exchanging glances with her.

"Do we have to ask for water?" Alruna said. "I hope they have hot water available."

"You mean you expect people to bring it up here?" He crouched next to the faucet and lifted it.

Steam started escaping as the water heated up.

"I told you. Modern magic."

Alruna smiled fondly, and Blake could feel her excitement.

"Well, it's a really good time for a communal bath," said Alruna, quietly removing her earrings.

"Indeed," Eir said, removing her gloves. "This trip has got me sweaty. Alruna, would you mind helping me open the back of my dress?"

"One second." Alruna's eyes drifted toward Blake as she removed her t-shirt, her massive chest clasped by a modern beige bra, and her golden curls falling down to her hips.

He cleared his throat. "God, I'm drenched in sweat." He said.

"Blake," Alruna said warmly, stepping toward him. Her cheeks had already begun to turn rosy. Gods, she looked delicious.

"Alright," Brynhilde said, stepping out of the bathroom. Blake heard her laying down and wrapping herself in the blankets. Then, her voice echoed from the room. "This communal bath is getting a bit too steamy. You guys enjoy yourselves, I don't want to make it awkward."

Alruna's green eyes were fixed on Blake.

"Blake." She gently bit on her lower lip. "Come here, treasure. We've got to freshen you up. You're all sweaty from the journey."

"We shall clean you... really well," Eir said, closing the door, then gently reaching for his t-shirt and lifting it up.

"Very, very, very well," Alruna said, on her knees, reaching for his belt, eyes wide open and fixed on his own.

***

"These robes are so comfortable," Alruna said, a towel around her head, wrapping the belt of her bathrobe around her waist, and stepping back into the room.

Brynhilde's cheeks were red. She sighed. "Not only did I have to hear all that, I had to... feel it."

"Sorry, Bryn," Eir said.

"It's alright, I'm just saying," Brynhilde said, staring at the black TV screen in front of her. "This bed is too soft, by the way. And what's up with this mirror? It's freaking me out."

"Oh, it's not a mirror," Blake said, dropping onto the carpet and reaching for the remote. "It's a TV."

Pressing the button, LED lights coalesced.

The girls shouted and jumped behind Blake.

"Magic?" exclaimed Alruna.

"If you want to call it that," Blake said. "Didn't you see? They had some of them running at the restaurant."

"So that's what it is," Alruna said. "A mirror of illusions."

"Eh... More complex than that."

"Could we use it to track Hrymr?" Brynhilde asked.

"Not exactly. We can get some live news, but someone has to be out there filming it, otherwise, someone gathers information and broadcasts it. Or there's entertainment. I could say, plays."

"Operas!" Alruna said.

"We call them TV shows and movies."

"Oh, you've talked about movies," said Brynhilde. "I hope they're as entertaining as you're making them up to be."

Blake changed the channels, reaching for a popular news station, where well-known presenters were showing images of destruction. The host's face was a blur of disbelief.

Blake narrowed his eyes. The place looked too familiar. The people around the area, the rubble of what once had been massive skyscrapers littered the ground. Rescue teams ran amok, and survivors cried for their loved ones.

Nothing remained of what once had been Times Square.

Blake felt a knot settle in his stomach.

He had been too late already.

"The whole country is in a state of alert," said the news presenter. "An ongoing investigation is still determining the type of explosives that were deployed on-site. The death toll rises to eight hundred people."

They proceeded to show images of one of the surviving families.

"This is their doing," Blake said.

"Should we go there, to help?" asked Alruna. "Maybe we could find them and rescue some of those people in the rubble."

"How fast can we get there?" Blake asked, quickly searching for the answer. "It's more than one thousand five hundred miles."

"I could fly there," Bryn said, cross-legged on the bed, chin supported by her left hand. "In one night, with your ring. I could take you."

"We'd better book a plane, then," Blake said. "But still, I don't know if it's where we should be. They've attacked other cities as well."

He changed the channels, into a Russian TV station that showed devastation in the Kremlin. St. Basil's Church, once a landmark in the Eastern country, had ceased to be.

"Shit," Blake said, feeling increasingly frustrated. "It's started already."

How many people had died just as they had been enjoying themselves? The question popped into Blake's mind over and over. Could he have stopped them? How could he know?

Alruna held his hand, Eir did the same."Blake," Brynhilde leaned her head on his shoulder. "We're stronger than any human being. I've seen you do incredible things. And we'll beat them!"

"They aren't wasting any time," Blake said. "We have to call the president."

"The leader of your country?" Eir asked.

"Yes. I can't deal with bureaucrats. We really need to make an impression on our leaders. Make them scramble to their feet in shock. I fear Loki is preparing to make a big move, if he hasn't already."

With his phone finally resurrected and charged, and connected to the room Wi-Fi, he did a quick internet search, locating at least seven confirmed attacks. And as the news came to show, it got every country pointing fingers at each other and tensions sky high.

World leaders making threats, all in the guise of preemptive attacks, especially the US/NATO and Russia. China wouldn't have meddled, but it had just come out that there'd been an attack in the major financial section of Shanghai.

"Shit," Blake said softly, getting to his feet. "Can we reach by morning?"

"Let's see, perhaps in a couple of hours," Brynhilde said with a wink. "It can't take us more than the whole night. Let's wake up your president and tell them that help's on the way."

"I knew it, Blake," Eir said. Blake turned, expecting to hear an enlightened take, perhaps from her visions. "You should've bought one of those silk suits to make the right impression."

He sighed.

"Whatever, I got something here." He removed his bathrobe, Alruna leaned in to admire his body. He reached for his clothes and put on his jeans. They would look less goofy than Norse trousers and boots. But as for what to wear on top, it would be either Norse linen shirts or his single black t-shirt. Then, he remembered that he had something else in his bag, a white Norse shirt with patterns at the hem and an open chest. It looked vaguely Eastern European, or like a Romance novel protagonist. It was definitely better than the T-shirt.

"Pack your armor," Alruna said, while Blake reached for his magic sword and attached it to his belt. Scooping through his bag, he came across the [Shield of Aegis]. After all, why not take it? He slung it across his back and reached for the window, cranking it open.

Brynhilde slid Mjölnir under her belt and an [Arm Ring] around her shoulder.

"Alright, Bryn, let's go. Girls," he said to the others. "You've got your provisions and also some cash. Take care of yourselves. Especially you, Eir. Don't draw attention. We'll try to be here as soon as possible, pay attention to the bond, and if we're not back by dawn." He winked. "Call the president."

***

Loki stepped onward, wearing those strange silks that men in Midgard wore as their finest, a black suit and a white linen shirt with tiny buttons. It was simple, with little color, but he enjoyed its sharpness and directness.

That white castle was majestic on its own, but not nearly the greatest in Midgard. This was the hall of the greatest chieftain in the world. Or so Hrymr said. At least, the one who had the most power to destroy it. The guards wore the same attire that would be expected of a merchant or a nobleman in that era, dark coats they called suits and strange ropes around their necks they referred to as ties. None of them wore armor, or at least, no armor that was visible, nor did they carry swords. Hrymr had told him all about their weapons; based on the magic of powders, many were as powerful as lightning, some even more. Not once in history had human beings created such powerful weapons that could match the very magic of the gods.

A handful of those guards stood watchful in the gardens, carrying large Midgardian weapons, some even stood on the roof, attentive to anything strange. Loki, of course, didn't want to make a fuss. He stepped undeterred, invisible, passing through the gardens. Strange presences and energies roamed the place, but Loki knew how to shield himself from them all.

War dogs barked furiously, and their keepers tried to keep them calm.

"What the hell is that?" one of the guards asked himself.

He pulled the object that was attached to his ear and stared at it in disbelief. Loki knew how to manipulate those essences...those frequencies. It was fascinating what the men of Midgard had achieved. But it was nothing compared to real magic.

He passed through the door with one of his magic rings, finding a large hall with a curved ceiling and a massive red carpet. The walls were as white as ivory. Some guards and noble-looking Midgardians passed by, talking on their devices.

Loki stepped forward and climbed the stairs, like a ghost drifting through mist. A main door stood in the center, with soft colors, not drawing any attention except for the solemnity that surrounded it.

He opened it.

The walls were curved, and a large table stood in the middle. The greatest chieftain of that land, the one they called President, was an older man, with curly salt and pepper hair combed to the side. Two men stood by his side, one strong and muscular, bald, and wearing an earpiece, and another who looked younger and much weaker.

The three men looked toward the door, in shock. The president held a section of his device, his phone, a curled wire dangling and attached to the other side.

One of the men in the black suits, the bald one with large shoulders, placed a hand on his weapon.

The door closed behind Loki's back.

The bald man pressed the piece on his ear.

"We've got a situation. The door opened by itself."

The thin man with blond hair shook his head.

"Any security report?"

The president held the device in his hand. "I apologize, Prime Minister," the old man said, his voice croaky and tired.

Loki immediately materialized before them. The faces of the three men turned as pale as a cloud. The bald man reached for his weapon, unsheathing it and pointing it at Loki. The President went down on his knees, hiding behind the table, hands on his ears. The phone collapsed to the ground. The other, weaker man also went down and hid beneath the table. Loki could hear how they panted in shock.

"Hands up!" shouted the bald man. "Hands up where I can see them. Identify yourself."

Then, he spoke into his device.

"We have a situation, unauthorized access."

Loki remained still, towering over the Midgardians.

"I apologize," Loki said softly, lifting both hands slowly and controlled.

"We need reinforcements," the bald man seemingly, seemingly to himself. "An unidentified man has entered the oval room. Yes, unauthorized access. He seems to be unarmed. Is he part of the entourage? What do you mean you missed him? He's 8 feet tall, goddammit!"

"I mean no harm," Loki said, extending both arms to the sky.

"On the ground, get on the ground!" the bald man shouted sharply. The door pushed open again, men in black uniforms and long projectile weapons rushed into the room, shouting vigorously.

"Get down!" one of them exclaimed.

Loki turned, placing one knee on the floor and then the other. It was ridiculous, but his plan had to be carried out exactly as planned.

"Confirm if he's unarmed," ordered a voice, perhaps. "We've had a few of these loonies the past couple of years."

Loki's entire body was against the ground. One of the officers approached, sliding his hands across Loki's legs.

Loki's eyebrow twitched. Now that was a step too far. A simple burst of [Odr] would do. Suddenly, the man flew across the room, his back crashing against the wall.

"I have said," Loki declared in a loud voice. "That I come in peace."

He stood tall, whereas everyone else barely reached his chest. Two security guards launched themselves at him. Loki shifted with superhuman speed, evading them easily.

"Stop this madness at once," he declared, while another used a strange device on him, a slight burst of energy crossed through Loki's body, like a tenth of a lightning strike. He chuckled, sliding his hand and pushing the man to the edge of the wall.

Then, loud noises echoed across the room. The men were firing their guns.


Chapter VIII – The Beginning of the End

Blake wrapped his arms around Brynhilde, holding onto her back as they leapt out of the window and glided upward.

Despite the speed and the wind, the air was hot and humid. But Brynhilde smelled like heaven. Her fiery hair fluttered violently, even the long braid that clung to her side. She was delicious. Blake held onto her hips, making no secret of his enjoyment of their closeness. Mjölnir hung from her belt, which seemed out of place wrapped around her sundress.

"Hell, your planet is disgustingly warm," she said.

"It’s summer," Blake replied.

"And, oh boy. And... what's that thing on your pants? Still happy to see me? Get your head in the game, Blake. I know I’ve been your inspiration all these months, but don’t get distracted."

"Gods, you’re on a high horse," Blake said with a chuckle.

"Alright, now... I've got your ring. Let's see how this baby runs."

She poured [Odr] into the speed ring, and the world blurred around Blake, his hair billowing wildly with their newfound speed.

"So, about your comment," she said, as they crossed the sky at high speed. "Well, you know who I am. The legendary Brynhilde. Hundreds worship at my feet."

Blake sighed.

"You brought some [Odr] reserves, didn’t you?" she asked suddenly, changing the topic.

"Of course," Blake said, feeling the wineskin slung across his back, next to the magic shield Kiar had given him. He had in fact brought all of it. Hopefully, Eir and Alruna wouldn’t need it.

"Now tell me if I’m going the right way," Brynhilde said, turning violently to avoid the nearby skyscrapers.

"I’ll tell you," he said, orienting his GPS. "Turn right a little bit, you’re facing north." "

Very well," she said, adjusting her orientation.

Blake cleared his throat.

"Bryn," Blake said. "We haven’t got much time to talk, you and I. I’m wondering how you’ve been and how you’re feeling."

"What do you mean what I'm feeling? You can literally read my mind."

"Exactly," Blake replied. "Listen, I just want to make sure you’re alright. Or if there’s something wrong, for us to work it out."

She sighed. He could tell she didn’t like that. That was the problem, Blake felt like he needed to talk to her, really communicate and know what she was feeling. Bonds and emotions could only go so far, and some things really worried him.

"I’m fine, Blake. I’m Brynhilde, Daughter of Odin, I’ve survived Jotunheim, and much more. I just need to keep going."

But there was something in her mind, burning at the back of her memories. It was always there, making Blake feel like something was seriously wrong. He could not describe it, but he was now sure that he had identified it.

And she could tell he was prying into her mind.

"Blake, I..." she shifted, shutting her eyes. What was going on in her mind? What did she expect of herself? "Listen, I am not weak. I am not... vulnerable. I don’t want to be."

"Bryn, you’re the strongest being in the universe."

She seemed tense. Blake had to let it go. He knew it was painful for her. But how?

"You’re thinking about me, Blake, you’re trying to interpret my mind."

"You know what I feel about you. I... don’t want you to voice it if it makes you uncomfortable. I just want you to feel better."

"No!" she shouted, wind blowing through her hair, the rapidly passing moon and the lights beneath casting a faint light around her.  "But it’s fine. I want to be the best, I’ve always wanted to. But it’s never been enough. There’s always something that I’m missing, something that others have, or not have. I..."

Blake could interpret what she was feeling. She wanted something. She wanted love and devotion... Validation, somehow. But she was already perfect, perhaps the most beautiful woman in the world, the strongest, the most powerful, the bravest, and yet... She didn’t feel enough.

Why?

"Bryn, you are everything. You are perfect in every way, and you know it. And you’re right when you said you were my inspiration," Blake said. "I’ve followed you to the depths of Jotunheim and faced someone a hundred times stronger than me. You’re worth that and much more. You don’t even need to tell me."

"You want to know what’s wrong?" she said. "I fucking hate them, that’s how I feel. They hurt, they hurt me so bad. They broke me, Blake. All my life, I’ve been trying to be the best, to give my best at everything I do, and in that moment, I felt it more than ever. I wasn’t enough. I thought... Some people are born like that. They’re either born weak or they give up. I never give up, but I was weak there... vulnerable... my strength was seeping through my fingers and I couldn’t do shit about it. And I could have died in the worst way imaginable. Can you believe it? That’s the worst part. They could’ve taken everything, my pride, my life, and they made it more painful by not taking it."

Shit, Blake didn’t want her to break. He didn’t want to hear her cry. It would make him feel like it was his fault.

That was what Loki had wanted. He wanted to feel that power. And Hrymr. Oh, cursed Hrymr.

"Part of me wants to rip him apart, Hrymr," she said, angry, teeth gritted, but also sad. "I could. It could be beautiful and just. But it wouldn’t be as satisfying as seeing you take charge and killing him for me. I don’t know why... but it would feel right. You can fix it, Blake, because you say you really care about me, and you are... admirable too. You’re not strong enough yet, that’s true. You’re not as smart as me." She said boldly, but Blake could hear the nasality in her voice, her desire to cry. "I... think I’d see that you really care."

Blake held on to her tighter, leaning his forehead against her back, brushing her abundant red hair.

She cleared her throat. "You... love me, Blake, right?"

"I adore you, Bryn. You can feel it. I’m absolutely crazy for you."

"Enough to marry me? To love me forever?"

"More than that!" Blake declared. He was being sincere, and hoped she could feel it.

She stirred inside, wanting that love, but unwilling to say it. It would break her game. Blake leaned in, his face against her neck, lips teasingly pressed against hers. He climbed closer, reaching her lips and kissing her.

Bryn turned completely, now flying on her back. In the pale starlight, Blake reached for her hips through her thin dress, feeling her soft, gentle skin.

She stole another kiss, and they kissed passionately, holding onto each other. She wrapped her legs around him, pulling him closer.

An idea sprang to mind, the idea of making love while flying over the world. It made him go crazy with excitement, and he could tell it excited her as well.

They had waited for so long. And why not make it special now?

Blake opened his mouth. Their tongues met gently at first, like savoring a new delight. His hands caressed her legs, and then traveled behind. She moaned with pleasure, drawing him closer, her hands reaching for his belt.

She gasped. "My gods. Is this even gonna fit inside?" she said into his ear.

Their bond solidified. Before, it had been an awareness. Now, they felt closer than ever, in spirit and body.

***

They made magic together during most of their trip. Starting sweetly and ending like a fiery volcano in flames, and starting over and over again.

He sensed a newfound fascination in Bryn’s mind, a longing for unity and something more permanent than just a fleeting connection.

But then, something shifted in her mind.

"Something’s wrong," she said, partly distracted by pleasure, but trying to focus. Her eyes narrowed in the fading light.

"Huh?" Blake asked, leaning back in exhaustion.

"Your shield," Brynhilde said, half panting and looking beyond him. "There’s something reflecting on your shield."

Blake turned around, unclasping it from his back and bringing it forward. The sky around them shimmered, and a strange blue glow appeared intermittently, drifting backward as they flew.

Bryn slowed down, and Blake realized how they vanished from sight with the power of the [Arm Ring]. Lights surrounded them, invisible to mortal eyes. They glowed above vaguely elongated figures scattered across the night sky.

"Shit," he hissed in a low voice, drifting amid two groups of objects. He’d seen those things before, diamond-shaped, reminiscent of black wood.

They were Jotnar flying vessels.

Blake rolled his eyes. Brynhilde’s mind brimmed with anger and frustration, even hate. A stream of guilt pushed into Blake’s mind.

"Bryn, we’ve got to go faster," he looked down through the sky, into her phone, trying to get to his GPS. Last time he checked, they were flying over Tennessee.

"Something’s wrong with it," Blake said.

"With what?"

"No signal at all, maybe we’re too high up."

Then it dawned on Blake.

The darkest feeling overwhelmed him. His skin went pale.

"Bryn... We’re the biggest idiots in the universe."

Loki was ten steps ahead of them.

It was all over.

"What’s wrong, Blake? You’re freaking out. Come on, we’ll fight them head-on, we’ll ask my father for reinforcements if we need to."

Despair struck him.

"No, you don’t understand," he said. "It’s all lost."

"What? Blake, you’ll be fine with me."

"Bryn..." His chest heaved. "No, there are some things, some weapons that are more powerful than Asgard itself."

***

Loki stood as bullets ricocheted against his body, bouncing off. He faced them, just as another, more powerful blast struck him, smoke and harsh vapors ascending along with loud noises. But he kept walking.

"I have not come here to kill, but to protect," he shouted in a loud voice.

"What are you?" shouted one of the guards, emptying his weapon, a frenzied expression on his face, and eyes wide open with fear.

His illusions were working. His hair had grown golden, his countenance glowed and sparkled like that of angels in Christian myths.

"Who are you?" asked a tired voice, awestruck and creaky.

Loki turned around, facing the table, facing the man who he would focus on.

"I have seen you in dreams," said the President. "I..."

"Yes, my child," Loki said, his voice reverberating across the room.

"Stop this!" the President shouted at his men, standing tall and stretching his arms. "Stop this at once!"

"Hold your fire!" shouted another guard, probably their leader. "Block his way!" Pulling their weapons down, two more men attempted to tackle Loki, but ended up with their spines crashing against the walls and floor.

"Listen to the voice of your leader." Loki ascended through the room, levitating a few feet above the ground. "Please. I am your servant."

The entire room went silent.

"I hold your lives in my hand," Loki declared. "For I am not a man, but divine. I am sent by God to protect your people."

Gasps and shivers echoed along with more guns, another foolish guard throwing himself at Loki, who turned around and kicked him in the stomach, sending him flying back and making two more of his companions collapse to the floor.

"I have come to warn you," Loki said, speaking to the president. "This nation has to be preserved until the coming of our Lord."

"What lord!" shouted the skinny guy next to the president.

"The Lord and his hosts. So fight not against his servants, or you shall perish."

Loki found it impressive how long Christianity had prevailed until that time.

"What do you want from us?" asked the President.

"To protect you. I wish to warn you. Your enemies are attacking."

"Our enemies?" the president asked. "You mean the incidents? Who’s causing them?"

Loki remained still, but he had perfected the perfect spells for that moment, disrupting their systems, casting the reality he wanted to create.

A noise started echoing in the hall, and a red light blazed across the room.

"God in heaven," shouted the President, his face growing five shades paler.

"It’s too late," said Loki. "But I’ll be here to guide you."

The weak man by the President’s side shivered, looking up. Both got up, nodding at each other. That sound and that light indicated an emergency, and they had a procedure to follow. The President marched out of the room, followed by two of his advisors. Other Midgardians present in the building made way. Loki followed undeterred. The president frantically entered the elevator and descended to the lowest floor.

Loki faded from view and reemerged in that room, waiting for the President. The other two men were as pale as sheets of paper once they saw Loki again. The weak one started murmuring under his breath, perhaps offering a prayer to the Christian god.

The President reached for a communication device and placed it on his ear. "It’s the President speaking."

The man in uniform leaned into the phone, reading his challenge code. "Alpha Foxtrot." "Delta Echo," responded the man on the phone. "Communications from the Pentagon, Sir. General Litford on the line."

The President fumbled for his words. "Is it..." He left the rest unsaid.

The voice through the phone spoke clearly: "The radar has detected 10 RS-28 Sarmat units coming from unspecified locations, along with other types of missiles. Can you see them on the radar?"

"Yes," said the President, unable to mask the tremors in his voice. "Where are our ABMs?"

"We lost communication with them, sir," the other voice on the line also spoke through gasps.

The president suppressed a curse. "Those things aren’t even reliable enough when we can launch them. God help us all. Again, how many incoming missiles have been detected and what is their nature?"

"Thirty-five, sir. Most are from secondary locations, one is aimed towards Washington D.C. Eleven are from known ICBM locations, and the rest are being launched from submarines, ahead of the boost phase. Please confirm counter-strike. The room here was convened, waiting for your command. If no ABMs are available, the first missiles would hit in ten minutes."

"Mr. President," the man in uniform behind him spoke, attentive at the screen and the foreign objects that appeared on his radar. "Most of the locations are remote, except for the one that’s aimed for... this area. If we retaliate..."

The military attache by his side leaned forward. "We may doom us all," he said coldly.

"If I don't... we're gonna die," the President said softly. "My people are going to die along with me. Are we willing to let our people fall to tyranny?"

He turned toward Loki, pausing as his body trembled with the anxiety of coming face to face with death, and the knowledge that a million lives depended on his choice.

"You are an angel, aren't you? Do you know God personally?" the president asked softly. "Are you close to him?"

"Very close."

The President swallowed, droplets of sweat appearing on his forehead.

"Am I getting any forgiveness if I do this?"

Loki lowered his head, making his voice sound empathetic, and throwing a few illusions into the President's mind.

"Do what you must to protect your people from tyranny," Loki explained, revealing a patient smile. "The spirit of freedom will fight back. Your nuclear capabilities are greater. Trust me, your enemies will stop their attack, and humanity will recover."

Suddenly, Loki heard a sharp voice echo behind him. It was the voice of the military man.

"What are you?"

Loki turned around, to find the same man pointing his pistol at Loki's chest.

"I am but a servant," Loki mumbled, lowering his head slightly.

"There’s no time," the President said coldly. He withdrew a bag made of black leather, opened it, and from inside, extracted another briefcase with a metallic glow. Placing his finger on a mirror-like segment, it opened, revealing another screen and a sheet with instructions and codes.

"General Wyld," the President said. "Will you follow your Commander in Chief? We need two to confirm this order to the Pentagon. There’s no time."

"Trust me," Loki said.

"I don’t know who you are," the military man hissed, finger on the trigger. "You could be Satan himself!"

"Hush," Loki said, stepping toward him and placing a hand on his forehead, unveiling an illusion, and to this man, a vision of paradise, a miracle that would happen if he confirmed the order.

It took a second before the man nodded to Loki, tears forming on the corners of his eyes. "Thank you," he said softly.

The President seemed determined, he reached for the communicator and pressed a button. "Prepare to send an encoded message. Get those ABMs working, get the air-force airborne immediately if no contact is made. ICBM, Civil guard, air raid sirens through telecommunications. Order delta strike."

The screens translated his words into numbers and digits, sent directly to his subordinates.

"Sir..."

"I do it with a clear conscience," the President stared at Loki, then went back to his seat, and took out his phone.

With trembling fingers, he dialed and called. An aged female voice answered on the other end.

"What’s happening?" she asked.

"Martha..."

"George, please tell me what’s happening...!"

"Why did they even do that?" he said slowly. "Did they truly believe we were behind those attacks? Or... Why?"

"George... what’s happening?"

Then, Loki heard a gasp coming from the other line.

"I love you very much," the President said. "I don’t care about anything else. Please forgive me."

Loki grinned.

There were no Sarmat missiles on their way. There would be some, but they'd hit after the American strikes were detected.

The illusions had worked perfectly. Hrymr’s illusions had hijacked the systems in their greatest military base; and Loki's had worked from the place they called the White House.

The world was ripe to fall into their hands.


Chapter IX – Destroyer of Worlds

"Faster, Bryn," Blake spoke in her ear. "Please, as fast as you can..."

She drifted across the skies, through dismal clouds that now shielded the horizon. Blake knew that the bond made his worries clear, and they reverberated in Brynhilde's mind. In the distance, Eir and Alruna were frightened too.

Blake glanced at his shield, holding it with his left. It reflected dozens of lights every time he approached a human settlement from above.

"Allfather, please, it's worse than I thought. There are thousands of Jotun just here, on a random point in America."

After continuing for some time, Blake gazed at Kiar's shield, relaxing as at least in that area there was no sign of the Jotun. The GPS didn't work anymore, but he assumed he was around Appalachia, probably in the vicinity of West Virginia. Washington D. C. was close.

"Good, we're close," Blake said. Bryn tried to keep up, taking controlled sips of [Mead of Power]. The power of the [Speed Ring] was considerable; they'd been flying for about three hours, roughly at the same speed as a commercial flight.

And Blake prayed it would be enough.

"What's that?" Brynhilde shouted, alarmed, as a loud noise echoed nearby. Panic heaved on Blake's chest, which subsided once he noticed jet streams in close formation.

"Military planes," Blake said. "They're ours."

"You mean Asgardian flying vessels?"

"Yes," said Blake. He imagined they'd try to intercept whatever was coming — enemy planes, or much worse.

They rushed onward. Then, Blake noticed something flying in the distance ahead, backed by a powerful burst of flame, something that echoed like thunder, more powerful than a jet stream.

"There it is..." Blake hissed.

It was like light moving across space, drawing a curve of fire across the sky, coming like a spear thrown by ancient giants. A missile.

Lights of a vast metropolis appeared beneath them, and Blake's heart pounded harder than it ever had in his life. Some features and landmarks beneath —vast parks, perfectly symmetrical, elegant buildings. It had to be Washington D. C.

Blake activated [Helm of Awe]. Both he and Bryn tapped into the deepest power of the [Ring of Speed], adding copious amounts of [Odr].

Brynhilde shook her hand, as it was starting to turn red.

Supersonic jets flashed behind them, as fast as bullets crossing the sky, shooting at the incoming missile,.

"Bryn... we have to stop that thing," Blake said.

The missile curved downward, faster than the jet fighters. Brynhilde sped up, screaming through her teeth, but still too far, too slow.

"Faster, Bryn," Blake shouted, feeling his throat almost tear in pain. "We've gotta stop it!"

Brynhilde stretched her hand, summoning lightning from the sky, which came down and struck the missile, sending a blue thread of electricity through it, but it didn't alter its course."The thing is supposed to be fragile," Blake said in frustration. That missile was about to impact the earth. Was it even nuclear? It had to be, and if so, it would kill millions.

"Can you crash it," Blake asked through huffed breaths. "Like what you did to the walls of Utgard?"

She stretched out her hand. Blake felt a shockwave of energy pass through, ruffling his hair.

"It's too far," she hissed in frustration.

Blake cursed, imagining a mushroom cloud beneath him. He couldn't let that happen. He had been charged to protect the earth.

"Throw me!" Blake ordered her.

Maybe he'd die. Yes, he was only, what, three times stronger than a mortal human? A nuclear explosion would burn him to a crisp.

But stopping that missile was worth dying for.

"Blake... it's not worth it. Don't be a fool. You can be more helpful if you don't do this."

"Do it, before it reaches the ground! Can you calculate how far it would come?"

Brynhilde gritted her teeth but twisted mid-air, grabbing Blake by the feet and whirling him toward the missile, then letting go.

Blake flew with the speed of a bullet, using his gifts to increase his awareness, but just barely, holding [Gramr] and using the little Odr he had to light it up.

Brynhilde's aim had been perfect, Blake braced himself for impact, stretching his arms to grab hold to the burning missile; not a bomb, but a supersonic object carrying the power of a sun. Burning pain sear began to sear through his clothes, into his skin.

"Berserker!" he shouted, using the gift Brynhilde had given him, and clinging to the missile, close to its tip. He grunted like a bear, shaking [Gramr], its blade blue as flame as he sliced through the missile's fuselage, not minding, not caring if it exploded in his face. At a breakneck speed, the ground suddenly became larger, more encompassing.

"Argh," he shouted, blade slashing clean into the metal, over and over Through his fury, he saw parts of the missile fall out, dissipate mid-air. He kept slashing, cutting, at the sides of the warhead, pain burning through him, then subsiding, as if there was no pain anymore, as if his nerves had been completely burned out. The ground seemed more encompassing as his speed increased.

He was ready to die, more than ready, there was nothing on his mind, nothing but cutting and slashing, half a missile around his legs and arms, and the ground beneath, trees, darkness...

And then light and flame erupted around him, sending pain through his body and ears, even into his brain.

He pushed himself up onto his feet, through the rubble, recalling [Berserker], pain returning to him, overwhelming him.

[HP: 35/201]

[You have internal damage.]

Blake twisted and turned, aching with deep pain as flames licked at his skin. All around him, fire consumed the trees. An explosion had occurred, with debris from the missile swirling around him...

But there was no mushroom cloud, no light brighter than a thousand suns. No immediate and irreversible death of millions.

"Thank God," he said through ragged breaths. Had he somehow disabled the detonation mechanism?

He didn't fully understand what he was doing. He only had a basic knowledge of it, knowing that a nuclear explosion involved a chain reaction of chemicals at its core.

Wincing from the pain, Blake turned his head as he heard another supersonic sound overhead.

Brynhilde landed hard, like yet another failed missile, rolling over the grass before springing up to her feet in front of him.

"Blake," she said before running toward him. "Blake!"

All he could manage was a grunt.

"Was that it?" she asked, reaching him, her arms around his neck, her blue eyes filled with genuine concern.

"I stopped it, I guess," Blake replied, leaning against her.

She tightened her embrace, presenting him with a vial of the Mead of Power. "You bloody idiot," Brynhilde hissed, her arms encircling his neck. "You damn fool. You..." She fought back tears. "You want to die before marrying me?"

Blake returned the hug.

"Thank you," he said instead.

In that moment, air raid sirens filled the city, accompanied by amplified voices. One minute too late.

"Let's return to Houston," Blake said, uncapping the vial and downing its contents in one gulp. "There must be more of them. Is your father coming? Let's stop the invasion, Bryn."

"He can hear us," Brynhilde remarked. "I'm sure he's on his way, hopefully through Asgard's main gate, with enough men to halt this."

"Damn Hrymr and his men. Damn them all to hell!"

Then, a long and dreadful silence hung in the air. It felt as if a bond had been shattered. Something had broken.

A light flared on the horizon, in the distance. Brynhilde turned her gaze.

"Shit," Blake muttered, his stomach churning. "Bryn, we need to go!" he urged.

She pulled him close and ascended through the treetops, disregarding the lick of flames and smoke curling around the branches. Yet, in a far-off city miles away, they saw a fading light Its power and brilliance far exceeded that of the actual sun, engulfing the entire horizon. It started as a shade of red, then shifted to white, rising higher into the heavens, merging into one.

In less than a second, a wave of light expanded.

Blake was at a loss for words, his chest tightening, his eyes widening.

It couldn't be. It had to be a nightmare. What location was it? He could see it from here, hundreds of miles away, yet it was still powerful enough to reveal its destructive force. All the vague shapes and structures consumed by the advancing wave of light disintegrated into nothingness, reduced to rubble and molten fire.

"What is that?" Brynhilde whispered, the fear of the unknown, the fear of an immense and omnipotent unknown, gripping her mind.

"It's a hydrogen bomb. Bryn, this..."

She paused, her voice trembling.

"Why would they create such a thing...?"

"Because they could," he replied, trying to fathom the insanity of it all.

Before his eyes, miles upon miles of forest immediately adopted the color of burning embers, like a sheet of paper caught on fire, an expansive wave of flame, a firestorm. It was still far away, contained, too far to reach them, but nothing remained of what it touched.

How many missiles had actually struck?

What about Alruna and Eir? There was a sudden fear among them that he could perceive through the bond.

Clouds started to coalesce into each other, surging into the infamous mushroom cloud as a sound like a raging sea surrounded it.

It had happened.

Was a missile coming to Houston? The mere thought of that filled him with dread. He instinctively grabbed Brynhilde's hand. The girls wouldn't know about nuclear warheads, and he didn't trust the country's defense system.

Before he could turn to Brynhilde, dark figures coalesced above him. Jotun ships were beginning to materialize, gliding toward the city, descending softly.

He struggled to grab a hold of his own thoughts. Before going back, he had to ensure the people of that city were safe.

"Brynhilde, you see that marble building there? There, along the park. That's where the President lives. Let's go!"

She held him, passing [Odr] into the ring and drifting forward, flying at high speed toward the White House. Hovering above it, Blake noticed those dark masses that flowed, surrounded by blue lights. Suddenly, a large part of the city lights went dark. The shapes of what had been Washington D. C., the outer ring, the Lincoln Memorial, were still lit, but unnaturally dark as people rushed out of their homes, scanning for fallout shelters, others panicking, getting on their cars and creating chaotic traffic.

There he was, flying toward the White House. Bryn broke the wall of the building and flew in, the lights were still on, but the vision ahead of him made Blake shudder in fear. Dead bodies littered the carpet and walls, blood splattered like splashes of paint.

"Shit," Blake hissed under his breath, rushing through the halls, nothing on his mind but fear and concern. They passed by an empty room, the Oval Office, which he recognized from political broadcasts.

"What happened here?" Brynhilde hissed.

A trail of blood stretched from an elevator. Blake and Brynhilde rushed toward it, descending to the lowest levels, noticing how people had died crawling out of one of the rooms. They rushed inside, finding another scene of bloodshed, entrails splattered across the walls, and among the dead bodies, one was too recognizable, a small man with black hair sprinkled with white, an air of wisdom on his face, torn inside out like a pig prepared for slaughter.

The President was dead.

From inside, from the windows and cameras, Blake saw the procession of ships hovering just above.

"Let's go kill those bastards," Blake said through his teeth, stepping out of the room, tension in his body, [Gramr] in his hand. He was ready to massacre a thousand Jotnar. He'd done it before, for Brynhilde,  and he was sure he would be able to destroy the entire troop. He got [Berserker] ready and prepared to kill. He climbed the stairs, ready to step through the door of the White House.

And then, Brynhilde pulled him back in.

"Blake," she said in his ear, infusing [Odr] into her [Arm Ring], activating their invisibility. Blake did the same, and they exited silently. Jotnar ships were descending to the ground. Beyond, Blake could hear gunshots, and Jotnar going around trying to round up humans found in the adjacent areas. Most humans were unarmed, and complied in terror and outbursts of defiance, some of which ended in death.

A handful of figures stood ahead of the White House. Blake felt a knot tighten up in his stomach as he recognized them. Loki stood tall, hair dropping down to his muscular shoulders, now dressed in a two-piece black suit. Hrymr was next to him, tall as a pillar, but with dark hair and a mustache. That was new. His skin also looked much more human and less bizarre.

The other man next to them was strange. Blake had never seen him before. He was definitely a Jotun, standing at more than seven feet tall, with long wavy hair, almost like that of a woman, and a muscular body. He had an unnaturally large chin and looked cartoonishly beautiful. But the strangest thing was how human he looked. Gone were the uncanny paper thin skins of the Jotnar. He still looked unnaturally ripped, but more... fleshy.

"Blake," Brynhilde whispered into his ear. "We'll let Father know, but we can't face him. Not yet."

"Bryn, we've got to do something!"

"We can't face Loki," she hissed. "We better go. And the other guy is also dangerous."

Blake focused on the Lord of Chaos, and then on the Jotun with the beautiful hair. Who was he? Had he been there during the attack on Asgard.

And then, Loki turned toward where they stood. Blake was about to step back, but Brynhilde pulled at his hand. The Arm Ring couldn't keep them invisible if they moved too fast. They had to take controlled steps backward... and do what, flee like cowards?'

"It's a bad idea to do it now, Blake." He felt her breath right in his ear. "Not even I can face him and live."

Bryn was afraid. Blake could feel it. Whatever Blake had accomplished in the past, whatever tricks he'd played, she didn't feel that he was ready. Not to fight Loki.

They stepped back into the room and walked toward the opposite side.

"How's Eir?" Brynhilde asked.

"Worried," Blake replied.

"But thank Odin she's alive," Brynhilde said with slight relief. "Blake, we've got to get away from here."

"Bryn, what they've done... If these were two nuclear weapons here... I don't want to imagine what happened in the rest of the country."

He removed his phone, his hand quickly materializing before his eyes. There was no signal at all. Two notifications had come in from the network, advising him to go to the nearby fallout shelter.

Blake stopped for a moment.

He'd witnessed the death of millions from afar. That light, that blinding light and that cloud of death... How many more? Was he living through a nightmare? Was it really happening? Eir hadn't warned him, but she'd known, whether from visions or prophecies, she knew that millions would die, but couldn't stop it.

"Blake, let's go," said Brynhilde, holding him from under his chest and pulling him back. The door pushed open, murmurs of Jotun voices started echoing inside.

"We can't just go, they're here!" Blake said.

"Blake, please, we can't face him now. Not him."

Brynhilde drew him back, the wind and momentum of the [Speed Ring] pushing through his hair and face, a wall breaking in two, Brynhilde drifting through it and ascending through the night sky.


Chapter X – Warlords

As they flew back from where they came from, the world he had visited a couple of hours ago had completely changed. Instead of the bustling lights of cities and towns, massive firestorms raged in the forests below. Fires emitted purple smoke. Masses of soot rose above the trees, and ash from the burnt forests beneath merged into the clouds.

Blake's heart burned with anger and fear. He wished it wasn't real, that it was just a nightmare. His mind couldn't even wrap around whatever had happened. The White House had collapsed, and the Pentagon, which they had recently flown over, had also been wrecked, with hundreds of bodies scattered as the Jotnar took possession. The very same evening he had stepped back into Midgard, everything had descended into chaos and death.

Blake had read about the consequences of nuclear war. How many nuclear weapons had been deployed in America alone? What about the rest of the world? How many forests would burn? How many millions had already died or become physically affected? And how many would die in the coming months?

It wasn't just Loki's evil plans. Millions of people were now in pain, and they needed help.

"Bryn... is there something we can do?" Blake asked. "Maybe summon a powerful wind? I guess that could make it even worse."

"Blake, this... atomic power you're talking about... does it poison the air?"

"Yes, it does. You've started to notice, huh?"

"It's insane," she said through her teeth. Through their bond, Blake could feel that she didn't know how to process what she was experiencing.

"We need to regroup, somehow," she said. "Tell Odin what is happening. But now that they've got Jotun spread out across Midgard, it's gonna be tough. If Hrymr is in that capital of yours, we could just gather a large force and attack. But he's not dumb enough to just stay there without enough forces."

She paused for a moment.

"It's gonna be bad for humanity either way," Blake said. "There's no turning back now. Maybe more bombs are coming. The thing is, the fires will keep growing, some might keep spreading for weeks. People will get sick and die, and worst of all, depending on how many bombs and how big, everything might starve, humans, plants... And the power grid is damaged beyond repair."

"The power grid?"

"Light, electricity, signal, even transactions. It's how we humans live. We grew dependent on all that. Bryn, even if we killed Hrymr and all the Jotnar, it's already past the point of no return."

They flew over a town with a few lights glowing from above, perhaps only administrative buildings, downwind from a nuclear explosion.

"Blake, whatever this is, it's not the end."

There was something else that Blake knew. The destructive power of humanity was perhaps even greater than that of gods or giants. Could their resilience be greater, too?

"You didn't live like that in Asgard," she said. "I haven't lived in this world, and I don't understand it, but whatever comes, you must keep going. How many people haven't been decimated by war and keep fighting and growing. You'll find a way. Your people will find a way, and you'll be there to guide them."

"Will they?" he said mockingly.

She shrugged. "Listen, I'm trying to motivate you, Blake. You knew this was gonna happen. It was supposed to happen."

"But today?" Blake snapped. "Today, while I was relaxing, like an absolute idiot, while they were planning to kill millions? Brynhilde. This is the worst day in the history of humanity, and we're hovering about like nothing happened. When I looked at that explosion. Bryn... millions have probably died before my own eyes. And what did I do to stop them?"

"You did what you could. You risked your life to save some lives. And you did, Blake. You saved thousands, maybe millions."

"Just to serve them on a plate for Loki and Hrymr."

Blake remained silent, his eyes fixed downward, on that town. Alruna and Eir were alive, with a certain tension in their minds, not overwhelming, but... weary. Perhaps they were witnessing a Jotun invasion.

"Let's go down," he said. "Whatever is going on, I hope we can help them."

He had to feel useful. He had to be able to help someone and not just waste time.

Bryn nodded quietly before diving through the clouds. Blake didn't know what location it was, but it had to be along one of the branches of the Mississippi. Few lights shone from above, and a purple cloud drifted from north to south. The more they glided downward, the more Blake noticed the figures that ran across the streets. Those were not simple trucks driving around and people fleeing. The noises that rang out were also too loud and booming to be the mere clamor of life.

"They're here," Brynhilde said, descending through thick clouds.

"And humans are fighting," Blake shouted. Closing in, Blake could see police cars parading on the streets, and what seemed like police units taking positions between buildings, especially around neighborhoods and residential blocks, seemingly defending groups of humans. In other sections of the city, the scene appeared vastly different. Blake could see groups of Jotun advancing together, forcefully entering homes, some of them pulling screaming humans out and...

Blake couldn't believe his eyes. "Are they...?"

He could feel Brynhilde's heart pounding faster as she reached for his hand.

She nodded and glided forward, towards a scene out of a nightmare. Jotnar marched through the street; Blake saw them forcefully entering homes and dragging a screaming middle-aged woman by the hair, in her pajamas. She shouted frantically. Another held two small children twisted like caught fish, kicking and screaming. Six other Jotnar walked behind them.

"There!" Blake shouted. Suddenly, Brynhilde sped up through the [Speed Ring]. It felt as if he'd been shot from a cannon. They fell like lightning in front of the group.

"Well, well, well," Brynhilde said, as Blake got off her back.

The woman's eyes dazed violently, tears staining her face, as the Jotun gripped her hair tightly. The Jotun's eyes blazed with cold blue anger.

"You're not happy to see us," Brynhilde mumbled, sliding Mjölnir out of her belt.

"Aesir witch," the Jotnar hissed with utter disgust.

"Enough," Blake said, just as the Jotun let go of the woman. Then, to Blake's shock, the Jotnar lifted the blade to her neck. The woman's screams became louder and her face turned two shades paler. Children screamed in agony behind her back.
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In a second, Kiar's shield was lodged in the Jotun's skull. Blake leapt toward the other giant, the one holding the children. The Jotnar lifted a child, hands grasping his tiny neck as he wept in utter despair.

"I’m gonna tear his neck like a twig!" said the giant.

"Close your eyes, boy," Brynhilde ordered.

The child did so, holding his tremors.

Brynhilde lifted a hand, a blast of purple lightning emerged from the sky, landing right across the Jotun's spine.

The boy fell gently to the ground, then rushed back to his mother. The other six Jotnar who had assaulted the home got ready to attack, unsheathing swords and holding maces at the ready.

"Tonight," Blake hissed through his teeth, hand on his [Arm Ring]. "I swear I'm gonna kill a thousand Jotnar."

A group of Jotnar emerged from the street, dozens, coming out as if summoned by invisible frequencies. Blake noticed some of them, red, fresh blood staining their lips, the flaming torches they carried, and their magic lights revealing bodies of human men, women, and children, torn apart as if by wild dogs, necks torn open.

Were the Jotnar doing that?

Blake let out a war-cry, pulling the shield from the Jotnar skull.

He then addressed the woman at her feet, who was now frantically holding her children.

"Sir..." the boy said. "Are you a superhero?"

"That red-head over there is one," Blake said. "I am just one of you. Now, you three go back inside and lock the doors. I will deal with all of them."

They nodded in silence and scrambled to the door. The Jotnar force kept gathering in the middle of the street.

"It's Odin's daughter," muttered some of the giants to each other. And yet, they showed no concern for her superior power and no fear. Blake could give them that. Those bastards were evil, but brave as hell.

He'd kill them all the same.

"Asgardian scum," said a large Jotun, rapidly shifting toward them. Human blood stained his mouth and chin, red hand-prints descending through his torso. There was something about him, something not entirely Jotun, even in the darkness, he looked a bit less... uncanny. His eyes did not glow as much, and his hair was turning yellow.

Was it a new spell of illusion?

"We'll send you to Hel," Blake declared. "Where you belong."

Brynhilde stretched her hand and the Jotun's head exploded.

Bryn and Blake exchanged glances, and she handed him back the [Speed Ring]. She leapt forward, stretching forth her hand and exploding half a dozen Jotnar, their remains collapsing like pieces of an exploded watermelon, entrails all around.

A Jotun horde charged, and Blake spun [Gramr] in his hand, passing a bit of [Odr] into it. This was another excellent time to use his gift of [Berserker]. With a deafening howl, he launched himself into battle, like an arrow being loosed with the express purpose of enacting revenge on the enemies of humanity.

It was less than a second before he cut clean through Jotnar torsos, heads, and arms, the ancient giants swinging maces and spears, cast strange spells, and faded from view with their magic. All the same, Blake cut through their bodies as if they were sheets of paper, blood spurting from left and right.
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More Jotnar started coming out of the darkness, some emerging from human homes, with bloodstained mouths and necks. Brynhilde got ready, flexing her legs and punching through pockets of them, summoning lightning and charring dozens at once.

Some Jotnar leaders started to evacuate their companions, signaling them to retreat, but Brynhilde wouldn't let them leave so easily. She soared above the earth, her skirt fluttering under the faded starlight, Mjölnir in hand, as she dashed toward the hordes and killed them by the dozen.

He had to kill more. He leapt forward, [Gramr] in hand, charging against another horde of Jotnar and cutting a group of them in half. Two Jotnar advanced toward him, swinging their weapons. Blake blocked, cutting through the Jotun's sword with one swing, then slashing the giant's head.

A Jotun emerged, larger than the others, clenching his massive fist. Static seemed to curl around his hand, as if a vortex of electricity coalesced within him. Blake noticed a magic ring with a large blue jewel that glowed softly.

And his power caught Blake by surprise. Lightning struck Blake, pushing him back, causing [-45] damage, leaving him with [HP: 34].

His [HP] was much lower now, but he could deal with it. The Jotun attempted another attack, but Blake used the power of the ring and slipped out of his way, drifting forward with [Gramr] at the ready. The Jotun could barely see Blake coming before he was cut diagonally, and blue blood exploded outward.

You have found [Ring of Lightning]

Nice, another useful artifact. Blake got ready as another group of Jotun approached. He slid the ring into his right hand. It was freaking cool. He passed some [Odr] into it and visualized lightning coming out of it. It emerged from his hand, striking three Jotun at once.

It wasn't nearly as powerful as Brynhilde's lightning strikes. It was barely as strong as a regular sword swing and enough to almost kill a Jotun. That being said, he needed some weapons and it looked awesome as hell.

To Blake's surprise, more Jotnar started emerging from nowhere, possibly shielded by magic arm rings.

"Do you all want to die?" he screamed. "Well, get ready!"

Then, another noise echoed behind him, one he recognized too well.

Someone was shooting guns.

"Come in!" a human voice shouted, a male voice. Turning around, Blake was surprised to see a man in civilian clothes, holding an AR15, in a standing position.

A Jotnar's body found himself lodged with bullets to the body and head.

The man knew what he was doing. He signaled other companions to advance.

Brynhilde advanced before them. They maneuvered skillfully through the homes, signaling each other, marching like professional soldiers and shooting precisely.

"Blake," Brynhilde said, half chuckling. "They'll cover you, do your thing."

Blake smiled. He could see fellow Americans recovering their guns, defending their homes proudly. Blake hadn't been there, and Brynhilde had barely arrived. They had cleared part of the area safely. The man with the AR15 seemed like an expert, and was probably a cop or an army vet.

Then, the shooting began.

Jotnar charged, bravely and proudly, fast as lightning, leaping and swinging at the humans before they could pull the trigger. Other shooters were ready. It took a few bullets to take Jotun down, and they kept charging, but it was useful. Blake used his [Ring of Lightning] electrocuting groups of three, wounding them, and stunning them as the militia lodged bullets into their skulls.

The enemy had resorted to the usual strategy. They used their [Arm Rings] to approach slowly and ambush the humans. Blake heard wild bullets, human screams as the Jotnar coalesced out of thin air, swinging their blades. A brave man was cut in half before his eyes. That made Blake's blood boil in anger.

"Dillon! Bastard, you killed Dillon!" yelled another human.

Blake screamed in rage. He couldn't allow more of his people to die. He turned Kiar's shield toward them, revealing their hidden locations. Then, lightning struck from Blake's hand, stunning the one who had just murdered the human before another comrade blew off his lid with a thicker caliber.

Then, Brynhilde gave the coup de grace, with a single push, half a dozen Jotnar bodies exploded, arms and entrails splattered on the streets. She rose into the air, lifting Mjölnir above her head, static and electricity curling around her and her hammer.

Lightning descended, unleashing a blinding light that left only ashes where the Jotnar once stood.


Chapter XI – Defenders

The rest of the night was hard work, but every bit of it was worthwhile.

That town had not been hit, but black rain started pouring and unsettling everyone, as the remains of the Red Cross and the militia got together to gather bodies and save the wounded. A few trucks arrived from affected areas, bearing civilians with gruesome injuries from debris or from the nuclear explosion itself. Blake and Bryn provided what was left of the [Mead of Renewal].

"Alright, superboy," said Brett Crumbs, the de facto leader of the militia who had taken charge. "What can we say? You guys cleared up the area quickly. Our community’s grateful. But tell us what the hell is going on? Your friend Red Sonja tried to explain, and I didn’t understand a word she said."

Blake sat on a park bench next to Bryn, breathing heavily. The militia surrounded him, most of them displaying perfect trigger discipline, each from diverse backgrounds and origins. Some appeared to be members of the police force, while others likely had military experience. A few might have previously been on the wrong side of the law, judging by how they carried their weapons. However, they all had contributed and were ready to protect their communities.

"They’re Jotnar," Blake said. "Giants from Norse Mythology."

Some of them chuckled.

"I ain’t saying you’re wrong," said one of them, a man with police boots and a leather holster. "It just sounds damn funny. What is this, a Marvel movie? Those motherfuckers are hard to kill, though."

Blake shook his head. "You guys did great. Before I went to Valhalla, I would’ve shat my pants."

"So..." Brett asked, narrowing his eyes and trying to suppress a chuckle. "That means you’re Asgardians?"

"She is, quite literally," Blake said, pointing at Brynhilde with his thumb. "I’m just a regular guy who resurrected."

"Wait," Brett continued. "Resurrection, as in, the rapture or whatever. Or Odin’s Valhalla, the hell do I know... One of them bringing people back to life? What about the people we couldn’t save tonight? Dillon, Rick Sanchez, Dayton Beers and his family. You’re telling me they’re coming back?

Blake sighed. He turned toward Brynhilde, not saying it out loud, but hoping she could drop the hard truths. Blake was sure those people were brave; they had died in battle. But the Asgardian resurrection thing was unfair.

"As far as I know, they won’t come back," he cleared his throat. "One had to believe in the old gods, and... I don’t want to say there’s no chance. I don’t know yet."

"Blake," she interrupted him with a serious tone, then turning to address the men. "Unfortunately, that power was limited. We could only fill Valhalla and prepare them for battle. For now. Odin might have another plan, but he hasn’t told us yet."

Blake grunted. He wanted to curse. He felt it was terribly unfair. He’d been an absolute fool who could barely fight, and he’d gotten the chance to resurrect. But these seasoned defenders couldn't. The militia members stood in an awkward silence.

"Brother, Jesus is the way, the truth, and the life," said another.

"I don’t know," Blake said, shrugging, keeping his head low.

"Now what?" Brett interrupted them, trying to move the conversation to the task at hand. "Is there a way to communicate with other militias? Make them aware."

"Internet is down, electricity is down," Blake said. "That’s all we have until we start getting reinforcements from Asgard."

"Radio seems to be working, though," said one wearing police boots. "We’ve been getting signals, and it doesn’t look good at all. The president’s dead, along with most of his cabinet, the vice president is missing. Major cities blew up. We’re on our own. Russia, Japan, China, Berlin, they’ve also been hit. By us, in some cases."

"We’re disconnected from the central government," Brett said. "From the world at large, it seems. With no electricity and all... It seems like we’re being sent back to the Stone Age."

The group went silent for a moment before Brett stared at the ground, cleared his throat, and looked Blake in the eye.

"So, about these giants. Are they responsible for it?"

"Yes!" Blake exclaimed. "They’re behind it all! I wouldn’t hold any human government responsible. It’s just them. Soon we’re gonna start sending people from Asgard to help you fight them. For now, keep taking care of your community as much as you can. You’ve done great so far. I wouldn’t have been able to do a quarter of what you’ve done. All I can tell you is, please stay united."

"What else can we do, chief?" asked the policeman.

"Fucking animals killed by family," hissed another one of them. His tone of voice broke the pleasant atmosphere they’d shared until that point, and Blake could see him stare blankly at no point in particular. He had the look of a man who had seen hell. "Damn cannibals. I swear I saw them drinking blood!"

The group went silent.

Blake narrowed his eyes, staring back at Brynhilde. "Bryn... What’s all this? I saw them too. Why are they eating human beings?"

Brynhilde’s expression was as cold as ice. She took a deep breath before answering.

"It’s the third essence, Blake."

"Third?" he raised an eyebrow.

He’d heard of a third essence. Friedrich had mentioned two, and there had been a space in between, for something he hadn’t managed to write. One was the [Essence of Power], possessed by the Jotnar, the [Essence of Renewal], embodied in Eir, that gave the Aesir the power of resurrection. What was the essence that humanity possessed?

"Human blood holds the [Essence of Growth]," Brynhilde said. "Odin made your species a mixture of both other essences, in lower amounts. Your people have both life and renewal, not as concentrated as what the essences give, but quite enough. That’s why humans could use magical artifacts, but only through secret rituals. That’s why you humans can heal, recover, grow stronger, and progress, although not like us. You know, it’s something that Odin took from the Jotun after they declared war on him."

"And you’re telling me this now," Blake said.

But it made sense. He felt for his Arabic necklace. It had been found in a tomb and used as a magic relic by a human... So what could be used to access that magic? Blood? Human blood?

The Jotnar who had drunk human blood had started to change... It had made them more... human. Extremely tall humans, but still humans, much like the Aesir. Was that their form before Odin cut them off from the [Essence of Renewal]?

"That’s what Thor was fighting for," Brynhilde continued. "He was stopping the Jotnar from coming to Midgard. He had a deal with them, but every once in a while, they’d break through."

"Fucking vampire devils," hissed one of the militiamen. "So now they want us as their cattle farm."

"Don’t worry about us, superboy," said Brett. "We’ll take care of our communities. Is there any way to contact you?"

"My phone is completely dead," Blake said. "But I’ll give you my number in case we manage to find service."

"And considering what just happened across the country, I doubt the service will come back anytime soon. Same with the power grid. But anyway, we’ll try."

"Then," Brynhilde said. "We’ll send you some help if you welcome it."

"Send a message. And take care. Send our greetings to the people of Asgard."

"We’ll tell them of your bravery, Brett."

Throughout the rest of the night, Blake and Brynhilde spent time in different communities, helping them ward off the Jotnar and assisting with rescue work in collapsed buildings and homes. He could feel the despair in many of the people, but also their willingness to help others and their determination to fight and survive. It was amazing to see how human beings of different races and creeds could come together when faced with an enemy that threatened them all.

Some communities, however, lacked those organic militias, and many people died defending their homes, especially against the Jotnar. There, Blake and Bryn helped and killed every last one of the invaders and did what they could to gather people and organize assistance from the authorities.

The president was dead, and the Pentagon had collapsed. He didn’t know what had happened in the rest of the world, but he guessed that most superpowers were also facing major calamities. Likewise, they also descended into some affected areas and saw painful scenes that deeply marked him: families who had died together, and others who were trying to do the impossible to save those who’d been struck by the explosions. Blake and Brynhilde used every last drop of [Mead of Renewal] to heal them.

He felt powerless to stop firestorms in the forests. Sections of many cities had been completely burned to lava, the epicenter of some explosions, even causing the pavement itself to melt.

"This thing was horrible," Brynhilde said, reflecting. "I’ve never even imagined a power like this. I didn’t even think it was possible."

"And it’s my fault, Bryn. I was charged to protect them."

"Now don’t be silly," she said sternly. "It’s not your fault or anybody’s but Loki’s and Hrymr’s."

"I was tasked with..."

"Is it the fault of the Norns, then?" she interrupted him, severity in her icy blue eyes. "That they knew this was gonna happen? How could you know?"

"I should’ve known."

"What if you’d been there to talk to your leader, just when Loki comes in, and he ends up killing you?"

"It would’ve been a better death. And you didn’t let me."

"Yes, but you wouldn’t have the chance that you have now. The chance to help your people. Fate is fate, Blake. We can’t know it all, we can’t stop it from happening. The brave thing is to keep fighting and doing our best with what fate throws at us. And Hrymr... You’ve got to get him while he’s far from Loki."

She pointed at the rubble.

"Look at all this. You had promised me you’d get him. Now you’ve got more fuel for his fire. Give him the death he deserves! And these weapons, these... bombs. They shouldn’t even be used again. In Jotun hands, they hold the power to subdue humans even more."

"What do you want to do about them?"

"Destroy them," Brynhilde said.

"If only it were that easy."

"Flood them, do whatever it takes. Listen, I think Loki will be inspired by them and do something... That is never good."

Blake shook his head, gritting his teeth. "Someone should really be in charge."

"Midgard has only you."

The bond flared in his mind. Bryn and Alruna were worried. For him.

"Let’s go," he said, turning around and grabbing her hand.

***

Loki’s grin widened. His purposes had been achieved beautifully. The men who knelt before him and Hrymr witnessed it. The place opposite the White House served as a more regal place.

Now, a crowd had gathered at the foot of that place; the few politicians who were left in the capital, some willing, some under pressure, a few media commentators, and Mr. Barnes. He was now the representative of the most powerful nation on Earth. Loki had watched as they were rallied together like cattle. Some of their useful idiots had been working to rally up the surviving important people of the government. Jeffrey Barnes, former Speaker of the House of Representatives, now stood next to Loki. Someone, some missing Asgardians, had protected this city, and now that it had survived the onslaught, he’d better make use of it.

Perfect, as the Norns had decreed. Unlike his orders in other regions, in the capital and greatest administrative regions, Loki didn’t authorize the Jotnar to consume human essence in public. The warriors couldn’t wait to quench the thirst that had crippled them for centuries, but there would be an appropriate time and place to do it.

Mr. Barnes had asked for protection and stability. He had asked for his family to be protected. Why not give it to him and the others?

"These men," Mr. Barnes said into his amplifying device, trembling, Loki standing next to him. "Have come to protect us. This destruction that has come into our nation, and the world at large, has been brought by human hatred. These men, from another, more advanced breakaway civilization, came to punish the perpetrators and take charge. For too long, human affairs have been a cause of war and destruction. These men, these... giants, have been with us for a long time, not intervening, protecting us from afar. They promise they will protect us but need to ensure our compliance."

"Traitor!" shouted some of the people in the crowd.

"Those monsters kill people!"

"It’s happening!" shouted another. "It’s a conspiracy!"

Mr. Barnes fidgeted nervously.

Loki pressed gently on his shoulder.

"Listen to my voice," Loki said, leaning into the microphone. "Know me as Mr. Lopt. I am a man who has walked many worlds. I can show you wonders none of you have imagined. Trust me, and I will save you! I will protect you and your children, and grant you prosperity."

"You’re a monster!" shouted the voice of another human.

"Believe me. I wish no ill towards your species, but the destruction that was caused to your own people today was too much to consider. It was too much to allow. We are your brothers and wish to stop this destruction. We will establish peace, once and for all, and I intend to show it to you. My mind can see beyond this world. And I shall share it with you."

He lifted his staff. A slight breeze raised over the trees, caressing the leaves and making them flutter.

And then, they saw it. Loki held onto his staff and instilled a vision into the minds of the crowd: a vision of peace, harmony, abundance, magic producing endless amounts of food, miraculous healings. A utopia that would be within reach of every man, woman, and child.

The crowd was speechless at first.

"I saw a vision," shouted some.

"Get out of my mind!" screamed another voice. "All this," Loki said, "is coming to you in your moment of need. The destruction you have wrought would bring hunger as dark clouds of debris move northward. Temperatures will continue to drop like never before, due to the destruction caused by your leaders. But we have the means to feed you all. We have the only solution for humanity. Accept us as your rulers, and you shall never suffer from hunger again."

Amorphous talk extended through the mass of people, some explaining their shared visions as a sort of divine knowledge, while others were hesitant and fearful.

But in his calculations, only a few would reject what was being offered.

The speech ended, and Loki dispatched the group. There was still much to do. He got up as groups of humans rushed toward him, carrying their cameras and microphones.

"Mr. Lopt," they asked, "Where do you come from? Is it true that you come from another world?"

Loki didn’t address the human scum. He turned around, signaling a group of Jotnar with magic spears to step in between him and the crowd.

"Mr. Lopt!" shouted another voice.

"Shut up," said one of the Jotnar, his voice deep and menacing. "Do not bother our lord, or I’ll tear you in two."

That silenced them.

Loki took the time to walk back and catch up to Hrymr.

"We have done it," Hrymr said. "At least here. I have heard reports; it’s generally going well, except for certain pockets where the Aesir intervened, and the poorest countries of the world. How do we deal with them?"

"They won’t bother us much," Loki said. "The Aesir are too few. We outnumber them two hundred to one. And as we gain control of human weaponry and have humans themselves in our ranks, we’ll overwhelm them."

"But they’ll look for us," Hrymr grunted. "They’ll target us, their leaders."

"I have everything planned, Hrymr."

"I know what you want," Hrymr said. "You’ve fulfilled your part of the bargain, but I will not let you take this from me."

Loki didn’t speak. Was that fool challenging him?

"I warn you, Hrymr, don’t think you have control of it all. My bargain was: Midgard is yours. And it is, but you need me to keep it in place."

Hrymr snickered. "I warn you, don’t try to destroy what you yourself helped build."

"Do not worry about that... my friend."

But Loki clenched his fist. He wouldn’t just let it go, but he had to ensure Hrymr was always in his pocket and fulfill his other purposes.

There was something that Odin had... a power, an essence. Loki’s mind fidgeted with the possibilities. That was the next part of his plan.

He had another job for Hraesvelg, another Jotun of the first generation. Through him, Loki would acquire the power of eternal life and the power of eternal death if he wished to destroy it.

He licked his lips. That part of the plan was even more exciting.

And his visions told him she was closer than he had imagined. Rumors had spread out of Asgard through a few spies and servants. He walked down the stairs, reaching a group of Jotun officers. Hraesvelgr was among them, his auburn hair already in full view after a copious amount of blood drinking.

"Master of Time," Loki said to him, as Hraesvelgr and the other officials bowed their heads in reverence.

Loki placed a hand on the Jotun’s broad shoulder.

"My lord," Hraesvelg said. Not one giant was more devoted to his race like he was. He thirsted for revenge.

"How do you like our victory march?" Loki asked.

"I have waited for this day since Odin’s betrayal. Thank you, Lord of Chaos, for its glory."

"And believe me, friend, it’s only just beginning." Loki paused. "I have something for you, a task, if you will, that only your glorious powers can achieve."

"I live to serve my race," he said.

"And what a service you’ll provide today," Loki said, leaning in and speaking in his ear.

The Jotun lowered his head, listening attentively.

"It shall be done, my Lord."

The Jotun raised his head, bowed again, and walked away, his cape fluttering slightly before he disappeared in the blink of an eye, as if a flash of light had come and taken him.


Chapter XII – Return

That day, the sun hid behind massive black clouds that drifted like ghosts across the sky.

Houston, however, was still standing.

Blake could see the remains of a massive battle: tanks parked on the street and arrays of bodies, especially Jotnar bodies, huddled across the ground in quarantined areas inspected by men in Hazmat suits. Some buildings had collapsed, and the streets looked like they had been witnesses to a riot.

"There, our hotel is there," Blake pointed at the building. They drifted through the clouds, faster than sound. The window was still open, just like they had left it the previous night. A couple stood on the side of the pool, watching them approach, elbowing each other and pointing.

All Blake could do was smile and wave. The window was open, and the inside of the room was an absolute mess. Food trays littered the ground, most of them open, some half-finished. There was sushi, hamburgers, french fries and even cake.

"What happened here?" he asked, pushing his way in.

"I guess the girls were hungry," Brynhilde said with a shrug.

That would cost a fortune. It would be charged to his credit card. If the banking system still worked... Anyway, those weren't his priorities. Blake opened the door and went down to the reception.

It was as crowded as a stadium, and they didn't look like just tourists.

"Please," a father pleaded with the receptionist. "We have nowhere to stay. I have the money, we could share it with others..."

"We're checking out," Blake shouted from the stairs. "Room 505. We'll come back to pay the bill."

The receptionist couldn't do anything. Blake and Bryn stepped out into the street. Where was everyone? Everybody seemed to be secluded in their homes, except for the hordes that seemed to approach from the highway, and the massive troops on the opposite side. The way Houston seemed to be handling it was completely different from those small towns.

At that moment, Blake noticed an older man walking through the street, seemingly looking for a place to buy groceries.

"Sir," Blake said. "Sir, please. I need your help!"

The man turned sharply, staring in confusion.

"Sorry, I have no place for refugees."

What happened last night?" Blake asked.

The man relaxed slightly. "What do you mean what happened? You slept through World War Three, boy."

"Was there a missile aimed at the city?"

The man chuckled. "Thank God it didn't blow up, kid."

"How? Who did it? Was it the defense system? Or what was it?"

"Hell, I don't know, kid. All I know is that the missile hit and didn't go off. What else can I say but thank God. My daughter, she was in the center of the city, she saw it up close."

Blake nodded quietly. A noise echoed ahead, like the sound of a siren... and a helicopter? Blake turned and Bryn started running toward it. Two massive tanks paraded through the avenue, accompanied by military cars. Helicopters started moving above. It seemed like people were clearing the way for a large event.

Then, he heard a voice calling his name. A voice he would recognize in hell itself:

"Blake!" Eir called out to him, almost desperately.

He turned and found Eir and Alruna racing towards him, wearing the same clothes as the previous night, although they were now wrinkled and partly charred. He ran and wrapped them both in his arms.

"Allfather!" Eir exclaimed, giving Blake a kiss. "We were so worried about you two."

"What happened to you?" Blake asked. "Thank God you're fine. What happened? Did they see you?"

"What have you been up to all this time, girls?" Brynhilde said, arms crossed. "You missed a lot of action during the night. It seems like you did well, though."

"We're fine," Alruna exclaimed. "I'm sure the Jotnar attacked your area as well. We've been helping the population fight and clearing up the mess."

"Was there a missile?" Blake asked. "Was a large weapon aimed at the city?"

"There was a loud, horrible noise all around us," Alruna said. "It was getting into my head. They told us it was an air raid. Air raid! Well the word is clear enough."

"She caught the spear coming," Eir explained. "The missile, or whatever it was. We saw it from the room, Alruna stood in the center of the tower and shot it right in the head."

"You're a genius! Thank God. You saved millions, Alruna."

"Well," she said, with a cute shrug and a wink. "It's nothing. It was what I had to do with these talents."

"Seriously, well done." He reached and smooched Alruna on the lips. She smiled widely, her cheeks turning red.

"Then," Eir continued. "The Jotnar started coming, but your people have great weapons! It was quite impressive, let me say. The Jotnar were not ready. They killed a lot of humans at first, and those large thunder carriages weren't quick enough to stop them, but once they started flaring those machine guns, we could come in and finish the job."

"Great! So what's going on now?"

"Ah," Eir said. "The mayor is calling for a general meeting."

"The mayor. Eir, don't tell me you've talked to him?"

"Of course I have. It's what you planned, didn't you?"

Blake clenched his teeth in a half-smile.

"Well, it's what I wanted, but... I'm supposed to be keeping you out of the spotlight, you know. Especially you."

"We've done it as privately as possible. They agree not to tell anyone who we are. We also called Father to come here."

Blake shrugged. "It's a good idea, though. More legitimacy for us if they saw you defend the city. I'm proud of you."

"We're doing our job, Blake. But let's not make him wait. Let's go," Alruna said.

Blake nodded. He had to delay some things he was looking forward to doing, like meeting with his friends. But no, he had made massive blunders that had possibly lost millions of lives. He couldn't let any more human lives be lost.

He nodded to his wives and followed them through the streets. After just one night, they seemed to get used to how the world worked, despite the fact that the world had just ended.

They rushed towards where the sound of an amplified voice echoed in the distance. They passed an old homeless man pushing a cart, with greasy white hair, and a scruffy beard. His eyes drifted toward them.

Suddenly, Eir stopped dead in her tracks.

"Huh?" Blake mumbled, looking back at her. Why was she staring at a hobo.

Eir and the man stared at each other for a while.

"Father?" she asked.

Blake almost jumped.

"You still recognize me as a wanderer," said Odin's unmistakable voice. Blake took a glance at Kiar's mirror, confirming it was him.

"Allfather," Blake said, falling on one knee. He sighed. "I've failed..."

"Stop that nonsense," said the old man. "You couldn't have stopped it even if you tried."

Blake looked up.

"Now it's time for you to start working," Odin said. "Gather the humans, rally them to our cause, and don't let them fall to Loki's deceit."

"I'm confident they'll follow us if we give them enough proof and support. Allfather, we need your help. We need troops!."

"Give me the most important locations and I'll send you two thousand men."

"Two thousand? Allfather, we need more. We could form an army and attack them soon."

"Hrymr is gone from your capital," Odin said. "I don't know yet where he went. We can't just waste men in here. There's at least fifty million Jotnar running around in here, and more are about to come, all answering to Hrymr, wherever he is. I can't waste my forces here, where they won't have an advantage. Besides, some humans are joining him. That's what you must not stop from happening."

"Humans? But..."

"He can feed them, son. Things are gonna get worse in the next coming weeks. Your people won't be able to produce food without their electricity and sunlight, perhaps in southern countries that were not struck, but still, there will be mass shortages. You've seen those black clouds hovering?"

"I understand, Allfather."

"I'll send you some troops, and Kiar has to send you a unit too, use them as you wish, but get humans back on track."

"I will, Allfather."

"Now as for you, child," Odin addressed Eir, fixing her with a severe glance. "It's time for you to come back to Asgard."

"Father, we're working with these people, and I'm sure Blake would need my help."

Odin grunted. "You're not safe. You know that our enemy is after you. I will tell you, as my child, and with the position you have, to come back with me immediately."

"Father, I'll be fine, just give us a little time."

"Eir," Blake said. "Your father's right. What they just did surprised us all. He might have another trick up his sleeve, and he's out to get you. I'd say you go back to Asgard with your father."

She looked at him with narrow eyes, a hint of anger in her gaze. She didn't want to hear that, even from him.

"Alright," she said. "I'll do it. I'll come tonight, but we still have to talk to your Mayor."

Blake sighed.

"You don't need to do that, Eir."

"I refuse to go now, Blake, I came here to help you and there's lots I could do. I have the skill of healing, don't you know?"

"I shall come to you," Odin said to her. "For now, stay close to him and be extremely careful."

"I will, father," Eir said reverently, nodding to his father, before continuing her way.

The traffic was once again frantic and insane. Hotels were starting to fill up with refugees from nearby cities.

Austin had been hit by nuclear missiles, or so word on the street said, but Blake didn't want to deal with any of that. They finally approached the section where the speech was being delivered. A power generator provided energy and amplified sound beneath a large projected screen. A modest crowd gathered, mostly reporters and important people, all huddled into a security perimeter heavily monitored by military personnel and SWAT units in full black gear, with helmets and all. On each side of the plaza, armed groups of soldiers were stationed, all in uniform, along with three tanks and military vehicles.

Alruna and Eir didn't seem to mind, though. They approached before being told off by a guard.

"It's alright," Blake said to them, holding their arms. "We'll get close soon enough. For now, let's see what he has to say."

"We lament the death of the President," said the Major. "But this community has shown resilience and fortitude, and we'll continue to..."

The speech went on, talking about the local heroes who had responded to unprecedented challenges. Reporters tried to break in with questions about the identity of the invaders, until something started to shift in the audio.

The microphone started to interfere. The noises started to shift.

Blake felt a vibration on his phone.

Weird, there was no signal. He pulled it out and took a quick glance. National networks sent messages like that, with loud alerts every once in a while. But this was different.

"What's that...?" shouted some voices, interference coming from the walkie talkies of the security forces, and from the microphone itself.

"We have wonderful news for humanity," the voice came in waves, through the interference, through the speakers, even through his phone–a voice that sent a shiver through Blake's spine.

It was him. Loki. Blake turned around, hefting his sword, expecting him to show up.

"After this great tragedy, we have returned to set humanity back on track."

It reverberated again. People looked around, looked up to the sky, looked at each other. The Major seemed desperate, ordering for the sound equipment to be switched off.

But not even that stopped the voice.

"We are your creators. We put you here. You come from us..."

"Don't listen to them!" Blake shouted from the crowd.

"Follow us, oh, humanity," said Loki's voice, as a shape started forming on the screens, even on Blake's cellphone. It was magic, of course, but he'd never seen anything like that; he didn't even think it was possible. Was Loki controlling that from afar? Was he actually close? Or was one of his minions close?

"We shall protect you, we shall feed you. This is the hardest time for humanity, and only through us will you prevail."

"Aha," shrieked a voice through the crowd. Eyes like an eagle were fixed on Blake.

He sighed.

Another stupid Jotun joining the fight. How many? A dozen, seemingly human creatures suddenly appeared, fading out of invisibility, or else transforming from human shapes. They all unsheathed massive weapons, or rather, they coalesced out of thin air. Screams echoed throughout the crowd. Humans panicked, running out of the perimeter, while the security and army elements struggled to calm them down.

"I know him," hissed Brynhilde, pointing at one of the tall figures that remained in the center. His eyes were wide open, yellow, almost like an eagle, although his figure seemed human so far. "He was in your capital! We saw him."

Blake recognized him, but now he looked even more human. He tried to read the Jotun's life-force: [440].

Not bad, but Bryn could take him out easily.

"He's one of the strong ones, Blake," she said, getting ready. "First generation. I... think you can't beat him, Blake."

"That means they were really looking for us," Blake answered, looking at Bryn. "Where's your father now?"

"Blake, I will stay with Eir," Bryn said, stepping back and grabbing Eir's hand.

The Jotun still looked human, with long lustrous bronze hair and a muscular chest, despite his extreme height, proof that he had been consuming human blood. When people saw him change completely before their eyes, they started running frantically. Policemen raised their weapons, shouting for him to stop and holding their fingers on the trigger.

A powerful wind started blowing around them, bending the screens, billowing through the trees, and bending their branches. Guns started blazing as the strange Jotun spun his weapon.

Blake blinked, and the entire circle of guards was dead, blood pouring from their necks, some completely headless. Women's screams circled around them.

He blinked again, then heard a gasp.

Then, a shock jolted through the bond, sudden as a stab in the back. He looked behind him.

Eir was gone. Brynhilde was pale, next to where she'd stood, staring at her own hand.


Chapter XIII – Dilemmas

Blake shouted, turning around and infusing [Odr] into his ring. Facing away from the crowd, he could see an apparition on the street, not just coalescing, but showing up like the wrong frame plastered into a film, then dissolving into thin air in less than a second. Whatever magic the Jotun was using, it was definitely not a speed ring.

Blake sped up toward the spot where he had seen the shape. Brynhilde flew behind him, reaching unimaginable speed but not matching Blake's heightened velocity.

He focused on the road ahead, running as fast as he could. He saw the figures appear once again, in the middle of the empty highway; grasping Eir tightly as she struggled to break free, already hundreds of feet away in the distance.

[Gramr] was out of its sheath, and Blake raced on. He saw them again in a corner, Eir screaming for deliverance as the man dragged her away. Blake couldn't let it happen, whatever it took. He swore he'd track him to the end of the earth and free her.

Snatching a dagger from his belt, he summoned [Egil's Accuracy], turned around, and shot it forward. The dagger flew toward him but hit the ground soon.

"No!" Blake shouted. But he was growing tired. He turned around the corner, his feet hammering relentlessly against the ground. He wouldn't let that happen again. He would not experience the agony of fearing for the life of his beloved. It was his wife, the one who had loved him since the beginning.

"Eir!" he shouted again, his words getting lost in time and space.

He ran for long minutes, until he was out of the city, out of [Odr], and unable to retrace the steps of that creature.

"I curse you, Loki!" Blake shouted at the top of his lungs. "I will find her, and I will be a thorn in your side."

He panted, finally exhausted, unable to take another step. He fell to his knees, holding [Gramr] in one hand. He couldn't believe it was actually happening. He should've forced her to go back. He should've insisted.

It took minutes of his own pain until Brynhilde descended, next to him, anguish and fear hammering her emotions through the bond.

"Who is he?" Blake said, his voice trembling.

"Hraesvelgr," Brynhilde said. "Master of Time."

"How does he do that?" Blake asked hurriedly.

"Blake, he was one of Hrymr's generals... I... don't know how it works, but it is said that he can stop time. But he was never this fast."

"Loki gave him a [Speed Ring], I saw it."

Brynhilde nodded, her eyes fixed in the distance.

"We have to stop him," Blake hissed through his teeth. "We've got to find her!"

"I agree, but did you see how fast that idiot can run? What do you expect us to do?"

"Get up and find her!" Blake grunted. He jumped to his feet, hands grasping [Gramr] tightly. "Do you want your younger sister to experience what you did? You, Brynhilde, you weren't strong enough. It broke you, and I could feel it. Would you allow Eir to feel that?"

She stepped forward, getting right in front of his face. "I don't want that, Blake, but you can't fix it by running aimlessly across the world. We've got to figure out where he's going. Do something smart. Tell Odin to send his ravens."

"That took a long time."

But Blake didn't want to waste a second.

"Let's go back to the Capitol," Blake said. "It's the most likely place."

"Do you think he'd be that dumb? Loki's got a plan, Blake. I'm sure he's out of there."

"Let's find him, then! And kill them. Hell, if you don't believe I can kill him, bring Odin, Vidar, whoever you want."

But Blake almost shriveled in shame when thinking of facing Odin. The Allfather had given him his most beloved daughter, who held the life and resurrection of Asgard in her hands, and Blake had let her get kidnapped.

"Let's go," Blake said.

"You don't have any [Odr] left," she said.

The sound of an engine roared behind him. They turned around, watching a Tesla pull out on the side of the road, the passenger door opening, and Alruna coming out with worry in her eyes.

"Alruna," Blake said, as she wrapped her arms around him and pulled him close.

"My spear is at your service," she said in his ear. He returned the gesture, arms around her waist.

And then, a deep male voice rang behind them.

"Alright, I knew this was gonna happen."

They both turned in surprise, watching the taxi driver step out of the car, an older man with a white beard who resembled Sean Connery.

"Oh, shit," Blake said, feeling a stone settle in his stomach.

"I knew it, you fools," said Odin, anger flashing through the eyes of his illusion. Alruna's jaw dropped.

"You?" she muttered.

She hadn't recognized him before.

"Then why did you let it happen?" Brynhilde protested, stepping in front of Odin. "You could've grabbed her and taken her by force."

"It doesn't work that way, child," Odin replied.

"Again? You say that again?" Brynhilde said. "Father, you know everything that will happen, you let it happen, and then you say we had it coming."

"Exactly." Odin's voice was impassive. "It is bound to be that way."

"Why, just because you think you're God?"

"I am God."

Brynhilde gritted her teeth. "And let Eir suffer like that?"

Odin remained still. His eyes scanning the group. Blake lowered his eyes. Odin knew so much that he didn't let out, and the way he was talking about it. He surely knew that Eir was gonna be taken captive... and yet he let it happen. Would he say it was her choice? Did she herself even know and didn't tell Blake?

Blake then realized Odin was a bit of an asshole too.

"We're taking her back alive, won't we?" Blake asked.

"That's what is written," Odin declared.

Yes, how had Blake been so naive early on?

Odin had probably even known that Brynhilde would be taken, and he hadn't given her extra precautions.

In this case, he'd told Eir to go back, and she disobeyed.

Blake clenched his teeth.

Odin would let her go through all that pain. Blake hoped she wouldn't go through one tenth of what Brynhilde went through.

"No, Allfather," Blake said. "How can you do that? It is messed up, irresponsible, it's psychopathic. You can just stand there and say I warned you when you know it's gonna happen."

"Yes, I can," he replied.

"And then you blame me for not stopping my wife?"

"You're blaming yourself."

"But you could've stopped her!"

"I told her not to stay. If she stayed, it's her choice."

Blake clenched his teeth and spat on the ground next to him. Odin had all that feigned dignity and honor, but he was an asshole to his daughters.

"Do you even love your daughters?" Blake asked. "Do you even care about them or do you just pretend to care, and lead them into one of your ploys? You knew Bryn would be taken, right? Alright, Father, you want us to bring her back? Tell us where she's at."

"I can't tell you, Olson," Odin said coldly. "Don't you understand? I have a vantage point, from Asgard, but I can't see everything, I can't see beneath buildings or if Loki has placed a spell. I am not omnipotent. I can summon [Seidr], or I can send my ravens, but I can't know everything at once. You have her [Blessing], don't you? You should be able to tell."

"Well, Loki has covered that part up, because I know she's out there, but can't point to where. Tell me more, Eir will survive, right? They won't hurt her, will they?"

"This is part of what must be," Odin said. "I have stopped interfering. It is best if I don't interfere as much. You will understand later."

"Tell me!" Blake stepped forward, facing the god eye to eye, grasping his sleeves. "Will she survive or not? Now I know she's just part of your... grand plan."

Odin pulled Blake's arms away, then started to levitate.

"Will you let her suffer like that? Like you let Brynhilde suffer?" Blake shouted.

"He let me go through that twice!" Brynhilde said.

"You should know better," Odin said, going back to his real shape, his single eye focusing on Brynhilde.

"But Eir doesn't deserve that," Brynhilde said. "I can deal with pain, I have dealt with it all my life, but she's too gentle, too soft."

"Child," Odin replied. "I have tried to stop things from happening more than once. I have stopped fighting against fate. I can warn you, give you a choice, but there's no way to stop it. And even if we did, some purposes may only be attained through pain. Now, be ready, there are more enemies coming to this town. I'll send help."

"She doesn't deserve to suffer like that!" Blake screamed.

"You'll understand," Odin declared, before ascending to the darkened sky.

Brynhilde's eyes were watery again. She kept her teeth clenched, fighting through her impulse to cry.

"Alruna, did you kill the other Jotun at the meeting?" he said bitterly.

"I did," Alruna said, looking away from Blake. "But... There are more coming. Coming for us."

Brynhilde looked up, to hundreds of shapes that drifted across the dark sky, toward the city. "They're out in the open now."

"To hell with them," he said. And he had no [Odr].

Blake's body twitched. He was empty inside. Everything seemed gray. He knew he shouldn't be wasting his time there. He had to be searching for Eir.

A strange, deep voice echoed through the heavens as the ships glided downward.

"People of this city, you are now under the control of the Elder Ones."

Elder Ones? That was new?

The air raids echoed again.

He looked at Bryn and Alruna.

There were thousands of people in the buildings behind him. Families, children, people who had no side in this war. Many had already died that night.

He couldn't let that happen again.

"I'll take care of them," Bryn started floating, sliding Mjölnir out of her girdle, with her left, removing the wineskin from her back and passing it to Blake. He quickly sipped and recovered his [Odr].

Suddenly, Blake felt a hand softly wrapping around his own. Alruna looked at him intently, concern in her green eyes.

"Blake, I'm so sorry. But you heard Odin. She'll make it through."

He nodded, unsheathing [Gramr].

Brynhilde started her work of destruction, smashing her hammer in and out of the Jotun ships. Lightning descended and broke the hulls as Jotnar leapt at her with maces and swords. Looking around.

"Let's make them retreat," Blake said, now charged with [Odr]. He used [Vali's Leap] and [Gramr] to smite the hull of the first ship, climbing it and wrecking it with his magic sword. Jotnar charged against him, and he resorted to his new weapon, summoning lightning and frying their brains to a crisp.

Blake could count dozens of ships approaching from above. Were they perhaps focusing on large cities that had not yielded to them? Or were they there for them? Whatever their purpose, Blake wouldn't give them Houston.

And yet, he felt like he was wasting time...

Military planes started gliding through the sky, maneuvering, gliding, and barrel rolling, probably deployed from a nearby military base and targeting the Jotnar force. Each strike was precise and powerful, exploding on the ground and sending Jotun body parts into the four winds.

An F-35 glided across, shooting from its left wing and killing dozens in an instant.

Then, the Jotnar attempted to leap toward the aircrafts and disrupt them from up close. Blake saw a Jotun who had managed to cling to a war plane, smashing against the window and making the pilot lose control. Gaining speed and turning wildly, the plane crashed against a large warehouse in the outskirts of the city, causing a massive explosion.

More Jotnar were approaching the city itself to land. Brynhilde and Blake tried to keep them away. A few had made it through.

It took a few minutes until dozens of Jotnar had disembarked, attempting to storm the city.

Blake infused [Odr] into his [Speed Ring], advancing into the coming army and cutting through them like paper. Blue blood bathed his sword and splashed onto his face. Jotnar arms and heads soon littered the ground, while others were cut in half, their entrails spilled out.

Why was Loki sending so many?

And then, an entirely different ship coalesced from the clouds; a massive longship with white and red sails, a dragon's head in the front.

Help was coming.

Loki always sent his closest warriors, charging them with special weapons. What would it be this time. [Speed Rings]? Or something new.

"Aha!" shouted a voice from the longship. Blake looked up and saw Bjorn come out, two axes in hand, accompanied by Haakon Jarl, Svafa, and a group of ten men wearing old-fashioned helmets with golden ornamental segments.

Their attire seemed outdated, maybe from times before the Viking age, from the Vendel Period, or even earlier. Each of the soldiers was more powerful than Blake; and they dropped down in a tight formation, their massive square shields huddled together, each carrying many sets of javelins.

"Blake, that's father's gift," Alruna said with a wink. "He delivered!"

"Interesting..." They looked like something out of late antiquity, and they fought like it, creating impenetrable formations with their shields.

Blake was surprised when he saw a group of them advance undeterred through a disorganized Jotnar troop, who charged en masse in an attempt to break their ranks. However, the Einherjar didn't budge. They had a large supply of precise javelins, charged with some kind of magic; possibly [Egil's Accuracy]. These javelins resembled guided rockets, effortlessly cleaving into Jotun skulls from a distance without fail. Others wielded long-range spears, strategically placing them where it truly mattered.

Minutes later, tanks rolled onto the street surrounding the Jotnar horde, exploding them by the dozen.

They kept fighting, punishing the Jotnar horde, until finally, the enemy began turning around, boarding their ships and retreating.


Chapter XIV – Prisoner

"Let me go," Eir shouted, trying to push her captor’s arms away and attempting to rock her entire body. "All of Asgard is on their way here! My husband killed Sigyn! He’s coming after you next!"

That strange Jotun didn’t utter a word. His eyes didn’t even move toward her.

"Let me go!" she said through her teeth, trying to twist her captor’s fingers.

For a moment, she had seen Blake frantically chasing after her with his artifacts, but this Jotun seemed to make the Norn’s thread itself stop in its tracks. The location around her shifted in a way that made her mind dizzy and her vision a blur. Sometimes, the place around her would change drastically in the blink of an eye.

Could he stop time for a few seconds, then make it go again? Or was he just faster than even gods and men? Eir found herself in a deep forest, moving uphill, then blinked again and found herself going downward, advancing toward a cavern.

She sent a message through the bond, telling Blake that she was alive. She could feel him; she was sure he’d come, but she couldn’t be sure about his location. Her captor had placed a strange jewel around her neck, perhaps one of Loki’s artifacts. Thankfully, aside from her location, the bond was still clear.

Soon, the faint sunlight through the horrible black clouds seemed to fade into absolute darkness. The wind and air around her shifted into an unpleasant dampness, the sound of the Jotun's steps echoed back. They were inside the cave.

***

Blake cursed out loud, concentrating and trying to feel for Eir's location.

He had almost forgotten where he was. A vast battlefield, a field of death consisting of great American freeways, with hundreds of gigantic bodies and spots where their blue blood had soaked the pavement. Military and medical personnel came out to examine the remains, while Blake remained knelt in the middle of the chaos. Alruna and Bryn stood beside him, as if waiting for his reaction.

Blake stood up, feeling a pull on his sleeve. Alruna looked weary, every bit concerned, Brynhilde was also standing close to them.

As Blake turned back, he noticed a military car approaching him. The car stopped suddenly.

"Drop your weapons," the soldier in the passenger said through a loudspeaker.

Now what? Had his own people turned against him?

Whoever was behind that was an idiot and didn’t know what they were doing. And Blake didn't want to deal with that mess.

"We’re friends," Alruna said, stepping toward them.

"Alruna, remain still," Blake said quickly. "Sir, my wife has spoken to Mayor Schinhausen. We’re your allies. We’re defending the city."

Two armed men emerged from behind van, crouching and pointing their assault rifles at him.

"You stupid Midgardians," Brynhilde hissed, her arms crossed under her breast. "Don’t you see how we single-handedly killed half of these monsters?"

One man emerged from the front seat, wearing his combat uniform and a beret.

Blake turned slightly, letting Bryn see the reflection on his shield to ensure that they could trust them. She nodded.

"Stop right there, son. Drop that sword of yours," the official ordered.

Blake sighed and let [Gramr] slip down his fingers.

"It’s alright," the official continued. "It’s only a precaution."

"I understand," Blake said softly.

"These gentlemen here are members of the military. I’m Colonel James Reiner. Tell us who you are and what you’re doing. We’ve received some information from Mayor Schinhausen. We need to make sure we can all collaborate."

"We’re here to help," Blake replied. "I’m an American, just like you. We just want to defend your homes and your lives. These people, these... entities you’ve encountered are not there to help you. They’re behind the attacks."

The army officer stepped forward. "Son, the army intends to defend the territorial integrity of the United States. Some people of the Executive and Administrative branches, however... want us to negotiate with those beings."

Blake narrowed his eyes.

"Listen," Blake said. "They do not want the best for you. I should go out and keep fighting. I'm aware some people in the government are making those dumb choices. You mustn't do that."

"Please, son," the colonel continued. "We need your cooperation. If this is gonna work at all. Come with us, and we’ll talk about it. If not, we’d have to detain you against your will."

"Can you even do that?" Blake replied with a hint of sarcasm.

The official sighed, then lowered his voice. "Listen, son, I’ve seen what you’ve done here today, you and those gals who follow you. It’s a miracle, more than that. But the country is in its toughest moments now. Hell, planet Earth is going through the Apocalypse, son, and these creatures show up, while half the cabinet is willing to give the country away..."

The man had a point, but Blake didn't want to waste any more time while he could be saving Eir. He had to keep running and find her before it was too late.

"Come to our headquarters willingly, as a favor," the officer continued. "We know you do not need it, but we need signs of cooperation. You are aware that we’ve received orders from above, to disengage and surrender to these... entities. Large sections of the United States Military are doing just that. We’re told to follow the chain of command, but many branches have rebelled. Our state has mostly rebelled. Sure as well, we won’t surrender to these freaks."

Blake gritted his teeth. Odin had commanded him to take control of human affairs, to help humanity. He had to, but with what had happened to Eir... He couldn’t let her get hurt.

"Olson," said a voice behind him. Blake almost froze when he heard it.

Managing to turn around, he saw Vidar walking toward him, a mountain of a man with long blonde hair and a blue cape over a bare muscular torso. "What the hell did you do? Odin told you not to let her come! How could you let her get taken?"

One of the soldiers in the van started issuing orders: "Step away from him."

"It’s alright, he’s a friend!" Blake shouted. He faced the approaching Aesir, as tall as a palm tree. "Vidar! You're here!"

"You disgusting piece of ash, you shouldn’t have brought her back, damn you!" shouted the Aesir, his veins tensing up as if they were to pop in anger. "You dog!" Vidar clasped Blake’s collar and pulled him toward him.

The military personnel readied their weapons.

Vidar’s blue eyes were cold, boring into Blake like drilling machines.

"Vidar, I'm gonna go find her," Blake said, then turning toward the soldiers, and speaking louder. "But there’s much to do here... Many Jotun to kill, so tell me, will you go with me or help me do my duty to Odin and fight Jotun?"

"You two, we need to be sure you’ll cooperate or we’ll have to open fire," spoke the colonel boldly, but with a hint of uncertainty.

"Better if we don’t scare them too much," Blake whispered toward Vidar. "For their own sake."

Blake turned to Colonel Reiner. He had to ease the tension somehow. He wasn't scared for Vidar or himself, but the situation could escalate.

"Colonel," Blake said, slowly lifting his hands. "This is Vidar. He’s one of my allies. He's very powerful and we have him fighting on our side."

"I can help too," Alruna exclaimed, walking up toward them. "I met the mayor."

"This woman, here," Blake explained. "She stopped the nuclear missile from destroying the city."

The colonel seemed hesitant, thinking through what his options were.

"Colonel," said another soldier. "I’ve seen the footage, it’s... It looks like something out of a comic book, but it seems to be real. She fits the description."

The colonel looked at the vast, darkened sky, blacker than any winter clouds. The air seemed to grow even colder. "I know, I’ve seen it too. Alright, if you’re on our side, son, leave your weapons and come with me."

Vidar let go of Blake's collar, narrow eyes fixed on the group.

"Midgardians, huh?" Vidar shouted at the men, raising a finger and pointing it at the colonel. "You, man, you say your rulers are surrendering to the Jotnar? Then let them go to Hel. But you have some fine weaponry, and tactics too. This dog is right, we're here to protect you. For your own sake, don't think of betraying us. Or you'll regret it."

"So you want something from us.  What are your terms?"

Vidar laughed.

"From you? What would we possibly want? All we want is to fight and win."

"Alright," Blake said. "Vidar, I’ll talk to you soon and let you know all you need to know. For now, I’ll go with these gentlemen... and discuss how we’re gonna work. Understand?"

Vidar raised his chin, a threatening look in his eye. Blake faced the soldiers again, and stepped toward the car, both arms above his head.

"Alright," he said, quickly glancing at his wife. "Alruna, you take care of my sword while I’m done talking to these gentlemen."

"Blake," Alruna said, just as Blake was about to get in the car, one of the soldiers opening the door for him. He turned around. "Blake," she said, reaching for him and hugging him gently. "Please, I’ll do whatever it takes to help you. Tell me what to do."

She was usually cheerful, but after the destruction, after Eir had been taken, he could feel the worry through the bond, and a sincere desire to help.

"Listen, Alruna, I’m planning to go to the capital with Bryn as soon as this meeting is over. For now, please take care of the city."

"I... spoke to Svafa."

"Svafa? So? She knows [Seidr], doesn’t she?"

"Yes! I hope her magic can help, and..."

"Thank you," Blake leaned in and kissed Alruna on the lips before getting in the car.

"By the way..." Alruna said. "About the unit my father sent you, what do you want to do with them?"

Blake thought they could come in handy for later.

"You’re in charge of them from now on," he said. "Use them to protect the city if any other horde comes, use them. I’ll see you soon."

One of the soldiers shut the door in his face. The driver started the engine.

The soldiers next to him looked tense, as though they were trying hard not to stare. Blake was curious about how they felt. He cleared his throat and put on his seat-belt.

Taking a deep breath, he tried to regain his composure, but in the back of his mind, Eir was suffering again.

"So, Colonel," he said through his teeth. "I apologize if you’re not expecting my questions, but I’d like to know more about the situation. Do we know anything about how many cities were attacked?"

The colonel didn’t say a word.

"Is something wrong?" Blake asked.

The colonel took a quick glance behind him.

Blake leaned back in his seat. It looked like they were afraid of talking to much. Had they received a directive not to disclose any sensitive information?

But the colonel reached for a walkie talkie and turned it on.

"Base 24," the colonel said into the device. "Should I converse with the individual? He’s asking specifics."

"Affirmative," replied the voice on the other end.

"Fine," the colonel said, looking back at him. "Power grids are down. The Texas power grid, particularly, and it doesn’t look like it’ll come back anytime soon."

That part, he already knew.

"How many cities were struck?"

"By nuclear missiles? Four in Texas, in the rest of the country at least sixty-three."

"Sixty-three," Blake paled. Darkness enveloped him. No, it was not just Eir. Eir was his priority, but he had to remember the millions who were suffering now. "Deaths? How many deaths?"

The soldier sitting next to Blake’s face was tense with anger.

"We’re still waiting for estimations, but it’s hard to say," the colonel said. "Right now, we're focusing on rescue labors and medical attention. It’s not just our country. Europe was struck hard too."

Then the soldier right next to Blake broke his silence. Anger burned in that voice, like a hot furnace. "The fucking bastards. Fucking Austin is gone. Nothing left. My family was there."

"Martinez," the Colonel addressed the soldier, implying he should keep his emotions in check.

"Was it really them?" Martinez said coldly. "You said it’s these freaks who're invading the city. But the Russians blew up Austin... Didn’t they?"

"As far as I know," Blake said, looking at the soldier in the eyes. "All this was set up by a very dangerous enemy. One I hate, one that all of humanity must hate. We fight him, and he is behind the invasions."

"Martinez, you heard the latest intel, didn’t you?" said the colonel. "There was a delay of thirty minutes. The Russians didn’t fire their missiles before us. We did, despite what the radars in the Pentagon and the White House said."

"That's probably true," Blake said.

"Son," the colonel turned off his transmission. "The investigation is underway, there were leaks of what really happened, but it’s all being recalled and classified. I’m speaking as an officer in the US Army. There are things that might be better kept in the dark to protect others. But I do not agree with selling our country to our own butchers."

Martinez nodded.

Blake remained still. Hell, everyone had lost someone, for sure. What percentage of the population had died? How many friends of his? How many of his own acquaintances?

"They’ve called you Olson," said the colonel. "Do you happen to know a Clyde Olson?"

"He’s my father," Blake said.

"Oh, would you look at that? Good man. I’ve met him. Iraq, 2004. He received a Purple Heart. I remember him. Send my regards to him when you see him."

"I will," Blake said softly.

Had he even planned on seeing him?

The car rolled across empty streets, approaching a heavily guarded military base. After showing their identifications, Blake was driven across the facilities until they approached a large building, every corner of it guarded by military personnel. After getting off, his entourage led him down into one of the main conference rooms, where high-ranking military personnel in ceremonial uniforms were present along with men in suits and ties. Blake recognized the mayor and other regional representatives. The mayor looked tense, sweat beading on his forehead and staining his necktie.

Blake was led toward him, the colonel saluting, and the mayor reaching out and stretching his hand.

"Mr. Olson, I presume," the mayor said.

"A pleasure to meet you, sir," said Blake.

"The ladies spoke to me," the mayor said. "It’s been a long night. Much to do, but I’d like to thank you all that you’ve done."

"I do what I can to help," Blake said.

"I can see that. The footage that just came in is... I’ve never seen anything like it. I know you’re a citizen. I’d like to see your documents, and there’s much more we need to do. We’re being pressured to surrender and accommodate these invaders. We do not intend to do that. Houston won’t surrender, and the state definitely wishes to remain strong. Now, I need your help, Mr. Olson. Can you provide material and evidence? We need to prove we’re doing the right thing."

Blake cleared his throat. "There’s material you could study. It’s in German, written by a friend of mine. I would love to explain more, but the situation still merits my attention. I will try to answer your questions, and you can also approach my wife, Alruna."

"Mr. Olson? It’s all Norse Mythology, isn’t it?" another member of the cabinet said.

"Sir, with all due respect, it’s not mythology. None of it is."

"And the topic of interest," the mayor continued. "Your firepower. That interests me a lot. And the ladies spoke of more troops coming our way. How dangerous is it? Even if you're allies, we're talking about foreign troops on American soil, so understand this is very delicate."

"I have authority here, as far as I know," Blake said. "And I won’t let it disrupt your authority nor our democracy. I can swear to any provisions you have for me."

The mayor nodded.

Blake thought for a minute. He knew Odin wouldn’t give enough of his army. It was unfair, but he’d have to focus on Houston for now. Could they go out of Houston and protect other sections? Reconquer Texas, and then America, then the world from Houston?

"I’ll ask my superior," Blake said. "If you need more troops, I’d ask for them. But more Jotun may emerge. There are millions out there, waiting to attack."

Suddenly, another air raid alarm echoed in the room.

"What is it?" asked the mayor, turning to the people in charge of the computers.

"It’s from Galveston," said another official, sitting in front of a laptop. "They’re overrun again, asking for assistance."

"I’ll pass on the information," Blake said. "Sir, Mayor. I don’t wish to offend, but am I dismissed? Is there anything else you need from me?"

"Go do what you must," the man responded. "I’ll expect those texts and your report. Phone towers are down, but we’ve got something for you. Hand one to whoever is in charge while you’re not here. Understand that with most of the services down, this is the safest option."

After reviewing Blake's documents, he offered him a badge with official identification and a walkie-talkie.

"I’m holding it in case you need anything," the mayor said.

"Thank you, sir," Blake responded, nodding slowly.


Chapter XV – Chains

"Well, well, well," said a chilling voice that Eir recognized all too well, from her earliest memories. From her most painful memories. "Welcome back, my dear niece. We've been waiting for you."

Simple chains bound Eir's wrists. Her platinum hair fell forward, and in her mind, she cried out to Blake. She could feel the bond like a vague presence in the back of her mind, feeling Blake's frustration and worry, but couldn't sense his direction, his closeness.

She looked up, paralyzed, no words forming in her mind, just painful memories. Loki's eyes glowed green, long slick hair cascading over his shoulders, a bang covering one of his eyes.

"I finally have you, child, after a thousand years..."

Eir remembered Baldur collapsing to the ground. In her child's mind, it meant nothing at first. Was he playing? Had it been an accident? A magic arrow poking from her brother's heart, his gasps, all of his half brothers rushing to help him, and a cold, distant laughter in the distance. Loki's laughter.

And Baldur was no more. She had lost him forever.

"Odin fooled me once," Loki said. "He led me to think Baldur had the [Essence]. He sacrificed his son. But he had taken it from him... And he had placed it in you."

Loki's voice rose higher, making her lean back in fright.

"It was in you all along!" Loki screamed. "How easy it would've been to kill you instead!"

Loki's hands went for Eir's neck and lifted her chin, pressing a finger to her trachea. Eir shut her eyes, while the lights in the room suddenly went bright. Half a dozen creatures stared at her from behind.

Loki lowered his hand.

"And as you can see," his voice was now calm. "I've brought some friends."

Cold faces gazed at her like men watching a horse at the market. Some were massive Jotnar. Hrymr was there, her captor too, along with little men with stout bodies and thick beards: they had to be dwarfs. Eir hadn't seen members of their race in years. And then, to her surprise, there were humans among them, with strange eyeglasses like the ones Friedrich used to wear and white coats that extended through their arms. They also seemed frightened.

There was something else... a shadow that spread into the corners of the room, one that did not belong to any of the men. Through the shape of its body and hair, Eir guessed that it belonged to a woman, but couldn't identify who. After an instant, it faded, blending into the other shadows.

"It's alright. I won't kill you yet," Loki said. "That'll come sooner than later."

He pulled a strange Midgardian chair, placed it backwards, and sat, arms on top of the armrest.

"Pay attention to me, child," Loki said. "I could kill you and ruin Asgard if I wanted to. It would be a blow to Odin's might. Just remember how Baldur died during that game, years ago. It could happen all over Asgard, while your friends and family fight in the war. How many great ones would die?"

"That would never happen," she finally said. "Odin wouldn't let it happen."

Loki snickered.

"You stop lying to yourself," Loki hissed. "Look around you. Behold, my friends. This is the goddess of healing. This is the child that Odin chose. The one he gave everything they took from you."

Eir felt exposed, alone and completely vulnerable. She tried to twist her arms, summon her strength to tear her chains, or let her hands slip out.

Loki lowered his face.

"Now... Your power will serve us instead. The [Essence of Renewal]. You will grant it to me! You will give it back to those that were denied, unjustly!"

"Aye!" shouted Hrymr.

"I cannot do that!" Eir said. "It's not possible."

Loki extracted his magic staff, curled like the horn of a unicorn. Eir's mind twirled in fear.

Blake, please come for me, she said in her mind. Please take me away from here.

"I don't need to waste time humiliating you," Loki snickered. The tip of his staff turned into a needle. "But this, my child, is pain. Pure, nerve induced pain. And I'm gonna give it to you soon, unless you give me what you have."

Loki's needle brushed, then pierced into her arm.

"I can't," Eir hissed.

Suddenly, a tremor of agony flared in her entire body, like lightning striking each individual cell. She let out a shrill scream and twisted, tears welling up in her eyes.

"No," she shouted, feeling her vocal cords almost tear apart in pain.

"Give it to us!" Loki shouted.

Her entire body was left trembling, and her chest was heaving as if she had run a hundred mails.

"You won't get away with it," she cried through huffed breaths. "Let me die. I've seen you fail."

Loki bellowed a maddened laugh.

"That's where you're wrong, child. You've seen me win. I win in the end because Odin loses control of it all. He knows he will. He has lost control already and is just fighting his last moments. I will have everything that's his, even you. Especially you, all the secrets that you hold." Loki ran a greasy hand through her hair.

"No," Eir panted. "You are wrong. Don't you see? You are part of Odin's plan. You are his solution to a problem."

Loki shook his head.

"That's the stupidest thing I've ever heard."

He slid the needle back into her skin. She squirmed, and the shock began again. Her entire body and mind rattled, and screams emerged from her.

"Gentlemen, we'll do it your way," he said to the group. Two Midgardians approached, trembling slightly, but holding strange objects, tubes armed with long needles that made her squirm in fear.

She panted, trying to turn away, but the men slid their needles into the creases of her elbow. With a small pinprick, those vessels filled up with her essence, her blood.

"Unbelievable," said one of the men, as soon as he saw the golden fluid filling up the vial. His eyes widened as he removed the needle and stared at it.

"Very well," Loki said, just as another group stepped in. "We've got Midgardian science and dwarfish magic. We'll figure out much on your own. And you still have quite a bit of blood."

"You fools, it's not in my blood!" she said.

"Then, give it."

Eir looked up.

"I don't have to lie. I don't have anything to hide because you can't do anything about it."

"Ah, right, I can't. I could kill you in an instant. Your daddy would lose an important asset, and your poor husband. He'll lose much more."

Eir felt herself go pale. Blake... His worry had increased since the first stab of pain.

"The poor boy would be devastated. He took my beloved from me, anyway. The Norns are fair, in the end."

"What do you want?" Eir asked.

"Serve me," Loki said, leaning forward. "Serve me, give me the power. Give me what Odin gave you, for me to control. I will have the power of life, beyond what Odin has created. The old fool lives in the past. I do not need to destroy the world, I can just fix it with you."

Eir shook her head.

"I can't," she said. "It's not mine to give."

Suddenly, Eir's face rocked to the side as Loki slapped her with his palm.

She tried to take the pain.

"I can't! He created this world... He made it... So..."

"How?" Loki's screams enveloped the room.

"He made the world..."

"Fine, I'll destroy it and create a new one, I'll be the god of the next world... tell me how he placed the power in you."

"I can't tell, I don't know... Do you think Baldur knew that I held his power? Not even Odin's wives knew... He keeps so much..."

"Well, even the lowliest Midgardian knows that much," Loki got up. "Fortunately, we have you. I'll run some tests. I'll have dwarfs working on your blood. Maybe we can recreate Primeval Artifacts. Ah... there's something else that I know you're behind. The [Mead of Renewal], I know you create it."

"It won't help you... Jotun can't react to it."

"Ah, so you can still create it. Very well. I see that you can be helpful anyway. We'll need some for our human armies, and... Later on, you can meet my darling. She wants to take you too. If you won't help me, she has permission to take you. Who knows, maybe you'll go meet your dear brother."

"I won't serve you! I won't help you."

"I'll come back sometime later to remind you why you're here," he hefted his staff, it turned into that magic needle, then back into a wooden staff. "Alright," he said to the others. "Out! Get out, all of you! You darling, you can stay."

Who was he talking to?

Then, Eir felt a chill, cold air coalescing next to her cheeks. The shadow appeared again, all black except for a point in its chest, where a strange light coalesced.

"I want you..." said a female voice. Eir felt goosebumps, while she tried to find the source of the voice.

Do you remember me?

That voice... She had seen it in visions, she had heard it thousands of years before. In her early childhood.

***

"So," Hrymr grunted. "It was pointless after all."

"It's strategically important," Loki corrected him with a smirk.

"Because of Asgard?" Hrymr remained thoughtful for an instant. "Yes, why not... Get done with her, kill her, and let's send one million Jotun to Asgard."

"That will happen soon. Do not doubt it. I have seen it. But we have an opportunity in our hands. Something greater."

"How do you expect to take it from her?" Hrymr seemed sincere. "Do you think it's stored in her just like the human essence? Should we tear her apart and eat her heart?"

"No, Hrymr, don't be such a fool. It's not like that. Listen, friend. This will be a massive step in our plan. I've seen it. She holds many secrets, many powers that will help us. We'll regain ancient powers and use them."

Hrymr shook his head, grunting. "Ancient powers? You mean..."

Loki grinned.

"My lord," a squeaky voice echoed behind them. Loki turned to find Dali, an ugly dwarf with thick eyebrows and a beard that was an inch away from touching the ground. "It worked, my Lord. We can use her blood as a replacement. It does work!"

"Ah, you see?" Loki turned to Hrymr. "Give that beautiful fool Hraesvelgr a big swath of land in Midgard. He deserves it. Show me, master dwarf."

Loki and Hrymr followed the creature down a set of iron stairs. Fires blazed along a section of an improvised forge. Fumes and mechanical blowers were used by master dwarfs to smelt iron and mix it with different essences, then carve runes into metal objects.

"It was a simple test, my lord," said Dali, son of Ivaldi, almost raving with joy. "But it reacted well! We may be a step closer to creating Primeval Artifacts."

It had been a time of magical wonders. The time when Gugnir, Mjölnir, and Lavaetin were crafted. The time when magic power could flow with no limits within an artifact. There would be no need for [Odr].

"See, my lord!" The dwarf pointed to a simple iron ring with runic markings, each imbued with [Odr], and in this case, with the blood of his niece. A light emerged from its center. The test spell had intended to cast a light into the room.

"Now, my lord," the dwarf's squeaky voice was getting on Loki's nerves. "See, it needs no [Odr], the light goes on and on. Her blood reacts with [Odr]. You know what it means, sir. You surely know what it means. With enough blood and enough [Mead of Power], we can build things that the gods have only dreamed of."

Loki ran a hand through the dwarf's hair, leaned in, and kissed his forehead.


Chapter XVI – Seidr

Blake needed to ensure that Midgard was in good hands before rescuing Eir.

Alruna wrote a series of demands for Odin, all in Elder Futhark, although drawn on paper and signed. They detailed things Midgard needed, such as troops, magical sources of food and [Mead of Renewal] for medical cases. Blake asked Odin to dispense at least 10,000 Einherjar for defense and rescue labors, while Alruna and Vidar would be left to supervise Asgardian activity. There was much to do, but Blake had no time.

"She’s here," Alruna said, looking through the window of the home that had been leased to them, to be used as an office and command center. It served basically as the Asgardian embassy on Earth.

But tonight, Svafa would perform ancient divination. Blake was crossing his fingers, hoping that they could get clear information on how to find Eir.

"Alright, let us know if we can help" Blake said under his breath.

"Do not be alarmed, that's all," Svafa mumbled, her bright blue eyes the only expressive part of her face. They were wide open and surrounded by dark eyeliner. Long brown hair, straight and slightly unkempt, reached down to her hips.

Alruna remained seated next to Blake, clasping his hand tight. Brynhilde was on the other side of the room, cross-legged, and dressed once again in her chainmail and a nasal Norse helmet.

Svafa sat cross-legged, her spine straight like that of a yoga practitioner. She spoke softly, addressing him while holding a copper rattle in her right hand. "I remember your gift, Blake Olson. It has come in handy lately. Thank you."

Blake felt a stab of jealousy pushing through Alruna's bond.

"Well, I'm glad it's been useful." He cleared his throat, trying to make it less awkward. "But I need you to find Eir. You know I can't feel the direction of her bond anymore."

"I'm here to do my duty," she said, sounding the rattle thrice, summoning a group of Asgardian servants, who entered the room carrying tambourines and flutes.

Blake nodded. "And there's something else I need from you."

"Say it," she said.

"I want you to teach me magic."

She took a deep breath. "That, Lord Blake, is a privilege granted to a select few. You must be trustworthy. Besides, it's not as easy as imbuing something with [Odr]. You need to learn the songs and techniques by heart."

"I know," Blake said. "But I have to have any advantage I can if I'm ever to protect my loved ones. I've got too much responsibility on my shoulders now. But all that, we'll talk about later. I need your [Seidr]."

She nodded, signaling her attendants to advance.

"It's not an auspicious night," she replied. "But I'll do what I can."

The room went silent. Svafa closed her eyes. Blake tried not to think about it, but he couldn’t help think how cute she was. Much different from her wives, with a more modest figure and a mysterious demeanor. And being a brunette was certainly rare in Asgard.

He pushed the thoughts away. It was time to concentrate.

Svafa started to chant in a low register, with an uncanny, guttural sound, akin to Mongolian throat singing. Her servants started banging the drums, and Svafa's body began to twirl, as if possessed by a strange, foreign energy.

Then, everything became fuzzy, as if viewed through an old TV screen. Blake’s head started to spin.

Her feet lifted off the ground, her voice becoming more shrill, louder and more aggressive.

Wind blew inside the room and Alruna leaned in closer to Blake, holding his hand.

"She's their fountain," Svafa's voice emerged again, this time, intelligible, although screechy and violent. "She's a stolen fountain of life and power. She waits in her cold prison, her eternal prison. She can give and she can take... Don't cry for me... I will die today. Don't...."

Blake and Alruna exchanged glances.

"Where is my wife?" Blake shouted. "Where is Loki holding her!"

"Your wife is in the arms of Hel!" she shouted. "Hel's rotting hand is reaching for her and pulling her down! Her life will end!

Blake felt his stomach churn. That wasn't true and he knew it. The bond was proof that she was still alive.

"A cold land of cliffs and lakes, desert of black sand on ice, pale light, a pale light that blinds... Stairs of iron... Beneath the earth... Beneath the fire, eternal ice and stone growing colder, growing bolder. She's in Hel. She sits by Hel's side and will open the door of death! She will take him forever. I hear her screams, she wails along with the damned!"

Then, the beats ceased, and Svafa collapsed forward, on one knee. Her attendants rushed to help her get to her feet. She looked more annoyed than overwhelmed. With a quick movement, she stood straight once again.

"What was that?" Blake asked. "Tell me... What did you see?"

"Blake," Alruna muttered, placing her hand on his chest.

Svafa tried to remain calm and not show any pain, not even a glimpse of concern.

Letting out a sigh, her dark hair covering her eyes, she spoke again. "She's locked somewhere. But it looks like Midgard. There are men there who drain her of her blood."

"What did all that mean?" Blake asked. "In Hel... I mean, she's going through hell, I can feel that much. Who sits by her side?"

"I didn't see her face," Svafa said. "Someone close to Loki."

"Sigyn's dead," Blake looked at Brynhilde. "Don't tell me that, somehow, Sigyn returned. And don't tell me she's in hell. I'm one hundred percent sure that she's not dead."

"I..." Svafa said. "Don't know how it all fits. That's definitely what the ritual made me say, so if I were you, I'd just rush to find her before anything bad happens."

"Svafa. Do you have any idea where she is? Is there a way to find that place? Maybe draw it."

"I could... describe the places better, and the people there..."

"People? Who's with her?"

"Many dwarfs, Loki, Hrymr, and Midgardians too."

"What's their appearance. Is it not the faces that you're used to?"

"They look like us, but with Midgardian clothes."

"What kind of clothes?"

"White... long coats."

Blake clenched his teeth. What the hell was Loki planning?

Suddenly, they heard another thump on the main door. Their eyes all drifted toward it.

Blake swallowed, taking a look through the window. Four men stood on their porch, wearing green togas over chainmail and iron helmets with gold embroidery. They escorted a massive figure with a lowered face, bare chested, chains around his hands and feet.

"Ah, your father’s troop," Blake said to Alruna. "Let them in," Blake said, and one of Svafa’s servants lowered his head and went to get the door.

Kiar's troop walked in, eyes drifting across the room, seemingly bewildered and disgusted at the decoration.

"Chief," said the one at the forefront, a man with crisp golden hair and a beard, wearing a torc, a golden collar around his neck. He spoke in a rough Germanic accent. "I am Athanaric."

"Honored," Blake said. "It’s good to finally meet you. I believe I heard of you before I died. Were you among the Goths who fought and made peace with Valens, the Roman Emperor?"

"My joy is to fight for Wotan, and has ever been since I was but a lad, and so it was after I became king by my own hand, and so it has been after my death."

Wotan was an older name for Odin in continental Europe.

"I’m just a clog in this machine," Blake said. "Anyway, you’ve got a prisoner. What’s important about this one."

The Jotun looked like a human, except that he was more than ten feet tall. His hair was brown and slightly curled, his skin rosy, and sported a goatee. He stared at Blake with cold, unyielding blue eyes. His mouth had been wrapped with a cloth.

"This one," Athanaric said. "Is close to Loki."

"I haven’t seen him before, but he’s more powerful than the average Jotun," said Brynhilde. "Might as well be from the first generation."

Blake knew what Athanaric had brought him for. Alruna had warned him, but, maybe his living room was no place for interrogations.

"It seems like the Norns are still on our side," Blake said. "Take that off. Let him talk."

Athanaric did as he was commanded. Immediately, the Jotun huffed and spat on the ground.

"You Aesir devils have lost the war," he hissed, his voice unnaturally deep. "My leaders are holding your little bitch like the toy she is. She’s now our property."

"Shut up," Blake said, advancing toward him. "Alright, tell us where Loki’s hiding, or we’ll slit your throat like you deserve."

The Jotun bellowed a deep laugh.

"Kill me and a thousand more will rise up."

"Don’t you value your own life?" Blake screamed in his face.

"What do you know or care about us?"

Brynhilde was now next to Blake. She cleared her throat next to his ear.

"I think better let our friends deal with him. They’ll know what to do."

Blake looked at Kiar’s men, especially at Athanaric. Those were the eyes of a killer, and perhaps much more. It was surreal to be standing next to that man. If Blake’s memory served, he had been a king of certain Visigoth tribes, fighting against and for the Roman Empire as mercenaries, before the tribes ultimately sacked Rome.

The other three warriors under Athanaric’s command played with a beautiful knife, a jewel on the pommel.

"Athanaric," Blake said, feeling slight unease. "Make them talk. Ask him where we can find Loki’s headquarters."

Athanaric signaled with his chin, and the two other Visigoths stepped behind the Jotun’s back, unsheathing their jeweled knives.

Blake looked back, curious and slightly nervous.

"You fools... I don’t care about pain," said the Jotun, his neck tensing and teeth clenching in anger.

Then, one of the Visigoths stabbed the Jotun’s middle back.

Blake paled. He suddenly imagined what was coming.

"Wait, not so soon, and not on the..."

The carpet was already stained with Jotun blood.

"It's alright, chief!" Athanaric winked.

"Alright," said another Visigoth, one with dark hair, part of it tied into a knot on the side of his head. "Now you’re gonna tell our lord all that you know."

Svafa fidgeted nervously and looked away. Alruna did the same, turning around and facing Blake’s shoulders.

The Jotun started to grunt in pain as the warrior started to carve the Jotun’s back. Blake stepped back, hesitating, as the grunts became actual screams, and soon they became wailing.

But Blake’s blood still boiled. He thought of Eir and the pain she was feeling. The pain she didn't deserve.

He looked into Jotun’s eyes. How many humans had he killed. How much human blood had he drunk in only two days, to regain that appearance?

The Jotun’s screams grew louder.

What about the Geneva Conventions? Were they even applicable to non-humans?

But for Eir and for humanity, and against man-eating Jotnar vampires who deserved it, Blake didn't care about conventions of war.

Blue blood was now pooling across the carpet, just as the two ancient soldiers finished carving up the Jotun’s back and pulled out his internal organs. His lungs spread out into the open air like the wings of an eagle.

It was not beautiful to look at. He turned away, trying to suppress his urge to vomit.

"Well done, Pelagios," said Athanaric. "Haven’t seen you carve such a clean one since Scythia."

"I’ve had time to perfect my art," Pelagios answered, playing with his dripping knife.

The Jotun’s eyes were wide open, his entire face clenched.

"Alright, boy," Athanaric said, crouching next to the Jotun. "You were about to give us Loki’s location."

"We can go to the other room," Blake said to Alruna. He wanted to do the same. Sickened, he looked away.

The Jotun’s shrieks rattled inside Blake’s ears. "Kill me! Kill me now!"

Athanaric did something while Blake wasn't watching, because the screams grew even louder.

"I don’t know! I don’t know!" the Jotun pleaded, almost at the verge of tears. "No one knows where he stays!"

"Where did you come out, Jotun vermin?" Athanaric asked nonchalantly, pressing harder. "You will give us each of the bases you know, and how to get there."

"I will, I will," the Jotun shrieked. "There are entrances too, I’ll give them."

Blake looked away, police sirens ringing outside. He got up, and let the Goths do their job, going over what he knew about the Jotun and what they’d caused. He'd killed thousands of them, but that still felt wrong.

Alruna stepped next to Blake and held him tight. She hadn’t left.

"Blake," she said. "I don’t want you to go alone. Don't get me wrong, I know it's your duty. But I'm gonna miss you."

"Alruna," he said. "You’ve done so much for me these days."

He almost laughed.

"It wasn’t how we thought it’d be, Midgard. Was it?" Blake said.

"We didn’t come to enjoy," she said. "But it’s the time where they need us the most."

"You’re right, and I’m grateful you’ve been by my side all this time. Believe me, I really am."

"I will be by your side forever, silly. Just take care of yourself."

It felt wrong to try to comfort each other while someone was getting tortured in the same room. Blake tried to turn away, and led her up the stairs into the bedroom, where they shut the door and finally got a moment to sigh and hold each other.

"You have important things to do," she said into his ear. "And I’ll take care of your people."

Blake sighed. "There’s someone I want you to meet while I'm gone. I hope they help you, and that you can help them too."

"Those friends you talked about?" Alruna asked.

"Yes."

"I’d be glad to meet them, Blake. I think you want to make me enjoy this time. But it’s alright. I understand we have pressing duties and difficult things to manage. I know you're not feeling great, and I understand it. And I feel like you regret something."

"I regret not giving you the time you deserve."

She sighed.

"You know I want you Blake, I would like to have more of you, every day."

"You give a lot for me."

"Nonsense, I enjoy your attention. But, we can’t let any more people die."

Blake sighed. "I wish Friedrich were here. He’d understand. He’d know how to talk to people. We could split our duties. Now I'm just planning to go with Bryn."

"I’d come if you wanted, but if you still want me to stay and take care of your city, I'll do it."

"Alruna, the fastest mode of travel is with Bryn and a [Speed Ring], but she can't carry six people on her back."

"Aren’t your planes even faster?" Alruna asked, her green eyes gleaming with wit and wisdom.

"Huh?" Blake raised an eyebrow. "Yeah, they could be."

"Your army. They have special planes, and they support you now. They know they need your help. Why don’t you ask them for a plane?"

A stealth plane. It sounded dumb, but... it could be done.

"You could still come with me if you wanted," Blake said.

"Who would take care of Asgard? Vidar? I'm saying I'll miss you, but I know I'm needed."

"Right," Blake said. "I don’t trust him that much. He hates Jotun but he has no... human touch. I don’t want things like this thing downstairs to become commonplace when they’re not necessary. Now... He definitely had it coming, and we need the information."

"You go," Alruna said. "Take Bryn, your troop. They’re good soldiers. And let’s hope Odin gives us some troops."

"Take care of my city," Blake said, kissing Alruna’s lips. "Most importantly, don’t let the Jotun come for them."


Chapter XVII – A Secret World

The city council booked their flight. It wasn't a fighter jet, but a private one. A helicopter would've been slower.

"Alright, Mr. Olson, starting descent," said the pilot through the open cockpit door as the plane bumped, crossing through blackened clouds. "Might take a while with this weather, though."

Behind him, Brynhilde kept a sour expression, looking through the window.

"I curse the day the Apocalypse happened," the pilot said, turning back to face them as a wind pocket made the plane bump again. "It's... inhuman to fly like this."

"It's the least of what's happened, to be honest," Blake said.

"Right, right," said the pilot. "Anyway, tell your girlfriend to fasten her seat belt. Lady, please, it's for your own safety."

"Bryn," Blake mumbled, looking back.

"This?" she said, lifting both ends of it. "Again? It's pointless."

"Do it, as a courtesy," Blake repeated. The five Gothic warriors he carried, however, had followed every instruction of the flight deck.

The pilot and co-pilot went through their pre-landing checks, communicating with the ground of the private field they were using, while Blake fidgeted with the hilt of his sword. He looked back at his crew, Svafa, casting spells of illusion, ensuring no Jotnar could trace them. Bryn... looking completely aloof. He couldn't stop thinking of the amazing time they had when flying toward Washington, right before all hell broke loose. He felt closer to her than ever before in that moment, and right after. Now, she was reclusive again, her emotions a blur of anger and regret.

The plane drifted downward, and Blake felt the turbulence increase, making every section of the plane shake and bump as if they were driving over sand dunes. The pilot seemed to lose control for an instant, and both he and the co-pilot started cursing. They circled and approached twice, failing, turning around, and finally landing violently.

"Ladies and gentlemen, we have landed... 25 miles south of San Angelo airport, private field. Flight authorized by the Houston City council."

The idea had sounded good in his mind, but with runways, airports and security checks, Blake thought he should've relied on Asgardian flying ships instead.

They disembarked quickly, regrouping and leaving the landing field. Blake constantly observed his shield for Jotun trackers or guardians. Svafa and Brynhilde walked close to him, and the group of armed barbarians observed the landscape as they left the clear zone. All of them were silent, their muscles tight and ready for action.

Their hike took around an hour, walking away from the city, into a protected forest area.

"Right there," Blake said, pointing at a massive rock structure across the field, around three hundred feet away.

Athanaric moved closer to Blake, his large spear on his shoulder, and a massive square shield on his other arm.

"You've got the map, Athanaric?"

"Aye, chief," he extracted it from his leather bag and passed it to Blake. It had been collected during hours of interrogation of Jotun captives. It described the section from which these Jotnar had emerged. He took a look. The lines were rough and barely understandable. It intended to represent an underground network that Jotnar used to move across different cities. It wasn't, however, a complex of tunnels but certain sections with tension points that allowed them to travel to other realms, or vice versa.

They approached the massive rock complex. Blake noticed a vast number of petroglyphs covering the rocks of the site. What Native American culture had created that site? Blake wished he had time to research it all. And he wished Friedrich was there to make some doodles and share his enthusiasm. A closer look showed ancient depictions of battles, strange creatures, and even monstrous images. With all the stuff about giants and underground caverns, Blake could only guess that the Jotnar had been using these tunnels for millennia.

Blake looked at Svafa before taking another glance at his shield.

"There's supposed to be a tension point somewhere here," Blake said, looking at Svafa. She was expressionless, arms crossed under her breast.

Blake narrowed his eyes, then turned around, slinging his shield away from his shoulder and pointing it at the rock. There was a strange blur on one of the higher slopes.

Blake took a closer look at the shield, pointing at the area where the air seemed to wrap and coalesce into a single point, and the group ascended toward it.

"Aye," Athanaric said, pointing at his troops. "Lads. Get ready. Before we begin stabbing and dismembering, chief, we want to know what to do about loot."

"Loot?" Blake asked. He cleared his throat. "Easy, you find something, it's yours. You kill someone, it's yours. I don't care much about loot."

"Ah, you do care," Brynhilde said.

"They've got to have good artifacts in there, chief. Just saying. The men would like some too."

Blake straightened up.

"Then," he said with a smile. "Let them fight for them. I won't take any loot they find from them, and neither would you. Every man will have a right to what he captures."

"Seems fair," said Athanaric.

"Svafa," Blake said, turning toward the Völva. "Can you open it?"

She nodded softly.

"Of course."

She shut her eyes, stretching her arm. The air started to wrap around them, she opened her mouth, letting out a shrill and chilling incantation that made Blake's hair stand on end. Jumping dimensions was exhausting, and the process began without warning. Blake took a deep breath as his consciousness stretched into infinity, his body lost a sense of self and felt that it elongated like a noodle, and time stopped for a thousand years.

"Where are we?" Blake asked, emerging from the other end, surrounded by mist and darkness.

"Oh, if it wasn't clear enough, I should've expected that..." Brynhilde said through her teeth.

"What do you mean, Bryn?" Blake asked, stretching his hand and feeling the wet cavernous walls around him.

"Niflheim. What do you think?"

"Ah, right," Blake said, narrowing his eyes. "The land of mist and darkness."

"Those Jotnar idiots must have entire cities underground," Brynhilde declared.

"There it is," Athanaric grunted, pointing forward.

Another barbarian, with an aquiline nose and bronze hair, sniffed the air. "I can feel it, decurion. Ah... that stench is unmistakable. The bloody trolls are here."

Blake unsheathed [Gramr] and remained attentive. There was noise coming from ahead and beneath.

Suddenly, a figure coalesced out of the mist, swinging a wild sword toward him.

Blake dodged easily, swinging [Gramr] and cleaving it into his attacker's chest. Blue eyes sparkled in front of him. It was a Jotun, his hair blond and luscious, with a massive jaw and a muscular body. He looked human, like a merely tall human, but the slightly unnerving glow in his eyes gave him away.

Then, the battle-cries began.

Jotnar emerged into view, others leapt forward, rushing from the inside of the cavern, swinging swords and maces. Most, if not all, Jotnar were starting to look more human. How many humans had died to make them stronger and able to heal faster?

By his side, Athanaric ordered his troops to form, their shields clasped together as they marched, first forming an impenetrable wedge of shields and stabbing through the spaces in between, forcing Jotnar back and killing packs of them in the process. Svafa walked forward, [Odr] whirling about her like blue mist, while Jotnar attacked her.

She remained still, as if waiting for death.

As soon as a Jotun blade came in contact with her neck, the Jotun's eyes widened in shock at the sight of his own neck opening and spurting blood.

Svafa prepared, swinging her spear and stabbing a Jotun through the neck.

Brynhilde yawned, stepping forward, stretching her hand and turning a dozen Jotnar into a pile of blue blood and splattered entrails.

And as they advanced, another horde of Jotnar poured toward them. Where did they all come from? How many Jotnar were out there?

"Athanaric," Blake commanded. "If you find a super strong Jotun, feel free to take his artifacts, but capture them. We'll need to interrogate more."

"My favorite activity, chief," Athanaric said, moving his shield to the side before stabbing a Jotun through the eye, his spear emerging through the other side, and the giant becoming as limp as a rag doll.

Blake infused [Odr] into his [Speed Ring]. He advanced, dodging and stabbing Jotnar as he made way through the cavern, surveying the area. Diving lower into the dungeon, he noticed their massive airships. It was a hangar, probably built with magic over a long period of time. An entire Jotun citadel existed in that section of Niflheim. Had Odin not known? What about Thor? Or had he known and done nothing about it?

He advanced, killing Jotun after Jotun at a supernatural speed. He guessed most of them wouldn't even realize what had killed them.

That cavern was long and vast, and despite the thick mist, Blake could discern the massive arching walls of stone. At the edge of the cavern, Blake saw a Jotun issuing orders. He wore a cape and had long red hair, as well as a sword on his hip. A handful of rings adorned his hand. Blake's eyes focused on the smaller creatures behind him...

Those were humans. Blake couldn't believe his eyes. Iron cages stood at the very end of the complex, at the last section of the cave. There were men... women... children, all huddled together, their mouths gagged as the Jotnar emerged from that section. Something else made Blake feel a knot in his stomach. The ground was stained with a hardened, dark fluid... Human blood.

Images flashed in his mind before they turned real before his eyes. He could see what looked like a human being, a tall man with long red hair, holding a human body, a lifeless body, as if it were nothing but a piece of meat, digging his teeth into his chest, staining his mouth with his blood and drinking it, before tossing it aside and unsheathing his sword, getting ready to fight.

Blake screamed, [Gramr] in hand, passing all his power into it before selecting [Berserker].

He stood in the middle of the room, screaming like a wild beast as his sword swung wildly across multitudes of Jotnar bodies, most of which could not see him due to his speed, slashing through bone, flesh, armor and steel with clean swings, arms falling to the ground, jetting blue blood, bodies cut diagonally, confused screams, cuts through heads and necks that silenced those same screams.

Brynhilde came through, Mjölnir crashing through dozens of Jotnar bones. Kiar's army pushing undeterred, leaving a clean path, slower but more organized than other sections.

Blake saw some Jotnar get into their ships and starting to chant their spells. He wouldn't let them leave. No, he'd ensure every single Jotnar in that complex would die.

The vessel started floating. But before long, Blake was leaping through the sky, cutting through the entire hull of a ship with his sword.

Then, Blake heard a massive explosion rock the corridor. Brynhilde had blown up one of the ships with her own [Blessings].

Other Jotnar frantically rushed toward their ships. On a minor side note, Blake finally saw female Jotnar run around, their chests uncovered, wielding maces and weapons just like their men. They were tall and beautiful now, despite being man-eating vampires.

Perhaps, before consuming human blood, with no adipose tissue showing around their hips and chests, it'd been hard to tell between the genders. Brynhilde started levitating, her fiery hair fluttering like a flag before striking the hull of the ship with Mjölnir. She turned around and did the same with the next vessel, breaking it in two. Splinters and chunks of wood burst into the air. Ship after ship, Brynhilde destroyed them all.

The Jotnar didn't give up, but some made way for their commander, the Jotun with the cape Blake had seen from afar. He looked at Blake with human grace. Despite being a male Jotun, Blake could only describe him as beautiful. Long red hair curled across his muscular torso. Were these really the gods who had given birth to humanity? Ancient giants that, according to Friedrich, had inspired mythologies and been worshiped as deities?

"You're Odin's henchman, huh?" the Jotnar said, looking at Blake and unsheathing his sword.

"I'm not his henchman," Blake grunted, imitating his enemy's voice. [Berserker] pulsed through his veins, making him rage and desire to smite off the head of his enemy. "I'm his executioner."

Blake rushed forward, leaving behind the power of his [Speed Ring]. The Jotun grinned softly. Blake braced himself, wondering what kind of magic he'd be facing this time. Blake swung [Gramr], cutting into the air where the Jotun was supposed to be.

An illusion? And a cheap one at that. More versions of the same Jotun appeared, surrounding Blake. They multiplied, turning into a dozen. Blake rolled his eyes, swinging at one and catching... nothing. He swung at another, and his blade passed by what felt like a mere hologram.

Then, he felt a stab through his back, another through his chest, and another through his neck.

[HP: -34]

[155/210]

"I can blow him up if you want," shouted Brynhilde.

"I'll deal with him," Blake said. "I need the XP."

"As you wish," Brynhilde shouted back.

Blake infused [Odr] into his [Arabic Pendant]. The Jotun's knife struck him twice, thrice, bending like rubber. The Jotun cursed in frustration.

"Quite an artifact you have there," Blake mumbled, no emotion in his voice. "Tell me your name before you die."

"Before I kill you!" said the Jotun angrily. "I am Myrde, the avenger."

Blake snickered. He counted sixteen illusions around him, all swinging that single blade at him. He infused [Odr] into his [Speed Ring].

In less than a second, he swung his sword across each and every one of the hands that struck at him. Four times he struck the air, his blade passing through.

The fifth time, however, he sliced Myrde's hand clean off.

The Jotun's scream echoed in the damp cavern. Blood jetted through his arm and the illusions faded into nothing. Blake looked at the man, the giant, his hand lifeless on the ground, still holding the ring that granted him magic.

Blake approached, clenching his fist and snapping it at the Jotun's cheek. Then, Blake kneed him in the ribs and executed a Judo take-down.

"Athanaric," he shouted. "Come now, you have work to do!"

"You earned that ring well, chief," Athanaric said, coming in and subduing the Jotun, getting ready to tie him up.

"Just," Blake said to Athanaric. "Don't do it in front of these people."

Blake advanced toward the human captives, all of them gagged, huddled against the wall. It had been just two days after the attacks, but those people looked like they had lost all hope. They leaned back, some of them scared to death as Blake approached. He slid [Gramr] through the iron bars and cut an opening.

"I'm one of you," Blake said, sheathing his sword and stretching out his hand. "They're my friends. Come on, you're safe. We'll take you out of here and bring you back to the city."

"Blake," Bryn said, after the humans were out and Svafa had offered the most critically wounded of them [Mead of Renewal]. "The captive we interrogated pointed at more than a hundred portals, leading to different sections of Niflheim."

"I don't think your wife's in one of these," Svafa said.

"True, but someone has to take care of them," Blake said through his teeth, looking at her, then reflecting the room with his shield. "There are multiple exits here, perhaps for different points on the map."

"That'll keep your men busy," Brynhilde said.

"Unless they spill out Loki's precise location," Blake said. "Believe me, I'd like to get there at once and free Eir. But until that time, we've got some dungeons to explore, some Jotnar to kill, and some people to free."


Chapter XVIII – Reign in Blood

The sky across most of Midgard had turned black with ash. The sun barely peeked out, even in the heights of summer, and even in the north of the world where summer should have lasted longer throughout the day.

Temperatures had dropped immensely, twenty to forty degrees on average. And all of that made Loki happy. He had made it. He had disrupted Midgard single-handedly.

A week had passed since the day of retribution. The thrones of the earth had all bowed down to Loki’s banner and Hrymr’s name. Jotun bases had filled up to the brim, organizing task forces, constructing. Loki had layer upon layer in Niflheim, some for armies, and more layers, none of them connected to the upper ones, for weapon production and more.

He seldom inspected them, especially the army sections. There had been reports of bases being emptied completely, mostly military compounds, where thousands of Jotnar had been massacred and left with decaying masses of Jotun flesh, their attackers bent on leaving no survivors. A handful had escaped, wandering through Niflheim, but in the grand scheme of things, these losses were minuscule.

Until a survivor related to him the identity of the attackers. Loki should’ve guessed. It was Eir’s husband, along with Brynhilde, and a gang of barbarians. That realization only made him laugh in her face. That foolish Midgardian deserved to suffer more.

Poor fools, he almost wanted them to find him. Yes, it would’ve been comical to see Blake come back to his beloved, finding her in chains. He would’ve liked to kill and torture each other in their presence. Hearing them plead for their lives, in utter agony, sounded delicious.

And Brynhilde... She had to suffer too. The bitch was still coming after him. There, Loki cursed. He felt like a failure. It had been so delicious to see her churn in agony, the mighty Valkyrie begging for her life, for her dignity to be spared. But he had played the long game for too long.

Loki thought about it, but considering how things had turned out last time, he’d definitely kill her before Olson arrived. In the meantime, he had to harvest some more of that precious blood.

He sat on the upper floor of his compound, a massive glass window overlooking what could have been beautiful vistas: green fields and rocky hills in the distance, despite the black blanket of soot that covered the sky. He sipped from his glass, containing a Midgardian concoction called gin and tonic, with an eastern sour fruit called lemon. There was an elegant bitterness to it, and it was esteemed in that realm.

A dwarf-master bowed in front of him, dressed in the attire of his craft: black leather over plain wool.

"It does work, Master Loki!" said Dali, bowing his head and unable to hide the excitement in his voice. "We can reach the power level of the creations of Sindri and his brother. It’s just..."

"Just what?"

"We need more blood, more... to achieve what your Lordship has declared."

"Ah, to hell with it," Loki cursed, placing the glass on the side. "How much more? I’m not asking you to make a batch of swords, for Ymir’s sake. I ordered three swords. The test worked good enough!"

The dwarf stepped back, his ugly eyebrows curving pathetically.

"It worked, my lord, but the powers you wish to grant require even more blood."

Loki remained still.

"Whatever. Authorize them to take more. She'll survive."

"Will it not decrease the quality of the blood?"

"Guess we'll have to find out," Loki said.

The dwarf cleared his throat. "The humans are also... Well, they don’t need that much blood, but they’re still extracting it."

"Foolish humans," Loki said. "Yeah, we don’t need them for now. I’ve given them a week and they keep gloating about how these discoveries can save lives, cure diseases. What do I care? She hasn’t even created one gallon of [Mead of Renewal] yet. Our weapons are the priority. Take all the blood you need. Monitor her [HP]. I want those swords by the end of this week."

"Thank you, my lord," the dwarf said with his slick voice, lowering his head.

"Now, get out of my sight."

The dwarf almost kissed the ground before turning around and fading. Loki stood up, cranking his neck and looking through the window. He imagined Odin looking down on him, powerless, even to come and attack him. But he had some illusions in place, capable of fooling even the gods.

Sighing, he decided to go down to his basement. He used the Midgardian facilities, descending to the ground floor, and walking through the halls, rooms left and right buzzing with loud voices, some with Midgardian scientists, some with a close knit of master dwarfs, with their furnaces and forges.

"Mr. Lopt," said a voice emerging from one of the rooms. It was a Midgardian in a white coat, almost trembling at the sight of him, but trying to keep up to his pace. "My lord... We are glad to see you here, once again... We would like you to consider our request... We’re grateful for the salary, and all... But maybe, we’d like to..."

"Human," Loki said, turning toward the creature. "Is it not too early to plead for things from your master?"

"We must discuss these issues!"

Loki sighed, then cast a single glance at the man. Humans, especially in that part of the world, were not used to serving higher beings. Why would he even care about Midgardian nonsense?

"Hear my words, human. Tell me, are you working on what I’ve told you? I've dispensed all the money you wanted. And yet you complain!"

"Lord, we are trying... My colleagues are finding wonders in the samples you’ve provided, but half of them haven't seen their families..."

"The samples that you’ve sent outside of this laboratory," Loki snapped.

"Mr. Lopt, we don’t have the facilities, nor the required equipment, and my colleagues..."

"And I’ve told you to build them. I gave you money to get the equipment you need. Don't tell me you spent it all on your families."

"It is still being shipped. Consider, Mr. Lopt, how transports have been disrupted."

"I’ve heard you a hundred times already... Mr. Larson. You speak too much of how wonderful this is, of how wonderful that is, but you haven’t created a single... weapon... or cure, as you have said. It might be magic to you, but I’ll dismiss you from your duties if you’re a burden to me. Look at my dwarfs, in one day they made a breakthrough that returned us to the Golden Age."

"This is how we work here, my Lord, we might take longer, but we are working on something that will serve you well."

Loki waved his hand dismissively. "Do whatever you want, but get me something or I’ll fire you and you won’t get a cent."

"But... my lord, we signed a contract..."

"I’m above your contracts. Now go and behave."

Loki ignored the man’s ongoing rant about labor rights and walked down the stairs. Stupid Midgardians. He’d start feeding those scientists to Hrymr’s human farms after that. They were too bloody annoying. He advanced toward the last section, a segment guarded by both magic and the most advanced Midgardian technology. He had to put his eye in front of a blue light for it to open. Then, there was another hallway and the door to where the girl was being kept. Two round windows were present on that particular door, from which he could see what went on inside.

There... What he saw didn’t please him. That scientist, that white-haired creature who had been allowed to extract blood from the subject was chatting, chatting with the Asgardian bitch.

"I find it fascinating," Eir said gently. "I’m glad I can help."

"It’s truly a wonder," said the scientist. "Have you heard of stem-cell research?"

"I have never heard of such a thing."

Loki gritted his teeth and pushed open the door.

"What’s going on?" Loki hissed, stepping violently toward the place where the woman sat. They’d built her a cage, iron bars would make her stay more memorable, and her arms were perpetually stretched, this time, she was positioned on a hospital bed, as her blood had to be harvested daily. The human was the usual, an older man with a spine that twisted forward unnaturally, white hair on a bald head and a goatee.

"Mr. Lopt," the Midgardian said, leaning forward, his voice trembling. "Good afternoon."

"Ah, human," Loki said.

Odin’s daughter leaned back, an aghast expression on her pale face.

"What were you speaking about with my prisoner, Dr. Magnus?" Loki asked.

"What one speaks with any patient, prisoner, or not. She has a right to know, and well, she should be proud of what advances we’re making."

"Proud," Loki said, hand on his chin. "Interesting observation. Didn't we talk about how you were going to conduct yourself?""

Loki’s eyes drifted toward her. The girl looked scared out of her wits. Not for herself, worst of all. It looked like she was worried for the man.

"Get out of here, sir!" the girl shouted, trying to play a part, perhaps trying to protect the old man. "I don't want you here."

"I know she's your prisoner, Lopt," Magnus declared with his creaky voice. "But I will treat her how my conscience requires. End of story."

Loki rolled his eyes, placing a hand on the old man's shoulders.

"You see, Dr. Magnus, we all make sacrifices sometimes."

Loki lifted his hand.

Eir's eyes drifted worriedly toward Loki. She dared not utter another word, lest she provoked Loki’s anger.

But she didn’t need to provoke it. She didn’t need to hide her fear.

Loki smiled, Laevatein suddenly shifting in his hand, turning into a sword. Dr. Magnus’s eyes widened in shock. Eir gasped, as a blade cut through the air and through fragile human flesh, a splash of red jetting from what once had been a misaligned neck.

"No!" Eir shouted. Loki lowered his sword, still dripping with blood, just as the lifeless body fell almost weightless and collapsed against the ground, white coat stained in deep crimson.

"No! Why? Why'd you do that?" she cried.

"I’ll have to get that cleaned," Loki said, wiping the sword on his new Midgardian napkin, the one that came with the suit.

"Why did you do it!" she cried. "Why! Just because he was being decent? You killed because he was being decent?"

"Why wouldn’t I kill him?" Loki said. "Because it'd be interesting to see your reaction. It's the kind of reaction I expect from you. Are you feeling guilty for his death? You should?"

"You’re sick!"

"I am just merciful. I am a god of freedom, of light."

"You’re the opposite of free. All you want is to get even with everybody. Especially Odin. You can’t stand seeing anyone have it better than you."

"Maybe, but that’s what gives life its rhythm. What do you care about that man? It might have even been a mercy, what I’ve given him. Who in their right mind would stay alive, being a withered decaying being, no youth, no strength, a mind becoming blurry, decaying like rust with each passing day. Imagine living with such bones, so far away from their original intention, from their natural alignment. Hel’s comfort shall welcome him."

"It was his life, it was valuable to him and the people he loved."

"Ah, you’re starting to feel it, haven’t you?" Loki said, leaning forward and grabbing her hand, then reaching for her wrist. He wanted to see her suffer and plead for death. How long would it take until she begged for it?

"I... was too lenient with the old man," he said, withdrawing his hand. "Maybe you wanted to see him suffer more, maybe I should’ve torn him limb from limb. Did it work? What if I just let you know of the millions who died that day, and the thousands who die under Jotun hands every day? What if I make you witness it."

Eir’s eyes fixed on him, anger brimming, almost palpable, but pitiful, harmless anger.

"And you’ll be next," he hissed.

"My husband will come. He will release me from you and give you what you deserve!"

"The only release you’ll get is the release of death. Yes..." Loki hissed, his face through the bars, reaching for her ears. "You’ve felt her, haven’t you? You’ve heard her voice. She’s ready to welcome you... Did she tell you about him?"

Eir shut her eyes, tears coming back.

"He’s there too," Loki said. "Your brother. He's her prisoner. Oh, how the boy has cried for all these years"

Eir’s eyes were closed, tears flowing freely.

And then she smiled.

Loki gritted his teeth.

"Don’t be so foolish," Loki said, spitting on the ground. "You trust too much in those prophecies that make no sense. In those readings that tell you only what you want to see. The only thing left after this war will be what I have willed: Fire and death. Hopelessness, regret! Nothing will remain!"

"That only proves you can’t beat us," she said through gritted teeth.

"Foolish girl," Loki said, turning Lavaetin into a long needle and stabbing it into Eir’s skin. She screamed, shaking her head, her entire body tensing. Loki had added something to the charm, something he knew she would appreciate. He relished seeing her anguished expression, her neck craning from side to side, shutting her eyes as if that could bring the vision to an end. His spell provided no physical pain, but a deep mental agony. He had prepared his illusions well. She would not only see what he wanted her to see, she would feel it, experience it as if she were standing right there.

She shook, eyes widened in utter shock, her chest heaving wildly. She saw them – Loki made sure she saw them all – all the ones she loved. Baldur being tortured in Hel for thousands of years, his body being ripped by wild beasts, his flesh maimed. Not a single second passed without him screaming in agony. Eir’s foolish husband pleading for mercy and dying like a dog, a pitiful mass of wounded flesh before his Midgardian captors.

Her scream made him grin with pleasure.


Chapter XIX –  Realm of Mist

Blake and his comrades swept over different caverns in Niflheim for a week, killing thousands of enemies who refused to surrender, even in the worst circumstances, and freeing hundreds of human captives. After the first few dungeons had been emptied, the enemy had started to send reinforcements, anticipating their arrival from the tension points on the map. Blake had also managed to level up, gaining significant [HP] and gaining a few more points of [Odr].

Current stats are:

Name: Blake Olson

Class: Einherjar

Level: 24

XP: 1/2400

[HP]: 245/245

[Odr (Mana)]: 0/80

[Strength]: 23

[Agility]: 17

[Intelligence]: 18

[Reaction time]: 18

––––––––

His HP was growing decent, but Blake couldn’t wait to find Eir and stop having to worry about all that.

Each cavern had become more packed with Jotun, which Blake’s team decimated gladly. However, they had started to move the human prisoners away. A couple of times, the Jotun had intended to ambush them from the exits from Niflheim to Asgard.

The loot left by the Jotun was the usual, although they had started to use some Midgardian weapons, including M4A1s an AR15s, grenade launchers and Brynhilde even had to dodge an anti aircraft gun. It was an uncanny vision, and they caused damage but nothing a bit of [Mead of Renewal] wouldn’t heal.

The worst thing, however, was not being able to get any lead into Eir’s location. Each tension point brought Blake and his group into more caverns with flying vessels and armies, but no organizational machinery, even the caverns that seemed to hold more elite Jotnar warriors had no connection to Loki’s actual hideout. Blake expected it to be somewhere in Asgard, concealed with his magic as to not allow Odin or even satellites to find his location. It was getting tiresome, and Eir grew more desperate with every passing day.

Messages from the surface were worrisome. They had made some gains in area, considering the hundreds of prisoners being released from Jotun captivity, but the temperature had dropped to mid winter levels in the middle of summer. There had already been reports of starvation in different areas despite humanitarian efforts. Refugees crowded the city from all fronts, and the power grid hadn’t been restored. All the while, Blake had read that Loki promised miracles, healing of the sick and the elderly, endless supplies of food, and overall, survival and safety. Blake had even heard, from child prisoners, that their parents had given them over to the Jotnar with promises of them being trained and instructed in advanced technology, only to be set aside for dinner.

"Alright!" Blake shouted. standing over a field of dead Jotun, while behind him, his troop of Gothic barbarians kept rifling through the Jotnar they'd fought and recovering loot.

"Found anything?" Blake asked. "We could clear another Jotun hideout today."

"Wait, chief," said Athanaric. "You should see this is..."

Blake turned. The Gothic decurion was lifting a strange scimitar. It didn't look Norse at all, instead, it was curved, had a simple handle with no cross-head, and the color seemed like pink gold. "You saw this, chief?"

"What is it?" Blake asked.

"The thing almost killed me," said Alan, another one of the barbarians, holding a flask of [Mead of Renewal] in hand. Blake noticed that his shield had been cut in half.

"What's special about it?"

"I've never seen a thing like this before," Athanaric said, noticing a thread of electricity circling its tip. "It's almost like yours, chief, isn't it?"

Athanaric threw the sword at Blake.

"Huh?" Blake caught it. It was definitely magical, and he noticed the same type of runic engravings that magic rings used to have. He tried to pass [Odr] into it, but it didn't do anything, instead, he stabbed the ground.

It passed through the rocks beneath his feet as if he was slicing through butter. That was definitely not a normal sword.

"Hell no," Blake said, trying it with the rock wall next to him. It cut clearly through it., without the use of [Odr]. Blake shook his head, looking around and noticing that four of the warriors had each recovered one of the swords.

"It can't be," Blake said. It was just like [Gramr]. Even better than it. Somehow, it didn't need [Odr], just like [Mjölnir] and [God-killer].

Brynhilde walked forward, eyes narrowed, as if unable to believe it. "No way," she said. "Loki created this?"

"What does this mean?" Blake asked her.

"That we're screwed," she said.

"Did the design of [Gramr] get leaked?"

"That would be one thing. Very likely because Loki and the Jotun have a lot of dwarfish slaves. But the fact that it needs no [Odr]. These, in the hands of a real swordsman, are terrifying. Only similar weapons could stop them. It's like his dwarfs managed to recover the technology and magic that they once had."

"And if they're being mass produced. Damn. That's not good."

He could only imagine an army of Jotnar warriors, each possessing the equivalent of [Gramr], only without the need for [Odr]. [Gramr] itself had its own special powers that didn't require it, but they were not as easy to use.

Blake looked at his soldier.

"Alright, we keep them," said Athanaric.

Blake sighed. He had promised that, and they would be useful in the hands of his troop. But... How many steps ahead was Loki? Aesir and Einherjar were naturally way stronger than Jotun, but the latter were becoming even more powerful due to their consumption of the [Third Essence].

Blake got up, his shield was set against the side of the cave, revealing the dimensional tension points in front of him.

"Blake," Brynhilde said, arms crossed. "Is it worth doing it? I think you’re just addicted to killing Jotun."

"If they got those weapons, there must be a way to transport them. There must be a way that leads back to Loki."

"They do it over Midgard. We’ve seen it, haven’t we?" Brynhilde said.

Blake furrowed his brow.

"We should try to disrupt their dominion in Midgard now," Blake said. "We’ve been at this for a week. We could send some of Odin's troop to deal with this. But I need something to do that actually leads me to Eir."

"And your magic didn’t help," Brynhilde said, turning toward Svafa. "We’re walking in circles.".

"My lady should know how this works," Svafa replied. "I cannot know everything. Seidr is hard to control."

"I know that," Brynhilde said. "All I said is that it doesn’t help. We’re not advancing at all."

"I guess we’ve got to change our plan," Blake leaned on [Gramr], feeling its weight... Feeling, how obsolete it was becoming next to the new weapons Loki happened to be giving his minions. What did that mean? Would he replicate the [God-killer] next? The mere thought of that sent a shiver through his spine.

"Svafa, what about teaching me? I’ve asked you to do it." Blake said. "I’m thinking of what else to do. Especially if we go back. We can, perhaps infiltrate them in another way."

"How, through invisibility?" she asked.

"Could be, anyway. I can learn magic. I could learn some of your spells. Svafa."

"I have yet to speak to my Mistress..." she said. "I cannot instruct you if she does not approve, and it is not common for a man to learn."

"What are you talking about? Loki knows it, Odin knows it. Who's your mistress. Freya? I've talked to her. She's nice, she knows me."

"Because they’ve been chosen. They are highly esteemed. Loki was, anyway. Knowing her is not enough."

"Are there oaths I have to take? I’ll take them. I do my best to fulfill my oaths, you can ask my friends."

Brynhilde cast Svafa a narrow glance. "You know, he’s part of Odin’s family now. Odin put him in charge. If he wants you to teach him, do it."

She leaned her head down.

"It is an honored tradition, not to be taken lightly," her blue eyes drifted upward, back into Blake’s gaze. "You are... a brave man, a stubborn man. That can be good, but she has the final word."

Her eyes drifted toward Brynhilde.

"And it all depends on why," she said.

Blake narrowed his eyes.

"You know why."

"Some unworthy souls have learned our secrets,"Svafa continued. "Thus, we guard them better. We reserve them to those who are worthy to keep secrets. Those who are worthy to lead and protect. We reveal them to women, primarily. We don’t trust most men with them. Especially men like you."

"Like me?"

"What you have may be a virtue, but when it comes to the secret songs of [Galdr], it can be a vice."

"What do you mean?" Blake asked.

"She means you trust too much and speak your mind a lot," Brynhilde explained. "The virtues of [Galdr] are to remain quiet, not to let anything out, until the right moment."

And women were supposed to be better at that? Blake thought it, but didn't let it out.

"Isn’t it just singing in a certain pitch?" Blake asked.

Svafa’s glance turned cold for an instant.

"I’m sorry, is that offensive?" he said.

"Painfully ignorant," she said. To Blake it sounded like there was much behind. "You know nothing of it, especially for a purported scholar."

"Well, if you find me worthy, I’ll be willing to learn anything."

Svafa sighed, her eyes were fixed on him, and for an instant, Blake noticed a hint of a blush in her cheeks. Her lips moved, as though she was about to speak, but didn’t say a word.

"It’s interesting to see you grow so fast." She closed her mouth again, she didn’t want to give out more. "And... Let’s test you later. But, only [Galdr], [Seidr] is shameful for men."

"Definitely."

More than shameful and feminine for the Norse, Blake suspected they just wanted to keep it among women for... reasons. It gave them a bit of leverage.

"Well," Blake said, addressing the troop. "You’ve fought bravely."

"It's always fun to actually slit some Jotun necks," said Alan. "I’d been bored in Asgard. It’s what I was supposed to do."

"Yeah, glory is all we want. And this!" Athanaric said, holding the golden scimitar in hand. "We want more!"

Blake whirled his blade, looking at the tension point reflected in the shield, that would lead them to another section of Niflheim.

"Shall we do one more or rest for the night and return? Hell, let’s go kill some Jotun and call it a day!"

"Aye!" Alan got to his feet. The two soldiers with broken shields whirled their new scimitars, testing their speed and weight.

Svafa stepped forward, shutting her eyes and casting her spell. The tension point whirled, opening up, and the teleportation process came through, as strange as it ever was. Beyond it, on the other side of the portal were dozens of ships trying to pass through the neighboring tension point, evacuating before the expected Asgardian attack.

"Sorry to interrupt you," Blake said, using [Vali’s Leap] and jumping on one of the Jotun vessels. He raised his fist, sending lightning from his hand and cooking their brains. He’d learn to channel them to the Jotun’s eyes and mouth. It dealt more damage than a body strike, and sometimes killed them at once. Then, he launched himself at the others.

By Blake’s side, Brynhilde was exploding Jotun vessels left and right, and the Goths were leaping and having fun with their new swords, cutting Jotun weapons while remaining in close formation and advancing on command.

Through the mist, Blake noticed something in the distance; a large body of water that spread wide, like a massive underwater river. There were no vessels around it, only a thick set of chains that spread from above, some of them hanging from the upper sections of the cave. Those chains rattled every once in a while, and Blake noticed a strange vibration on the ground.

As Blake's team wrecked havoc on their enemies, they found a handful using the same new Jotun scimitar design.

"Let’s hope Loki develops a new shield with the same magic," said Athanaric, getting ready. "So that we can take it for ourselves."

Athanaric attacked a Jotun who seemed enraged when he glanced at the stolen sword. However, this Jotun had a [Speed Ring]. In less than a blink of an eye, the creature faded into nothing. Blake got really worried for Athanaric, but the Visigoth swung with a circular motion. Would Athanaric be cut to pieces? Blake’s [Helm of Awe] infused mind couldn’t see a solution for the old warrior.

Suddenly, the blade struck Athanaric’s neck. Blake turned away slightly.

But nothing happened. Athanaric smiled, catching the Jotun’s arm and slicing it off with his sword.

The Jotun screamed, blue blood jetting out of his shoulder. He had no sword or [Speed Ring]. What had Athanaric done?

And Blake remembered Kiar’s [Blessing]: [Achilles' Last Stand]. The guy had the same ability. With another swing, the Jotun’s head fell like a coconut and blue blood started jetting from his torso like a fountain.

Blake leapt overboard, chasing another Jotun vessel that was about to escape. He cut through the hull with [Gramr], reaching a hand and throwing lightning at the charging Jotun, before coming over and killing a few more. One of them wielded one of those infamous scimitars. With the usual Jotun bravado, he somersaulted, approaching Blake, holding his blade in both hands and getting ready to strike.

Blake lifted his sword and blocked, feeling a whirl of energy as their blades crossed. Blake presented his magic shield to block, and to his surprise, it cracked like a mirror. Blake cursed.

The Jotun swung horizontally, using a [Speed Ring] and reaching an unnatural speed, but Blake was ready to parry, simultaneously kicking the Jotun’s knee, aiming for the head with his sword, but slicing diagonally. [Gramr] cleaved into the Jotun’s bones, and Blake lunged forward, slicing across his entire torso.

The Jotun's blade clanked on the ground, along with the Jotun’s lifeless body. Blake made sure to take the sword and the ring before descending again.

Far ahead, through thick mist, he could see a large chain being set into the water, and a Jotun with a magic scimitar standing right next to it, as if waiting for a final order. Behind him, a handful of Jotun vessels managed to get through the gate, with Brynhilde trying to take down all the ones who dared escape. How many had already fled?

The hall looked empty, the sounds of battle were faint, and another sound lingered in the background, something that made the ground vibrate.

One of the Visigoths, Alan, targeted the Jotun next to the lake, his arrow flew precise, striking the Jotun through the heart. The giant cursed, dropping to his knees. But before he died, the Jotun shouted, leaping with all his might and slicing through one of the sets of chains that sunk into the water. Then, he sliced through another.

Other Jotnar scrambled to get away.

What was left of the chains glowed with a blue light before sinking into the water.

Bubbles started to emerge from the pond, and the water began to flow inward, like a whirlwind forming beneath.

Then, a dozen black figures emerged in a brutal splash. Blake soon made it out through the mist, finding black tentacles that spread upward and started snatching whatever bodies they could find. It took Alan, his bow collapsing to the ground in an instant, it grasped a handful of fleeting Jotun. Svafa turned around, trying to get away from its grasp, but it loped on her, as fast as a bullet, and curled around her like a python.

Her muscles suddenly went limp, and the spear slipped from her hand.

"Svafa!" Blake shouted, pushing through the two Jotun who were blocking his way.

Brynhilde rushed forward, preparing Mjölnir, but the monster was quick enough to wrap a tentacle around her arm before she could swing.

Blake leapt toward her, infusing [Odr] into his sword.

Whatever magic or poison the tentacle had, it made Brynhilde’s body become as flaccid as a noodle. She dropped Mjölnir, which fell on the rocky ground and made a crater. The tentacle wrapped itself around her body and pulled her into the dark waters.


Chapter XX –  In the Depths

"No!" Blake shouted, readying both [Helm of Awe] and his [Speed Ring]. A handful of Jotnar managed to flee, others were caught by tentacles of the beast their own people had unleashed. And now, Bryn was at the bottom of that thing.

Blake focused on reading the monster’s power. Its [HP] was a staggering [834]. It was definitely not as skilled as a god, but it's life-force was even greater.

"Careful, chief!" Athanaric’s voice came close, the man was rushing with the power of his new [Speed Ring]. "It’s a bloody black Kraken, the poison, the poison is..."

Athanaric dodged a massive tentacle, which curled back toward him like a whip. The Visigoth quickly slid his scimitar upward. The Kraken tried to dodge, sliding its tentacle back, but Athanaric’s heightened speed sliced it clean.

Blake leapt forward, dodging another tentacle, while two more approached him, each with a diameter of at least twenty inches, and covered with dozens of suction organs. As one passed right by his face, Blake slipped, sliding his sword upward and slashing it, blue fluid oozing from it.

Blake raced toward the water, whatever happened, he had to get Brynhilde out. And Svafa. He breathed in and dived in. The water was as dark as night and he couldn’t see a thing.  Sensing movement, he dodged, trying to keep away. What was going to happen to Brynhilde? She was completely still through the bond. Blake decided to go back to the surface, dodging tentacles left and right, but they seemed to close in on him.

Then, he remembered he had a new [Speed Ring].

Why not use both? He infused [Odr] into both of them, carefully as he only had [17] points left.

He emerged in less than a blink of an eye, raised his [Ring of Lightning] and using his power against a set of tentacles. Through the water and its entire body, the Kraken writhed after the electric shock. Blake expected to watch some of the captives raise to the surface, but nothing happened. Instead, the Kraken regained consciousness and control, and swung its poisonous tentacles dangerously close.

What about the ones he had cut off? He tried again, dodging and slicing another pair, then dived down into the water.

A green light was flaring way at the bottom. Blake used both [Speed Rings] to dive back in, holding his breath. [Gramr] lit his way with its blue light. He waited, trying to swim nearer and slicing a few more tentacles off. The Kraken grew them back out, slowly, but didn’t fail to do it. The monster’s [HP] had barely descended to [712] after swinging at it repeatedly.

What about Bryn and Svafa, and Alan the Visigoth? He still couldn't see a thing.

Led by [Gramr], Blake swung downward, sliding and cutting tentacle after tentacle, while in the blurry depths of the pool, the green light flared again.

Blake quickly infused [Odr] into both his rings. Reality slowed down and he drifted like a dynamo toward the bottom, noticing the Kraken's massive beak opening up, the insides of its mouth a fluorescent green. Blake rushed forward, watching the inside of the creature, bubbles pushing out as the sharp beak closed in at a reduced speed. Entering it, Blake caught a quick glimpse of a multitude of figures floating inside, huddled together like a can of sardines. Bryn was there, blood crossing her arms and legs, Svafa, and the other Visigoth, a bite from the monster's beak having pierced through his armor and slashing parts of his skin.

Blake also noted a slight sharpness in the environment around him, making his eyes itchy, and once he breathed in, his life force also took a minimal hit.

He grunted, letting out a few bubbles. He didn't know how it worked, but there seemed to be a smaller membrane around the trachea. Perhaps, waiting for his food to break down? He didn't care. Lightning up [Gramr], he slid his blade through the inside of the creature's mouth and carved upward, blood bursting out, like vaporous smoke in the fluorescent waters. He slid, in and out again.

[Odr: 6].

He cut again through the monster's palate, but got no response. He did it again, sliding as fast as he could, building up [Gramr]'s power to a heightened end. As he reached a tipping point, his [Odr] reduced to [4], but he stabbed harder, slicing his sword as deep as he could, his arm barely entering the beast's flesh. Then, [Gramr] worked its magic. The Kraken's body exploded from inside out, splashing fluids and mucous membranes, staining the water. With the energy that he had left and the suffocating pressure he felt in his lungs, he grabbed the girls, pushed through and swam right out of the cavern, swimming toward the beak and sliding it open, letting all the floating bodies come out.

[Odr: 0]

[Gramr] lost the entirety of its power, and Blake rushed toward the surface, coming out with a gasp, panting harder and swimming toward the surface.

"Well done," said Athanaric, watching him from ashore. The old Visigoth reached and pulled Blake out of the water, before diving again and rescuing his soldier.

He dragged Bryn across the water. Her eyes were closed and her skin had turned two shades paler. He could only wish for the best. He knew she was almost immortal, but that didn't stop his worries.

"Bryn," he called, feeling for her pulse before pushing her stomach, she spat out a large quantity of water. He did it again.

"She'll come back soon, boy," Athanaric said, dragging his own soldier back and doing the same.

And suddenly, Brynhilde opened her eyes and turned around, coughing another mouthful of water.

Then, they repeated the process with Svafa, making sure she was alright.

"Phew," Brynhilde said, before coughing again. "What the hell is that taste in my mouth?"

"Bryn..." Blake said. "Thank the Gods you're alive. Did you know about that thing?"

"I never cared about animals like these," she mumbled, spitting another mouthful of water and coughing sharply. "Anyway, I'm glad I'm out. Disgusting thing, it was as stinky as an eel. How the hell did I end up in there?"

Athanaric stood on the edge of the water, before diving again and reaching for the main hull of the Kraken's body.

"What's he doing?" Blake asked Bryn.

"No idea," she responded, her arms crossed, her hair and clothes dripping, water seeping through her chainmail.

The old Visigoth came out of the water, dragging the Kraken's massive head.

"Alright, boys," Athanaric muttered, one hand on the rocks at the edge of the lake. "Help me with this."

The rest of the Visigoths came up and helped them bring the creature up.

"Athanaric, what are you doing?" Blake asked.

"Gather the tentacles," Athanaric ordered his men.

"Athanaric," Blake repeated, raising his voice.

The Visigoth smiled, his green eyes sparkling more than Blake had ever seen. The man looked downright happy this time.

"Well, it's about time we get some good dinner after all we've done," he said, rubbing his hands.

"You want to eat the Kraken?" Blake asked, eyes wide open.

"A delicacy in the North Seas. See, these are the rarest beasts in the ocean"

"Isn't it... poisonous?"

"It takes a bit of time to prepare the tentacles, gotta remove the poison organs, but they're also good for dipping your arrowheads, even your knives. They've got a paralyzing action, not unheard of."

Blake narrowed his eyes.

"Aren't you from the Late Roman Empire? How come you know so much about the Kraken."

"Ah, these creatures roamed Midgard back in the day."

"Did they?" Blake almost snickered.

"Of course!" Athanaric almost shouted, as if offended at his skepticism. "They were rare, but very real."

"Alright. And you've said it takes time to prepare it. Do we have enough time?"

"We got [Speed Rings], chief" he said. "It'll take half the time. I've heard Midgardians like raw fish too."

"As long as we're ready by morning," Blake replied. "I need more [Odr]. Please make sure you also check the pouches of our enemies. I know they're not using as much [Mead of Power] as before, but check just in case. I'll help if I can. We may stay here and eat this thing if it only takes one night. Tomorrow we're gonna try another approach."

"As you command, chief."

Blake cleared his throat. "Alright, hasten up," he said, while Brynhilde grabbed his hand. Blake turned.

Her eyes were serious, dilated and filled with desire. Blake felt it through the bond, her power, her overwhelming wishes to have him all for herself, mixed with... anger? Jealousy?

Blake could only described as a desire for his affection.

"Aha, Mr. Blake?" she said, arms crossed under her breasts.

He looked down at her torn clothes, beneath the armor, her beautiful blue eyes and the body that was more muscle and power than softness and vulnerability.

"I was so afraid of losing you," Blake said.

"Is that even the right word?" asked Brynhilde.

He shrugged. "It's crazy to see you, goddess of battle, faint so quickly. That's why I was frustrated."

She was the one to grab his hips and pull him toward her. Her eyes sparkled, begging him to do the same and kiss her. He pulled her even closer, bringing her forehead back with his other hand and giving her a deep kiss. He tasted her lips and gently explored her tongue. She let out a soft moan, satisfaction and desire vibrating through their bond.

His mind couldn't help but replay the terrifying thought of losing her to a giant squid, but everything had turned out fine in the end.

Suddenly, she broke away from the kiss and leaned back, tilting her head. "Are you...grateful, Blake?"

"Huh?" he mumbled.

"You saved me again. You did this—rescued me," she said, her hand sliding lower from his soaked clothes, down his abdomen. Blake leaned back, meeting her gaze, her stunning eyes and fiery hair cascading around her flawless body, now dripping. Why did being soaking wet make her look even sexier? She bit down on her own lips provocatively.

"You deserve a special reward tonight in our tent," her eyes darted downward, her breath growing heavier. Blake sensed another trace of desire in her thoughts, like a thirst fueled by wine.

"There's something I've never done, but I've always imagined. After dinner, I want to have some dessert."


Chapter XXI –  The Mysteries of Freya

––––––––

Blake awoke with a scream, his hand instinctively grasping the hilt of his sword and swinging wildly until a hand raised to grasp his wrist and restrain him

"It's me," said a female voice. He breathed deeply, taking in his surroundings and regaining his composure.

"And I thought my dreams were bad," Brynhilde said into his ear.

"It's Eir," Blake said through his teeth, slowly letting go of the hilt.

Bryn's expression soured.

"What's he doing to her?" she asked, her voice brimming with both anger and fear.

"He's trying to get into her head. Eir is strong, but it's getting to her."

Brynhilde sighed, her hand around his. Despite being delicate and pretty, callouses marked her palms and fingertips.

They breathed deeply. She leaned in and rested her head on his shoulder.

It was unusual for Bryn to be so physical. She rarely initiated or attempted to cuddle. His mind raced to the previous night, their intimacy, their closeness. It had been an explosion of passion and lust. Having Blake wait so long always resulted in an intense experience. He was lucky to have her by his side, even through hardships.

She was capable of so much and was immensely brave and powerful, but the situation was bleaker than ever.

Eir's suffering still lingered in Blake's mind.

"So," Brynhilde spoke. "She's torturing only her mind, at least. Right, Blake?"

He nodded, his eyes shut, trying to reach Eir through their bond and tell her that they'll keep searching.

"Blake," she leaned her forehead against his. "I know with all my heart, and I swear by Mjölnir that we'll find her and bring her home. I am sure!"

"But when?" Blake hissed, trying to control his temper. "It's been a week, and we haven't found any clues. Kiar's men have been interrogating dozens of them. If they knew, they would've said it. All we see in Niflheim are Jotun bases and more bases. Even Odin with his ravens hasn't found anything. And these stupid weapons, they get them from random bases in Midgard. There are no middlemen in the tunnels."

"Loki's in Asgard, Blake. Svafa's made it clear."

"And now not even your father's ravens can find him."

There was a long silence, Bryn leaning closer to him.

"How is she now?"

"Loki must be gone, but she's reeling from whatever she experienced," Blake said.

Brynhilde's grip tightened. "I'd give myself again instead of her."

"Neither of you should go through that. It's my fault."

Then, he noticed a glow behind the sides of his tent. Were they making a fire again? So early? Blake drew the curtains, finding Svafa sitting cross-legged in the center of the camp. Blake was surprised not to see her with her eyeliner and the markings she usually painted on her own face. Her hair was lightly combed, not thoroughly braided like she usually did before battle, and she was wearing an old black robe.

Blake narrowed his eyes.

"Svafa?" Blake said, crawling out, Brynhilde coming closely behind him. He looked at the other tents, wondering if the light had woken them up.

"It's alright, Olson," Svafa said. "I've put a spell over the minds of your men. They'll sleep soundly and be well-rested for tomorrow."

"What's wrong?" Blake asked. "What are you doing? Are you finally going to teach me magic?"

"Yes, Olson. It's the reason I've called you this morning. You have asked me to teach you magic. Our initiations take place at this time, the third hour after midnight, and my Mistress has agreed to test you."

Aha," Blake said. "About time, I guess. What's this test about?"

She pointed at the space in front of her. She had set a perfectly round black stone in between them.

"Freya has agreed. She wants to know if we can trust you."

"Well, I try to be trustworthy," he said, sitting cross-legged and wiping the sleep from his eyes. Maybe he should tell her he had to take a leak before starting the process, but it'd kill the reverent and mysterious mood that she was going for.

Blake looked back at Brynhilde.

"You want me to go?" Brynhilde asked, looking at Svafa. She seemed a bit more upset than usual.

"It's alright," Svafa said. "I'll summon him into a dream."

"Right," Blake replied. He knew some types of magic had been seen as things that were shameful for men. Odin himself had engaged in some of those practices, despite them being really frowned upon. But [Galdr] didn't have such taboos.

Svafa took a deep breath, shutting her eyes and stretching her neck forward. She opened her mouth and a sequence of notes came out. His course of ethnomusicology had described that kind of chanting as melismatic, and it was common in folk music all around the world. The voice was high-pitched and moved along different tones in the same syllable, like an impromptu sequence.

Her eyes opened sharply.

"Freya..." Blake made out that word in Svafa's voice, among other syllables that Blake couldn't understand. The pitch shifted, becoming unnatural, like an overtone or Mongolian throat singing. Despite shifting constantly and seemingly at random, Blake guessed that it was somehow precise, like a virtuosic composition, rich in ornamentation, one that had to be played at a specific tempo and pitch.

Then, he felt his soul being pulled right out of his body.

"Who comes?" said a chilling voice that reverberated inside Blake's brain. He had heard it before. "Who comes to learn my secrets?"

Blake's mind was transported into a dark forest with tall evergreens and spruces. Was it in Asgard? It looked like it, but so dark, without the shiny starlight that always marked it. Damp air surrounded him. He flew across it, coming to a dark temple with crude Norse menhirs, depicting various gods and goddesses. He noticed an ityphallic statue depicting Freyr, another of Gersemi, daughter of Freya, and of Kvasir, and even Njordr. All the Vanir were there. The old gods who represented wisdom and fertility.

A woman sat cross-legged at the edge of the forest, completely naked, but with yellow hair so long that it covered her entire body.

She turned slowly, her eyes fixing on Blake, and as sharp as arrowheads.

"You?" she spoke in a voice that was both melodious and threatening. "Have you come here to learn the secrets that are guarded by women?"

Blake was speechless.

Where was he? He had no control over his body. It wasn't a Warrior's Dream, with qualities that made it indistinguishable from reality. It felt like a dream, even a lucid dream, where despite his awareness, much of what he said and did was out of his control.

But he recognized her. She was Freya, the goddess of fertility and love, the keeper of half the warriors in Asgard.

"You," her voice echoed all around Blake. "You, a dog of Odin, wishes to learn the secrets of goddesses and wise-women?"

"I have come," Blake said, "to save the women I love."

"Have you? How do you envision using our powers? Spying on those you love, morphing and having your way, tearing your enemies apart like a wolf?"

Blake suddenly felt naked, even more so than Freya, who displayed her nudity with utmost confidence. Her hair reached down to the ground, merging with the roots of the earth. But she could see deep into his mind, every desire he had shared with his wives, along with those he hadn't shared. She had seen his anger, every woman he had lusted after, every fear, every cowardly moment. Nothing could be hidden from her.

"Beasts are not allowed here..." she said through gritted teeth. "Dogs, not even wolves, are allowed here because they can't keep secrets."

"I can keep a secret," Blake reassured her.

"Let's see," her voice faded into his mind, becoming the soft rustle of leaves in the forest.

Then, Blake heard a familiar voice in his ear. He felt an immediate burst of joy.

"Tell me, my love," said Eir. "I am one of Freya's servants. She calls me her keeper. Tell me Freya's secret."

Blake knew that secret, as if it had been imprinted in his mind like a dream recalling another dream. He wasn't sure how it had gotten into him, but he knew it well.

It was a single word... All Blake had to do was will it out, and it would come. It held the power to act in Freya's name, through her power, and change reality itself.

Freya had entrusted Blake with this secret. He had sworn to guard it.

"I will not tell you," he said.

"Why?" Eir asked.

Why? Eir was his wife, his everything. She had been missing, taken from him for agonizing weeks. She surely deserved every secret in the world. She deserved everything he could offer her, including knowledge. What harm could it do?

But Eir hadn't revealed all her secrets to him. She concealed much beneath a maze of words.

Hadn't she dropped hints here and there, waiting for Blake to uncover them much later?

Blake gazed into her eyes. Part of him was aware that he was dreaming, but it was such a relief to see her again.

"You will know it one day," he said gently.

"Don't you love me?" Eir raised her voice. "How can you do this to me?"

This wasn't the real Eir, he reminded himself. It was only a dream, an illusion.

Yet she felt so real...

Blake struggled for control of his own min.

It's not real, it's not real!

"How can I trust you anymore if you don't tell me?" she continued. "What are you doing to me, Blake?"

He reached and held her tight, tighter than ever before. "Eir, you know I love you, you know it. I can't, I promised Freya... Believe me, this is for your sake."

What was the point of it all?

Blink.

Blake found himself again in front of Hrymr.

The giant glared at him, fury burning in his glowing blue eyes and his teeth clenched in an animalistic smile.

Blake despised him.

He hated the pain that he had inflicted on Brynhilde.

Blake charged forward, suddenly feeling the hilt of his magic sword in his hand.

"Don't kill him now," Freya echoed in his mind. "You must let him live. For now."

This man had hurt Brynhilde. He had humiliated her, and Blake had felt all of her pain.

He needed to die.

"Obey me!" Freya's mind echoed inside Blake's mind.

"What's this?" Blake shouted, turning around to face absolute darkness. "Is it just a test to see if I'll do what you say? Well, I don't care. I'm not your dog, Freya."

He heard her laughter reverberating inside his brain.

Blake crouched, part of his mind wanting nothing but Hrymr's death.

Hrymr was standing in front of him, now, with a knife pointed against Eir's neck.

"Blake, please!" she pleaded, tears descending through her cheeks.

"Leave her alone!" Blake shouted.

But someone was holding down Blake's arms. He turned around to find the infamous Jotun who had taken Eir leaning on his shoulder. The Jotun was holding his arms in a wrestling hold. Blake tried to summon all his strength to break free.

"Tell me Freya's secret!" Hrymr hissed. "Tell it to me or I'll snap her neck."

"Save me, Blake," Eir pleaded. "Tell him and he'll let me go."

"This is stupid. What sick game are you playing?" Blake shouted, looking back at the darkness behind him, addressing Freya.

"Are you a man, or a wolf?" said a female voice behind him.

His mind was reduced to the lowest vibrations. He was dreaming, nothing but pain and anger broiling in every part of his body.

"Tell me Freya's secret," Hrymr shouted again. "Tell me the secret word, or I'll snap her neck."

He had the power to break free. He could, he knew he had enough energy just to snap out, he did it, he pulled his arms away. He wouldn't let Hrymr kill her, he wouldn't let her die.

But it was a dream.

Wasn't it?

The images were too vivid.

They seemed... real.

He struggled to retain his awareness.

"I wouldn't do it to Eir," Blake said. "I wouldn't let her die to keep your secret. I know it's an illusion. If you want me to keep your secret, I'll keep it, but I won't play your games."

"Tell me Freya's secret word!" snarled Hrymr in front of him. "Or I'll slit her throat."

"Please, stop him!" Eir pleaded, tears flowing freely, her face reddened by agony. Blake cursed. He hated seeing her like that.

I'm not a wolf.

"I'm not playing your game!" Blake shouted.

He envisioned himself snapping against Hraesvelgr with the back of his head, releasing himself. A hammer materialized in his hand, and faster than lightning, he smashed it against Hrymr's skull, breaking it and drawing blood like the stuffing of a chocolate praline.

"I won't be fooled by illusions again," Blake said. "It's a dream, but if you want me to think I'd let the woman I love die just to safeguard your stupid word... She's worth more than that."

There was silence.

Had he failed? He...

But he wouldn't budge.

He knew he was being irrational. It was a dream, after all, but it was there to show Freya where his mind was. What his priorities were...

And then, Freya's voice returned.

"The answer... is not the usual... but I'll accept you. I know that you are not a beast. You are not wolf. I could test your reactions and thoughts. You act not out of self interest, but out of concern for those you love. That is acceptable, but I warn you. I'm entrusting you with the power to twist the pattern of reality. Use it wisely, or it will be taken from you. And I will take more than I have given."

"Then," Hrymr smiled, appearing again, cackling maniacally. "It was all real, you fool. It's all real! I'm about to kill her for real."

And he slit her neck, golden fluid pooling down as she screamed in utter pain.

"This is sick," he said.

And Blake came back to Niflheim, sitting cross-legged.

His cold eyes were fixed on Svafa.

"Really?" Blake asked. "That's your test?"

"You passed it," Svafa said. "Freya has authorized me to teach you."

"It's bullshit. It's hard to watch, but how low does a person's IQ have to be to fall for that? I know she keeps making me dizzy and make me feel that it's real. But it's not."

"It's not easy to see through all that," she said, slightly offended.

Blake gritted his teeth. "So. I passed. Teach me."

"She wants you to swear that you won't reveal them even to your wives, even if they know the secrets. Even if they already know, like Eir."

He shrugged, leaning in and touching the stone with his right hand.

"Alright. I swear it, and you know, and she knows I'll be true to that oath."

"Then, let's begin."

She spread both hands in front of her and began to chant.

Now, summoned to another dream, Blake and Svafa sat in another dark forest. Blake looked back, looking through thick tree trunks and branches.

"We're all alone," Svafa said. "You and I. Now, you are ready to learn. Freya wants to make it clear. You're in because you have enough control of your impulses and are true to your oaths. But if one breaks that rule, they have to be silenced."

"What does that mean?"

"It has been done in different ways. Some were cast out, some were killed, some had their tongues cut out. There are many things that could be done to such people. One was exiled, through the mediation of someone you know."

"Alright. So, to make sure I understand what I'm getting at. There are songs and pitches I have to learn, and I can never teach them to anyone. Again. Aren't they just pitches?"

"They are not just pitches, Blake Olson. If that's what you think it is, it may take longer than you expect."

"Fine. I'm ready to be taught."

"Alright," she leaned forward.

Blake looked at that woman and just wondered what she really thought. She was the most formal Einherjar he'd ever met. He didn't know about any hobbies of hers. All she did was just do magic and do what she was told. She did hold on to that ring, though.

"You look distracted," she asked.

"I'll concentrate. Come on, we don't have enough time before sunrise."

She placed a hand into her brown dress, around her pale breasts, and removed a pouch, pouring the content in front of her.

"We use five runes," she said, pointing at a set of runic stones. "To direct the singing in our body. To perform [Galdr], you are engaging in frequencies that caress the thread of life. What the Norns have allowed. It permits us to play with it, mold it and change it temporarily."

He pointed at an ᚨ (Ansuz) rune.

"This is for the crown of the head. Ansuz."

"What do I have to do?" Blake asked.

She opened her mouth and sang a single note, opening her mouth wide and making it resonate.

"Ah, I see. Like singing lessons."

He tried to sing the same pitch and make it resonate in the upper part of his head.

"No," she said, shaking her head. She stood up and sat next to him, placing a hand on top of his chest.

"Breathe deeper," she said. "It should fill up your lungs. Focus the sound on your head."

Nice. He was taking vocal lessons from a sorceress.

It was slightly uncomfortable, knowing all three of his wives were far away, and they all showed some jealousy toward Svafa. At least, they could feel that he was just uncomfortable.

But he didn’t need another wife.

Suddenly, her cheeks were also turning pink. Good thing she hadn’t thought of giving him a [Blessing]. Those things weren’t easy to control.

"I’ll try," he said, opening his mouth and attempting to make the a sound resonate in the right place.

Blake could barely make it work, but they moved on to the next rune, ᛗ, corresponding to the spot above the soft palate. He had learned to sing by using that part of his voice, and could make the sound effortlessly.

The next runic mode was ᛏ, Tiwaz, and the corresponding sound was in the lower throat, achieved by pressing and making a guttural sound. It took a few tries, and it ended up sounding like death metal or Mongolian throat singing.

"Alright, we have those three notes. Time to perform your first working of [Galdr]."


Chapter XXII –  Magic

––––––––

Their hour of practice dragged on, with Svafa practically on top of him, guiding his breathing, pitches, and intonations.

She sat back a few steps away from him, looking him in the eyes.

"Try it then," she said softly.

Blake cleared his throat. "I have a question," Blake said.

She leaned her head forward. "Ask me. I'm willing to answer."

God. They were going back to those years when it'd be awkward to ask what other people thought.

"Can I write down what you teach me?"

Her eyes opened widely. "How dare you ask that? You know what the consequences are! These spells must be guarded with utmost secrecy!"

"I mean, just for myself. I could write it in code, that no one else could learn. The most esoteric things about it could be represented with runes."

"Don't you have your [Skald's Voice]?"

"I do, but it's more of something I'm accustomed to."

"Is that what Midgardian people do? Store their secrets in paper or wood where they can be found and extracted? Don't you see the value in storing things in your mind, under oath, where no one can find them?"

Her reverent blue eyes studied him. This was definitely more of an oral tradition kind of things.

"That makes sense, but, from our perspective, we die more frequently than you."

"That does make sense. But you're not a Midgardian anymore. So please, guard these songs in your heart and mind, and don't let them come out."

"Understood," Blake said.

She paused for a moment, staring at him intently.

"Olson, now that we're here, I'd like to know. Why did you give me the ring?"

Blake shrugged. He knew there'd been something she'd like to talk about. "You were collecting magical weapons. I thought it was unfair that I got so many, while you also helped defeat that Jotun. You deserved it."

"Nothing else?"

He sighed. There was something else in her tone and in her eyes, something only a blind man couldn't see. And, it was obvious how she was leaning forward, her cleavage forming discreetly.

"Svafa, I wasn't trying to get your attention. Listen, you're beautiful, and a great sorceress. What you do is really useful."

"You just see me as useful? What, like a hammer? Am I a hammer to you?"

"Of course not, you know I appreciate you and admire you too."

"You admire me," she said, eyes wide open. Blake cleared his throat.

"Because I have admired you too for a long time," she replied. "Since I first heard of you."

Blake leaned his head back.

Another woman wanted a piece of him? Blake wasn't really interested at this point. Yes, maybe a part of him did see Svafa as an attractive woman. Part of his mind wanted her. There was something to her, some form of loneliness that she was trying to fight against. But Alruna hadn't like what Blake had done by giving her the ring.

Blake cleared his throat again. "Svafa, I have three wives, whom I love very much. You are one of the most wonderful women in Asgard. You deserve to be happy. But now I have responsibilities to their hearts."

"I understand," she said. "I... Had thoughts through my mind, and visions, and... well."

"Visions?" Blake asked, raising an eyebrow.

"I must not tell about them. You know... My oaths."

"Alright... I see."

She leaned her head down.

God, she looked disappointed. But he couldn't just make everyone happy. And what did she even see in him? Did she idealize him too? He had done some things he was proud and impressed with, but it didn't merit every woman falling for him.

She narrowed her eyes.

"You are an interesting man," she finally said. "You are brave, learn rather quickly and are motivated. Some of your traits are virtues in Asgard, but you carry something else with you. I can see why Eir and Brynhilde are so in love with you." She shrugged. "Alright, then. Sunrise's coming. We've got to study."

But Blake was also curious. "Aren't there many men who want you? I mean... Haven't you been married before?"

"Ah, I had two in my life, back in Midgard. I killed the first."

Blake blinked. Silent, shy Svafa had killed her own husband.

"I guess he must have deserved it," Blake replied.

She stared at him blankly, but a stab of pain crossed her eyes. "He did, in fact. He actually stole me when I was twelve."

"Uh, that's though."

"He was a rival chieftain. I killed him, of course, and burned down half the village, then managed to return home. Years later, I was sent to marry another chief. That one was... different. He behaved honorably around others, but when he arrived home, he had an evil temper."

Blake understood the implications.

"Did you kill him too?"

"The first had offended my town's honor, my family's honor. This one, I had an obligation to."

Blake contained his anger.

"But did you divorce him?"

"It was allowed, but it would've been complicated. I had to endure throughout our entire marriage. I was the town Völva and he was the chieftain. Besides, I had two children to take care of. Then, I died during a skirmish. I came to Valhalla and Odin set me as one of her chief Völvas. My husband died fighting against the Jotun before Odin sealed off Asgard. He couldn't do much to hurt me once we died, but it wasn't a happy union either. I just remained in my hut, studying, developing new charms."

"I see." Blake nodded. He didn't need to pry and ask for more. But with half a million Einherjar in Asgard, he figured she could find someone.

"I can tell that you're a different kind of man, Olson. You're not perfect, you aren't that strong yet, but you jump in and do all that you can for someone you love. That is what makes a real man."

"Well, thank you. I'm just doing what I can, trying to be better."

He looked down, feeling a stab of jealousy coming from Brynhilde's bond. Blake reassured her through his emotions. He wasn't interested in adding another wife, much less having a fling. He was a married man.

He'd made up his mind. He felt tempted to compliment her more. She'd had it rough, but doing that could put him in a difficult position, and one thing could lead to another. Alruna's pain still lingered in his mind. He didn't want to hurt her again, and Brynhilde didn't seem happy.

"So," she continued. "Valhalla is not that bad for me. My cats are my children now. I have seventeen of them."

Blake finally saw a smile cross her face.

"Lord Cheeks is the oldest. He even came to Valhalla with us. Can you believe it? A true warrior cat, worthy of Valhalla."

Blake smiled faintly. That was something he'd never heard her talking about. He didn't want to offend her honor.

"I'm more of a dog person. Not that I have any."

She paused again.

"Dogs can be cute but... Ah, they're so annoying sometimes." She looked around. "You're definitely not a beast, Blake Olson. You're a real human being, and a real hero. Alright, it's late. Let's practice your first spell, and then let's go back."

Now what did that mean. Was the flirting part of a test? She surely seemed sincere.

"I'm ready," he replied.

***

It was not easy. Blake had to focus on different resonance points to project his voice and on the pitch. He knew he had some bad habits when singing, but picking the pitch precisely and following each one of them to the t, without even music notation or a recording to follow made it harder. After a while, he managed to light a tiny spark with his hand.

When he came back to the real world, as expected, Brynhilde placed a hand on his shoulder, grabbing him sharply.

"Blake," she said into his ear. He could understand what she was feeling. She wanted to feel special now that she was his fiancee. Eir and Alruna had their important place too.

Blake faced her. "Don't worry," he said softly, boldly taking her hand. "I'm yours."

She narrowed her eyes.

"And you're gonna prove it!" Brynhilde said. "You'll be begging me for more."

"You enjoy saying it," Blake said gently. "But last night the roles were the opposite. Just saying."

Blake felt himself growing just with the mere mention of last night.

She went red. She had enjoyed that. That was part of her game, and it made it all the more exciting for Blake.

"That's it! No more sex until you fulfill your promise."

"Yeah, right," he said. "Don't worry, I'll be ready for when you come asking for more. I'm always ready to give you what you need."

The Visigoths started moving about in their tents. Svafa's spell had waned.

"Chief!" Athanaric emerged, rubbing his stomach through the chainmail.

"Alright," Blake said. "We have to go back to the surface and regroup."

He looked at Svafa.

"Ready," she replied, bowing her head slightly and holding her spear up.

Blake held Brynhilde's hand and helped her get to her feet.

"Hope you enjoyed last night's grill." Athanaric looked toward Brynhilde. "Lady of the Hammer. Let me insist, we still have quite a bit of meat left."

"I'm alright, soldier," she said, walking toward her tent and untying the ropes. "Seafood makes my stomach upset."

Athanaric bowed his head slightly.

"The lady knows best," he said, turning around. Blake rushed to help and pack their belongings, taking a last look at the pond.

Svafa got ready, standing right on the edge of the ship and leaping on top. Soon, they had packed everything and gotten their equipment on top. Svafa stood at the helm, raising her arms and beginning her enchantments. The ship floated gently before drifting into the vortex of realms.

Soon, they were back on Midgard, somewhere in the rocky mountains, Svafa keeping the magic flowing and a cloud to shield them from the Jotun settlements beneath. Dark clouds whirled above them, mixed hues of purple and gray. Most of the foliage beneath them, even in the lowlands, looked like it was in the dead of winter. Black soot and ash covered a large portion of the earth, and some, the few spots where precipitation would have occurred, had layers of yellowish snow. This was the world Loki had wrought about.

The journey took a few hours, and once again, Blake could see the Houston skyline ahead.

"What's your plan, Blake?" Brynhilde asked, sitting next to him.

"I need to find her," Blake replied. I'm thinking of scouting and doing some reconnaissance missions in Jotun areas, to get more information on their organization."

"And how do you intend to do that? Sneak up in the dead of night? The Jotun themselves don't know how to get there."

"Honestly, I'm tempted to do [Seidr]. No, don't look at me like that, I won't really do it. But... I just wish I could see what Svafa sees in those visions. There are some things she misses. Some of the context. She's describing many Midgardian things."

"It is what it is," Brynhilde said. "But what? You want to go in and explore Niflheim?"

"Maybe Muspelheim?" Blake asked.

Bryn narrowed her eyes. It looked like she didn't like the sound of that word.

"Huh?" Brynhilde replied. "Did you just mention Muspelheim?"

"What? Muspelheim? Isn't it one of the realms? The realm of fire?"

"Ah..." Brynhilde said. "Is that what they told you?"

"You make it sound like it's worse than Hel."

"It is worse than Hel," she said, swallowing hard and looking beyond the ship. "Much worse. It's... Beyond hell, beyond.. life. It's the opposite of life."

"So... Surtr? The Fire Giant in Ragnarok. Is he..."

"Honestly," she interrupted him. "Völvas don't even like talking about that. I grew up hearing that it's a realm that's locked away. There's no access to it, and there will never be. Thank Odin. No one has been there, but it's supposed to have monsters that can't die, and yet are not living. And we have a lot to deal with now, to go on talking about things in a world that's the completely opposite of what Odin created."

"Is it that bad?"

"No one has been there. Not even Loki. It's not... Accessible from here, nor from the other realms. And it must never be."

"So in your timeline of the prophecies, there's no Surtr?"

"Hel no. Those were stories told to scare young Aesir. No, we'll fight Loki and the Jotnar. That should be it. Odin made sure it won't happen."

"Did he," Blake said. "Are you sure? Eir has never told you about it... No one has?"

"No one can even see it in visions. It's just hearsay. We know there was a gate, but Odin locked it forever. What we heard about it comes from before he formed the Nine Worlds."

"And what about Hel?" Blake asked. "What can you tell me about it?"

"Hel?" Brynhilde said. "The realm of Hel? There's just nothing there. I mean, nothing you can touch, just... souls, I guess, but they're silent, they're senseless. It's just a void of nothingness."

"That sounds even worse if you ask me. But how do you know? Isn't there a world of spirits in between?"

"But the spirits you see there are either those of the recent dead or cursed souls. That's different. Hel is... Well, it's just a vast nothing. You surely don't wanna go there."


Chapter XXIII –  Rebuild

––––––––

They descended into the same section of the park where they had landed the first time, only to find it completely leafless, gloomy, and deserted, except for a handful of SWAT units with binoculars and M4 rifles.

The Jotun ship they had commandeered drifted slowly in between the trees, about sixty feet from where the soldiers were positioned, and they descended with their equipment.

Blake noticed how the small pond that lay next to the park had completely frozen over.

After jumping off the ship, they stepped into the forest, and the whistles immediately started sounding.

"Stop right there, identify yourselves!" shouted the soldier, the M4's cannon pointed directly at Blake.

"It’s us, you idiot," Brynhilde said, walking forward, arms crossed and dismissive of the assault rifle being pointed in her direction.

"Blake Olson," Blake said, removing the badge he had received from the city council. "I’m an official representative of our allies."

The soldier stepped forward, gun still pointed straight at him, but his finger, at least, was away from the trigger. Blake sighed; the whole attitude made him anxious, especially because the soldier looked more nervous than he was. That was never a good thing.

He finally approached, verifying Blake’s document.

"Sir, welcome back. Sorry about that, it’s procedure."

"No problem," Blake said, trying not to look stressed.

Why didn’t they keep an actual Einherjar guard, or someone who could actually fight the Jotun? Looking up and checking on one of the shards of his shield, he noticed that there was someone standing there, watching them. Thankfully, not a Jotun. He looked Einherjar, slightly shorter, with a haircut from around the 10th century, chainmail, and a nasal helmet.

Blake ignored him and made his way. There were no cabs on the road, and barely any cars. A few convenience stores were working as usual, but some sections of the street had people queuing for food. Blake recognized some Einherjar in the center, distributing magically produced meat and Norse bread, and people eating it at makeshift tables or storing some for later. On the side, they were giving out other humanitarian provisions, such as food cans and bags of rice.

"I don’t think Alruna’s the one counting that," Bryn said.

"Believe me," Athanaric advanced toward him. "I have fought in many wars and lived through the aftermath of many others. It’s incredible how good you have it."

Blake nodded. In fact, he was right. Life had been as good as Asgard for anyone who could half afford it. Now, well, perhaps many people throughout the world had it worse than his city had now.

"Lord Blake," said a voice that surprised him. He found a Norseman walking toward him, wearing a white linen shirt and red trousers, with well-combed hair. He looked like a character from a romance novel in those clothes, and his otherworldly perfect glow gave him away as an Einherjar. "Don’t you remember me?"

"Stieg? You were in Friedrich’s Wolf-Pack?"

"Yes. You went to take his books."

"How's it going here?" Blake asked.

He cast a glance at the groups of refugees.

"I’ve been told not to say it. I want to avoid a duel. We’ve had some human troublemakers, brave they were, and they should’ve been glad they died bravely. But it was trouble. The lady does not approve of any of that."

"I see," Blake cleared his throat. "Tell me, what happened next?"

"What is expected, the Midgardian's brother came to kill me."

Blake took a deep breath. What could he do about these Einherjar?

"There was a big mess," Stieg said. "So Vidar ordered me to be executed to appease the humans. It was quite a shameful display. The things these people want to do to my name!"

"But you're back."

"That was in the other side of the city. Now they’ve sent me to this section."

Blake hadn’t even expected that culture clash. That brutal culture clash, if they had Norsemen killing unruly people who offended them, it could mean trouble and conflict. Even worse, he could see humans fleeing to the Jotun camp.

"Stieg, do not kill any human being. Do you understand?" he said.

Stieg looked angry at the comment. "The lady has said the same thing. Your woman, Lady Alruna, ordered us to give food and other items. Blake Olson. I wish not to fight you, but I will appeal to your position. I am a man under your command, and I did not live in Valhalla for a thousand years just to be executed for mutiny. But if you wish to duel me for it, so be it. That is the only final death I accept. But if not, grant me the wish to die in battle. Now, I request to know of you: when are we fighting? I was told you were working on a plan to retake Midgard. Let me fight and die there instead of in this pigsty."

"Stieg," Blake said, looking him straight in the eye. "I await Odin’s command. I’d order an expansive war. But we're following his orders.."

"Hail Odin," said Stieg, with his gritted teeth, after a short silence.

"Hail Wotan," answered Athanaric and his men. "May his storm crush our enemies."

"Indeed," Blake said.

Stieg leaned forward and grasped Blake’s inner elbow. "For the sake of our ancestors, Olson, I have inspected the lands outside this citadel. Monstrous dealings have been done. Destruction like in the time of Ymir. I care little for the people here, but what has been done must be avenged. Or take me into those dungeons! Let me fight!"

Blake’s eyes were sharp on him. This moron had killed one of Blake’s people on a whim. Blake understood Midgardian culture, but he couldn't let them act like that.

"You are here to protect these people," Blake said. "You are useful, Stieg. Don’t waste it. I don’t want to duel you for this. Wait for my command, I’ll do what I can, but don’t be provoked. If anyone else is, do the same. It's not worth fighting humans. You know you could kill them as easily as a kitten. Understand?"

Stieg stepped back. He slid his hand under his belt and removed a knife."I await your word," he said. "May I not kill any fools until I get the chance to kill Jotnar fiends."

"So be it," Blake said, stepping away. He had been too lenient, but Vidar had supposedly taken care of that. It took a while for Blake to reach the administrative part of the city. Military personnel saluted him as he approached the building that Alruna had set as her headquarters. He was shocked to see people queuing outside.

"What’s she doing?" Brynhilde asked.

Blake took a deep breath. "I think she took it quite seriously." He pushed his way through the crowd. Most people carried paperwork or letters of requests. "Excuse me, please."

He felt Alruna become aware of him and his proximity. The queue continued up the stairs. He saw her at the end of a large desk, surrounded by letters and mountains of paper.

"Excuse me, I’ll get back to you in just a moment!" She dragged her chair up and stood. Alruna was wearing a business suit and black trousers, as well as a turtleneck sweater.

"My husband!" she said, running towards him, while the people in the queue either struggled to remain silent or muttered among themselves.

He rushed towards her and welcomed her hug.

"I’ve missed you so much!" she said into his ear.

"I’ve missed you too," Blake said.

She then addressed the queue. "Excuse me, ladies and gentlemen. I’ll be with you in a minute, but Commander Blake is back."

"It’s him," some confirmed, stepping back or murmuring among themselves. The people there didn't really look like refugees, more like bureaucrats or officials.

"Commander," some of them said, unsure what to do. "Good morning."

Blake stared at Alruna, confused.

She cleared her throat. "These are community leaders, General Commander Blake. From different organizations. We’re trying to keep up with their requests."

General Commander Blake? That wasn’t in any letter he’d received.

"I am just a fellow man from Houston," he said blankly.

"Alruna," Blake hissed, pulling her into the adjacent room. "Are you sure you can do this?"

"Don’t worry," Alruna said. "They helped me set up office hours to receive requests."

"But can you deal with all of that? We have to prioritize."

"Blake, when you help individuals, they are grateful. Their communities need help, and I'm just redirecting their requests to answer them in written form. You know most people can't use the internet anymore."

Alruna had become a bureaucrat.

"Can you even do that? Alruna... I... Don’t want to question what you’re doing. I don’t even know. Do you have enough Asgardian food sources?"

She placed a hand on his forehead.

"It’s alright, love." She gave him a kiss, leading his hands toward her hips. "I understand you want to go out again and fight. I hope you stay for the night, though. I hope you know that every night I’m thinking of you..."

"I’ve got to sort out some things and, yes, Alruna. I’ve missed you. And I need to catch up! How’s it going down here? Are you alright? Are you managing?"

"We’re trying to make things work here. I can keep up with it, don’t worry. I know my limits. And I’ve got help."

"Help?"

"We’ve got a few offices. But I like to deal with the things that need a more direct approach. Most people are going through a lot, but I try to help." She pulled out a walkie-talkie from her pocket and pressed the communicator.

"Yes?" a female voice echoed on the other end.

"I need you to come down now," Alruna said. "There’s someone here I need you to meet."

Blake raised an eyebrow, just as Alruna approached the end of the section and opened the door.

"Excuse us, we’ll be back shortly," she said to the people waiting in line.

"You learn fast, huh?" Blake replied.

"I’m an Asgardian. My brain is super developed, remember?"

"Right," Blake said, looking through the door at the people who approached from the other office. He felt his heart skip a beat when the first entered. A man with long, slick black hair, a short stature, wearing square eyeglasses. His expression was one of shock and surprise.

"Holy shit, bro!" the man said. "Holy shit!"

Without even thinking about it, Blake advanced and gave him a big hug.

"Shit, man, it’s been so long!" Blake said, Angel hugging him even tighter.

"Insane, man, shit’s crazy to see you again after all that. After the funeral. Man."

"Angel!" Blake said. "You're here!"

"Ashley, come see who's in here!" Angel said as another figure stepped in from the door. A woman with dark hair, except for a thread of blue across her bangs, piercings around her ears, and tattoos across her arms.

"See who’s back from the dead!" she said, a hand on the door-frame.

"Quite literally," Blake said, leaning forward to give her a hug.

"And you married Supergirl!" Angel said.

"I swear, when I first met your wife, I thought she was a loonie," Ashley said. "And then she put the car on her shoulder to move it."

"She does that a lot," Blake said.

"You guys are incredibly cool," Ashley said. "Who would’ve thought that the history nerd who checked out the Prose Edda from the library just for fun would go on to become a Norse God."

"God? Well, I never thought you’d call me a god. Fair to say, though."

"And when do I get my super serum?" Angel said.

Blake chuckled. "Nah, y’all are already super. Thanks for taking care of my girl."

"Nah, she’s a lot of fun. She came for dinner and told us lots of crazy things about Asgard. Hope you can take us there one day."

"So that’s why she adapted so quickly."

"Yeah. Anyway, we don’t want to bother you, and the people are waiting."

"I’m glad you’re helping," Blake said. "I wonder if you need something, you guys, more people. Let me know"

"We’re happy to help," Angel said. "And we’re trying to make it more efficient."

"Yeah, I’m an HR manager anyway," Ashley said. "My office is gone, though."

"We’re filling the void for now," Angel replied. "But your wife manages it quite well. She doesn’t even need to take notes."

"Nice," Blake said.

"So, if you plan to stay, why don’t you come for dinner?" Angel said. "We don’t have much, just what’s left in the fridge, but it’ll be home. Not the first time that your high school friend comes back from the dead."

"Is it that easy to take in?"

"With all that’s happened this week, thank God my family’s alright. Or the gods, should I say?"

"And bring your other wife," Ashley said. "Alruna's told us a lot about her."

"And we learned some more on Wikipedia," Angel said.

Blake felt himself blush. "Bryn? I’m sure you’ll love her. She’s a bit rough around the edges, though."

"Excuse me," someone said, knocking on the door. "Please, it’s urgent."

"Alright," Alruna said. "I’ll go back to work."

"Sure," Blake said. "I’ll come pick you up. Now. There’s someone else I need to meet."


Chapter XXIV –  Mead of Remembrance

––––––––

Blake drove to the outskirts of Houston, passing through a neighborhood of smaller houses in the suburbs. Black clouds loomed over the sky, and the vibrant colors of summer had faded to fallen leaves and frozen creeks.

Blake hesitated, standing in front of the door.

Taking a deep breath, Blake reached out and rang the doorbell, placing a hand on the door-frame, contemplating whether he should turn back and leave. Anxiety pulsated through his body, even as a resurrected being. Feeling that made no sense whatsoever, but it weighed down on his mind like a boulder.

But he was determined to see him again.

He heard the sound of breathing behind the door, followed by a muffled gasp.

Then, the man opened the door.

"So, it was true," Clyde Olson said, peering through the doorway. He was a tall man with a short beard, white hair combed backward, wearing a black beanie, a thick sweater, and a winter coat.

Blake nodded.

Whatever was about to happen, Blake expected the man to reprimand him. He mentally prepared himself.

Or would Clyde break down and embrace him? That seemed highly unlikely, but Blake partly wished that was his reaction.

"Well, come on in," Clyde said simply, his eyes almost expressionless.

Blake said nothing, he simply stepped through the door and removed his shoes. "Come on over," Clyde said. The house was tidy, the carpet freshly vacuumed, and the pantry stocked with cans of beans and spam. An M16 was strategically placed near the sofa, with ammunition nearby. However, the far end of the wall had been demolished with a sledgehammer.

Blake stared for a moment.

"The temperature is going to get even worse," Clyde explained. "Half the gas pipes in the city have blown up. No electrical heating either. This house never had a fireplace, so a man's gotta build his own."

Blake nodded. Things were getting tough. He hadn't even considered those challenges. He didn't know how many homes had access to heating or if there would be a shortage of firewood in the future. He made a mental note to find a solution.

"Colonel Reiner sends his regards," he said.

"Ah, you met that man?" Clyde didn't elaborate further, but Blake could hear a hint of affection in his voice.

Clyde walked to the top shelf, retrieved a bottle of bourbon, and two glasses. He poured a drink for each of them.

"Thank you," Blake said, taking a seat across from Clyde.

Clyde raised his glass.

"Here's to surviving nuclear winter," Clyde said.

"To surviving," Blake repeated, clinking their glasses together before they both took a sip.

They sat in silence, sipping their drinks. Blake's heart was steady, but his mind was overwhelmed. This man had given him life, but... he had also felt so distant for so long.

"Grandma?" Blake asked.

Clyde set his glass down gently.

"She passed away a few weeks after you left."

"Oh," Blake said, looking down. It was like a splash of cold water. It was a strange feeling. On one hand, she had suffered, and Blake felt a sense of relief that she could finally rest. But on the other hand, the finality of never seeing her again felt cold.

Clyde's gaze shifted away from Blake.

"It's been a tough couple of days. I've tried to help," he pointed at the guns. "Our boys are doing great things to protect our country."

"Yeah," Blake said. "I've seen them."

Clyde looked at him again, shaking his glass lightly.

"They're using drones to blow up those UFOs. Even kids from this neighborhood. They're fighting. Not letting go."

UFOs? Did he mean Jotun flying vessels?

"Attach some explosives to it," Clyde continued. "It blows up better than an anti-tank missile, I've helped the kids build them when it happened. Now it's calmed down. And those alien freaks don't have anti-drone weapons yet. I'm pretty sure they don't even know there's such a thing."

Blake paused for an instant, narrowing his eyes.

"You've missed fighting, didn't you."

Clyde took another sip.

"I did," he admitted. "Now you know what it's like, don't you? You're still on duty, so to speak, fighting all these aliens and monsters, whatever they are. Out of a science fiction."

Blake felt shock as his father's hand posed on his shoulder.

"You've grown into a soldier," Clyde declared.

Was that Clyde's way of saying he was proud?

Blake felt tears sting the corners of his eyes. But he wouldn't cry. He couldn't cry in front of him. What would he even say or think?

He covered his father's hand with his own.

"You've always been one," Blake said. "I didn't understand that at first."

"I am more than that, son. I mean..." He stared into his glass. "Well, it was hard for me to see it."

"We're strange things, men," Blake said. "There are some things we really need. We need to... feel it. We need to feel that someone needs us, that we are useful. Feel that we can help and protect, even if we're wrong."

Clyde nodded silently.

"Well, honestly," Blake looked down. "I've needed you too."

"I made mistakes," Clyde said. "I hope you understand, I'm not perfect, I... Hurt someone who loved me. I hurt more than one... person who loved me. I wish I could take all of it back."

Blake paused for a moment, looking at the man. His face was as hard as stone, but there was pain in those blue eyes. Sometimes, Blake wanted an explanation. There were some things Blake thought he couldn't forgive.

But he'd grown to understand that people couldn't be perfect.

"I understand," Blake said softly.

Clyde took a deep breath.

"And then. It's hard sometimes, when someone claims that they don't need you, pushes you away."

"It all just makes it harder."

"I should've worked on myself, come clean," Clyde said. "But then it was too late."

Blake nodded and kept drinking. The buzz was along coming slowly.

Clyde seemed to want to change the topic. "And now, about this... invasion. I tried to stay useful. I want to do something, y'know?"

"It's alright, dad. I get it. I... don't want you to fight, honestly. Those monsters are too much, and... You deserve to live, to thrive. But we're here now. We share the fight. I wish I could do something, I could give you something to do, something useful, maybe some..."

"I... don't want your gifts, your... positions. I want to protect my own ass, but if I can help, I will."

Clyde walked over to him, clasped his arm, and pushed him toward his chest, in a sort of half hug.

"When you died, I regretted a lot," he said. "I don't ask you to forgive me, but..."

"I understand, father."

Clyde leaned back. Still, no tears escaped his eyes.

"And you even got married, I've heard. Two wives."

Clyde chuckled.

"Engaged to a third," Blake said.

Clyde shook his head. "Kids these days. It was hard enough to deal with your mother."

"Oh, yeah, it's a lot of work, but I'm happy. What about you, dad?" It was honestly awkward to talk about it, especially considering his history with Blake's mother, but as a man, Blake hoped Clyde was doing well. Loneliness was hard. Having someone was also hard work, but at least from his perspective, it made things fall into place and gave him reasons to get better and work hard.

"Yeah, that's another thing," Clyde said slowly, his mood dropping again. "I was seeing this lady. She worked as a nurse, very sweet. Thirty-three years old. Lost contact after Friday, when the attacks happened."

"Oh, that's tough. Where was she?"

"The part of the city that collapsed during the first onslaught from those freaks. The whole five-story building fell apart. I volunteered to help, but it didn't come to much."

"Ouch, sorry dad." Blake regretted asking.

"Well, it is tough," Clyde said through his gruff voice. "But I've seen worse around. So many wounded, people who lost their entire families. Mine... well, I thought I'd lost it a long time ago. But some come back." He looked at him. "You came back."

Blake stared at his glass. "For now, I'm not hopeful about the whole resurrection thing. But to be honest, I'm glad to be here. It's not... I waited until after I was dead. We should've had this moment before."

Blake remained silent for a moment.

"You know, that thing about exploding drones was interesting. What if we found a way to fund them and use them in defense of the city? Hmm... but I think the enemy could manipulate them, so it's better not to use them too openly."

"Tell me more about this enemy," Clyde said. "They're from Norse lore, aren't they? The Jotun. Is Loki our big bad guy?"

"They're assholes," Blake looked down at his drink. "He just kidnapped my first wife. I've been trying to find her. It's nearly damn impossible."

"You haven't been able to track him, huh?"

"I wish we could!" Blake said."And there are no goddamn Navy Seals looking for him. He's better at hiding than Bin Laden."

Clyde narrowed his eyes, looking thoughtful. "You'll find him. You know how we did find that guy?"

"You allegedly found him," Blake added. "They never showed the body."

Clyde shook his head and made a face, dismissively.

"Shut up. No. Listen to me. Track the people closest to him. How do those freaks even coordinate their attacks?"

Blake poured himself more bourbon.

"He's good," he mumbled. "He even found us a few minutes after we left. We know they have secret tunnels that jump from place to place, but we even captured and interrogated some of them. Still nothing."

"What about espionage?" Clyde said. "Infiltration? I know that communications are vulnerable now with that stupid magic. It gets into our phones. I had to break the damn things. But you have magic too. Plan this very well. You could get someone to infiltrate his meetings, or interrogate someone who's close to him, not a random soldier. And not even them, could be his advisors, could be his cook. Get them to collaborate. Are there actual human beings working for him?"

"Oh yes," Blake said, narrowing his eyes. "That's a good idea. And they don't even even humans or Jotun."

Clyde remained still for a moment, holding the glass in front of his eyes. Then, he got up.

"You've got to take a look at this."

He removed a piece of paper next to the furnace and placed it on the table, in front of Blake's eyes.

"They dropped them a couple of days ago," Clyde added. "They tracked the thing that carried it and brought it down. The City Council ordered us to burn them."

Blake took a closer look.

DON'T BE FOOLED! Come to live with dignity. Only with the Elder Ones can you go back to a beautiful life. We can provide free heating for your homes. Limitless food for your loved ones, and peace and prosperity.

They even added stock photos of happy families and one of a tall Jotun offering an apple to a human child. Blake found it surreal and offensive.

"It's all lies!" Blake scowled. "The Jotun just want to enslave humans and eat them."

"I know those freaks are lying. I've seen them attack the city and kill innocents with my own eyes. But this is what you'll be fighting against. People, at the end of the day, want to feed their families, they want to survive, have a roof over their heads. And they're willing to beg for scraps at the feet of any tyrant if it's what keeps them fed. It's hard. I wish all men had dignity, but reality is different."

"I see," Blake muttered. "But we've freed hundreds of prisoners! They can tell the world the truth. Humanity should know the truth! I understand those impulses you've talked about. But if they're willing to have rations in exchange for someone eating them and their children, something's wrong with their heads."

"Would you blame them, though? I don't know what you, or those people can provide. I saw this in Iraq. People will be starving soon, if they aren't already. Whoever is in charge needs to sort it out before it grows out of control.

***

Angel had made it. He'd grown up in Sunnyside, he'd been into tech, and had started with programming certifications, had met Ashley at a music bar, and had married her two years ago. Blake and he had lost contact over the years, but they'd been close for most of their lives.

"Hey!" Angel said after opening the door, his long hair in a man-bun, and a sparse goatee growing on his chin. "Come on in."

Blake removed his shoes before stepping over the carpet. A metal fireplace kept the place warm.

"Wow, you have electricity," said Alruna, stepping in behind Blake.

"It's just these lamps," Angel said, shrugging. "They're plugged into a power generator."

"Angel," Blake said, leaning in to hug his friend. "Thanks for inviting us, it means a lot to us."

"You're kidding? It means a lot for you to come back to life just to pay me a visit. A bit creepy, but cool."

Blake chuckled.

"Well," Angel said. "Make yourselves at home, take a seat. You've gotta try Ashley's enchiladas."

"It's simple, but it's what we got," Ashley said from the kitchen, wearing an apron with a print design of a cat under a rainbow and the words DEATH METAL.

Brynhilde remained aloof, stepping into the house, her gaze wandering across the living room and the pictures that hung on the walls.

"Bryn," Blake said. "Meet Angel and Ashley. Angel was my best friend throughout high school."

"It is good to meet you," Bryn said, giving them a nod. "I heard he was a weakling back then."

"Nice to meet you too," said Angel. "He got better."

"Your hair is gorgeous!" Ashley said, stepping forward. "So much volume! It's beautiful. Do you have a hair-care routine? Would you care to share it?"

"I do," Brynhilde said. "I like your hair too, it's short, but it works. Your man has nice hair for a man, too."

"Oh, thanks," Angel said. "I wash it with the same soap I use for my..."

"That's enough, babe," Ashley said, flashing a smile. "Please come on in, take a seat, you must be starving."

"You've said it," Bryn said. "Hope this Mexican food of yours is what Blake makes it out to be."

Blake swallowed uncomfortably, giving Bryn a stare.

The table was already set, along with glasses of filtered water and a chilled bottle of Chardonnay.

"So, tell us about Asgard," Angel asked. "What's it like?"

"Well, it's what you'd expect," Blake replied. "It's got... parks, if you can call them that. Beautiful gardens. Lots of fighting and eating. Valhalla has great food. There are lots of historical people walking around."

"Ask him," Ashley said, placing a tray with enchiladas on the table, overflowing with beans, with a layer of melted mozzarella, sour cream on top, and cilantro.

Brynhilde's eyes grew suspicious, and Alruna looked surprised.

"About what?" Blake asked.

Angel cleared his throat. "She wanted to know if you've met Ragnar, or Rollo."

"Well, I've met Ragnar, yes," Blake shrugged. "But half the stuff in the show is embellished. Even the sources we got were a bit murky. Rollo didn't make it to Valhalla."

"My God!" Ashley said. "You've met Ragnar? I loved that show. Do you think... If you can, I don't know how close you are, if at all, but... is there a chance for me to actually meet him?"

Brynhilde narrowed her eyes, resting her hand on her chin, and holding the fork in her other hand.

Blake scratched his head. "Hard to say." He looked at Bryn and Alruna. "I have a bit of leverage now, I guess, so if I get the chance, I'll try."

"Or get him to sign something with runes," Angel said.

"Not enough!" Ashley replied. "We need pictures!"

"I'll see what I can do," Blake said, serving Bryn a slice of enchiladas.

"Well, enjoy your meal," Angel said, making a gesture with his hands.

Alruna sliced a portion of it with her knife, revealing a big chunk of guacamole over the meat, melted cheese dripping from the side of the tortilla. She was already used to eating with cutlery, expertly taking a bite.

"Uh! Wow!" she said, eyes wide open. "It's like a carnival in my mouth."

Brynhilde chewed in silence, using her hands. Blake hoped she wouldn't say anything mean, especially at the table.

Blake took a bite. It was excellent, overflowing with cheese and extremely warm. The guacamole was a nice touch. Valhalla was great, but he missed Mexican food.

"So, are you guys doing okay?" Blake asked. "Is there something you need?"

"Well," Angel said with a shrug. "I had a lot of savings and investments, and now... I'm not sure. I could access them, but I don't know whether it'll actually be worth something. Hell do I know? Maybe they'll be worth more. Let's wait and see. My job, of course, is no good anymore."

Ashley raised her hand to speak, but finished swallowing her enchilada first.

"But it's good to stay involved in the community," she said.

"Right," Angel said. "We would've felt much worse. Helping feels good. I'm logging most of what Alruna needs on a new database and keeping track of what's needed."

"I'm glad that worked out for you," Blake replied, sipping his water.

After dinner was over, Blake expected dessert.

But Angel and Ashley had other plans.

"We figured," Angel said. "That you'd like to stay to do something fun."

Ashley came back from the back of the living room, carrying a massive cooler.

"It's your favorite," Angel said, as his wife extracted a six-pack of Heineken. "And don't worry, we've got enough for the whole night."

She threw him a can. It was perfectly chilled, condensation dripping along its sides.

"You remember, huh?" Blake muttered with a smile.

"I know it's your favorite beer," Angel said.

Cracking it open was satisfactory. A hundred memories rushed into his mind.

The next few hours, they blasted rock music through their speakers, causing Brynhilde to cover her ears and prompting Alruna to ask tons of question. Angel plugged in his Stratocaster and jammed along to their favorite songs. The beer helped lighten the mood, and before long they were all singing along. Alruna had a great voice, although her technique made her sound more like a folk singer than a rock star. At the end, both styles complemented each other well.

AC/DC was Angel's favorite, but Alruna had a soft spot for Led Zeppelin.

Blake made sure to get some Daft Punk into the playlist as well.

The girls loved the beer, although Brynhilde seemed to be holding something inside, trying not to let it out and ruin the mood.

They were into the third power-ballad by Scorpions, when suddenly, Brynhilde's voice rang loud across the room, changing the topic of the previous conversation.

"What are those pictures?" she asked, pointing a small cupboard beneath the TV set. "What were you celebrating?"

"Ah, that's from our wedding!" Ashley replied, stuffing her hand into a bag of chips.

"Your wedding," Brynhilde said, leaning forward and interlocking her fingers. "Now that's interesting. Tell me all about it."


Chapter XXV –  An Invitation

––––––––

Not even in her sleep could Eir escape her fears. The visions Loki forced her to see each day came back to haunt her at night.

She knew they were not true. The real Eir was behind all those fears and lies. She held a kind of knowledge that could slash through Loki's lies and illusion. She knew that things would get better.

Aside from that, Eir knew how to dream. She was, after all, well trained in [Galdr] and [Seidr], part of the latter involved lucid dreaming. As soon as she relaxed, images started accosting her; dead Blakes, a battlefield full of them, some with spears through the heart, some with their heads apart from their bodies. She felt desirous to lift them all, to carry them back to Valhalla.

But it was a dream, she knew it well.

And she knew how to change them.

Or so she had, until that point. But someone had made her way into Eir's dreams. Someone she didn't want to see.

How did she even get there? Despite some magic powers such as Warrior's Dreams and rituals involving [Galdr]. Eir hadn't ever heard of magic that allowed someone to visit other people's dreams. She didn't even know it was possible.

But this shadow... This creature... could show up in Eir's lucid dreams and wrestle for control of them. While awake, Eir didn't have this problem.

And now, the shadow was there every night.

"I'll not let you taunt me," Eir said in her mind.

She drifted toward Asgard. She had to take refuge, she had to get away from that place.

Maybe if she concentrated, she wouldn't find her.

As if summoned by the thought, Eir heard a scratchy voice in her mind.

"Cousin," she said.

Eir had recognized her. She was Hel, daughter of Loki, queen of her own realm of death.

She tried to ignore her, visualizing the sweetest images she could conjure. She thought of Asgard, the place where she'd been born and where she knew she'd live forever. She pictured her home, Blake by her side, holding her hand and telling her how much he loved her. She imagined three beautiful children, growing up intelligent and wise, future leaders for the Nine Worlds. She'd have a sweet, beautiful family that loved each other. Brynhilde and Alruna peeked out every once in a while, helping with household chores, while Eir administered the farm.

But Hel's shadow grew, encompassing every corner of her home. The wooden walls trembled, Blake looked around, placing a hand on the hilt of his sword.

"Are you ready to join me, cousin?" Hel repeated, appearing before her eyes, like a pale woman with long black hair and pupils the color of human blood. Her robe seemed to be made of shadows, curling around her white skin. She carried a strange jewel in her chest, and every time Eir looked at it, even in her dreams, she felt dizzy.

"It's time to leave this world. Come join me. Everyone will come one day! And you're different! You could make it better."

Eir tried to ignore her, sinking deeper into her own dreams, but the colors started to fade. Blake's head exploded in front of her, to the horror of her children.

Eir looked away, trying to put his head together, to summon him alive and well back into her dream.

"You belong with me..." Hel's childish voice reverberated in her mind. "With your brother... don't you love him? He's here. And your husband will be here soon!"

"Leave me alone!" Eir shouted, turning around and facing Hel's shadow. It was as freaky as ever, reflected and elongated against the wall, with a transparent spot in the middle. Her projected form was visible, but when Eir saw her shadow she couldn't help shivering. Half of her figure was the silhouette of a beautiful woman, with a slender figure and hair down to her hips. The other half was nothing but dry bones.

"Your brother is here!" Hel hissed. Eir could almost feel her breathing on her neck. "He misses you, your brother. He wants you here!"

"Stop lying!"

"He does miss you. Do it, cousin, do what Odin let you do. When my father kills you, I have plans for this place. You can help me. It's too lonely, but you can change it!"

"Stop!" Eir shouted, running forward and kicking the shadow, but all she could manage was to make her own shadow dissolve into Hel's. "I'm not gonna die any time soon."

"You'll come, you see," Hel continued. "Your brother's waiting, and I need someone here to change Odin's rules."

"Your father won't kill me. I will never step into your realm. You know that, don't you? I'll survive the Twilight of the Gods and live forever with my husband, ruling a new world without your kind. A perfect world where the Nine Worlds are in perfect balance."

"You're wrong, cousin. Your choice is wrong. Odin's world will always have heartache and pain. His world will always face entropy. It's a law of what he created. The Norns will keep spinning, and their threads will become more tense. Death and pain are part of the pattern. You may be a goddess for tens of thousands of years, but entropy will come for you. But my realm, my realm of death, is eternal peace. There's much you could do to help it, with the power Odin gave you... Leave Odin's plans, come here and make Hel a better place."

"What are you even saying? Stop it. I'm not interested." Eir declared. But she worried for Baldur.

Loki kept putting horrible thoughts into her mind, of Baldur being tortured. But what Hel was saying was completely different.

Maybe she was just tempting her into giving up.

"You know how you can help me, don't you?" Hel said. "Baldur told me. Odin gave you a secret power. I had to break Baldur a bit, but he told me. Your power creates bonds. You unite things; that's how it works. You can put bodies and souls together at will. Memories and souls. Imagine what you could do with these souls, every soul that yearns for each other; put them all together, make them one, then. Finally, we will stop being lonely! Every being in existence has to die and join my world, why not make it pleasant? Why not make them all share their memories. There will be no divisions anymore."

"You are insane. Now leave my dreams alone!"

"Listen, my wants me to make you fear death, but I need you for much more."

"So did you lie to him?"

"A bit. But we have a bargain too. He knows I want you, and the realm is mine. We've made a bargain. He has no use for Hel. But I have! It's my place! He wants to kill more and more people. Imagine the beautiful souls that will come. I say let's kill everyone and make Hel a beautiful place."

"Stop talking!" Eir shouted, visualizing herself surrounded by Einherjar and gods, Blake at the forefront, each of them holding powerful weapons, all ready to protect Eir.

"Come," a massive, pale hand emerged from the ground, pushing all the warriors away and wrapping Eir in bony fingers, dragging her down while the ground opened up. Eir shouted, feeling herself fall, then awoke with a gasp.

She was inside the compound, lying down, cold metal around her wrists and legs. There was no light in the room. The lamp that rested overhead was off. And thankfully, she was alone.

Her [HP] had been kept at [5]. It had decreased with constant removals of blood.

But her time hadn't come. They were still using her blood, and more humans had told her that they were trying to synthesize, or copy some of the compounds they found in her.

Suddenly, the door opened. Two human scientists stepped forward, men with blonde-white hair wearing white coats and identifications.

"Good morning, child," said one of them. "Did you have a pleasant night?"

"Oh, it's you. Nightmares again," Eir said, casting glances around, searching for Hel's shadow.

She wanted out. She needed Blake by her side.

He... Had been fighting for days nonstop, and now, he seemed to be taking a break. She understood. He'd been on edge all week, deeply angry, and even Eir had reassured him through the bond. But Blake was planning something different.

***

"You learn fast," said Svafa, sitting cross legged in front of Blake, in the Warrior's Dream. A dark and humid forest spread around them, with massive evergreens reaching up and hiding the starry sky.

"Thank you," Blake said, eager to keep learning. They'd spent hours practicing in the previous days, and he felt he was almost ready.

Svafa cleared her throat. "Your [Skald's Voice] helps a lot, but one thing is to know the theory, another is to coordinate your own body to use the proper resonance."

"I've got no other choice," said Blake.

Svafa nodded softly.

"And as you see, some spells like the one for Vargulfr are more complex. Do you think you can do them in battle?"

"I don't think I'll be needing that one in particular."

"You may. [Vargulfr], or even shifting into an animal is the most difficult. But it can help you get out of a tough spot."

"I already have two [Speed Rings], and I don't intend on turning into a wolf."

"Are you done playing the devil's advocate? I've taught you an arsenal of spells for a reason."

"I'm just saying I think we should prioritize what I told you. Werewolves are not part of my plan."

Svafa's eyes narrowed on him.

"Well, whatever your plan is, let's test your skills. You're already in a Warrior's Dream, and we've been trying this for a few nights. Ready to try?"

Blake nodded, jumping to his feet and unsheathing [Gramr].

"I'm ready."

Suddenly, the area morphed into a dark cavern surrounded by a thick mist that drifted as if pushed by a powerful breeze, like one of those caverns in Niflheim.

A figure emerged from the mist; a Jotun holding a massive scimitar, with a thick braided beard and blue eyes gleaming in the darkness.

Blake stepped back. It was time to cast his first spell in real-time. He opened his mouth, remembering the song and visualizing the runes to aid him. He used [Skald's Voice] for precision and started singing in a high pitch, resonating the note over his nose. With a ᛗ rune, he sang the six consecutive notes that were required and then sang the next phrase with the lower part of his throat.

In that moment, the Jotun swung at Blake. He dodged, the blade passing dangerously close to his nose, but the spell hadn't worked. The Jotun attempted to thrust his sword into his chest, but Blake slipped and parried.

"What did I do wrong?" he asked.

"You were out of tune," Svafa said.

Blake cursed. Was [Skald's Voice] not enough to memorize the pitch? He stepped back, clearing his throat and singing the first note.

"It's wrong, it's even higher," Svafa said into his mind.

Blake dodged and caught the Jotun's wrist, pulled it toward him and used the momentum to do a judo hip throw. The Jotun's head crashed against the ground.

"Try again," she said. "I'll give you the tone!"

The Jotun jumped to his feet, spinning his blade before lunging at Blake at full force, ready to kill. Blake started singing. He was in the middle of the second phrase when he felt something tighten in the back of his mind, like awareness of something he couldn't see.

His [Odr] had descended [-25 points] and dropped one point every five seconds, but it had to be working. He understood that a more demanding spell would spend more.

"So," Blake said. "The next step is to..."

He hadn't finished the sentence when the Jotun's blade clashed against his neck.

As expected. The effect was similar to what he experienced with his Arabic pendant. He had charmed the Jotun's blade and made it lose its sharpness. It felt like a rubber sword slamming against his skin.

The Jotun pulled it back, anger brimming in his gleaming eyes, and swung at him again.

The blade bounced against Blake's body.

"Now, try a more difficult melody," Svafa's voice echoed in the cavern. "Do [Vargulfr]!"

"Do I really have to do that?" he asked, letting go of the previous spell.

"Try it! It's perfect to see if you're able to do the other spells."

Blake cleared his throat. He started with the resonance on the crown of his head, singing a phrase of ten different notes, then shifted to the lowest throat register, and then a higher note. Since most of the songs were sung by women, there were probably some tones that he wouldn't be able to reach. But this one seemed to work.

He felt that strange sensation again, his consciousness shifting, his thoughts receding into basic instincts, his muscles tightening, shortening, his mouth growing forward, fangs curling under his gums, and his vision turning black and white. He had become a wolf. With singleness of thought, he snarled at the Jotun ahead of him, leapt toward his neck and ripped it apart.


Chapter XXVI –  Plans

––––––––

Blake breathed out, opening his eyes as if he'd been sleeping. Svafa was sitting cross-legged in front of him. Someone, however, was on the other side of the room, jumping to her feet as soon as he awoke.

"Treasure, you’re back!" Alruna said, rushing toward his side.

Blake held her hand, still thoughtful. He stood up. Svafa placed a hand on the hardwood floor and leapt to her feet.

"Thank you, Svafa," Blake said to the Völva. "Your help has been valuable."

"I’m glad you’re progressing so fast, Olson," she said, eerie blue eyes fixed on him. "You did well, but I'm not yet sure you'd fare well enough in battle."

"I have no other choice," Blake said through his teeth. "I must find her soon."

"Are you certain you don't want me to come with you?" Svafa asked.

"I don’t think it’ll work, especially considering my plan." Blake looked at Alruna. "I will have my wives backing me up from afar."

"Then, it's your choice," Svafa said. "And remember... You could, theoretically jump from one tension point to the next. Keep that in mind if things get difficult."

"That's a great tip. Thank you again."

He turned toward Alruna. She was wearing a business suit and trousers that were fighting hard to handle her enormous hips.

He let out a pent up breath.

"Almost time."

She held his hand tighter.

"I'll call you with the bond when I'm back in Midgard," Blake said to her. "Please come as fast as possible. I'll need you to back me up."

"I'll be waiting, my love."

Svafa clenched her teeth. "Blake. You're good at memorizing the spells. I think you'll make it, but I still think you need more time. Get more used to the pitches. There are more techniques you should learn. There are many more songs that could help you."

"Eir is suffering, Svafa. I’ve felt her. Someone’s disturbing her mind. It’s not Loki’s usual form of torture. Something’s unsettling her."

"I still think it's too soon. And you only have four full servings of [Mead of Power] in your wineskin. I can't give you more of mine. And now, the Jotun aren't consuming it anymore, but taking its power directly from human blood. It won't be easy to replenish it. At least take my flute. You need to get those pitches right!"

"He won’t fail," Alruna said. "We’ve seen him face even more difficult odds. And we’ll be watching him."

"Then, what if I give him one of my [Blessings]?" Svafa asked.

"No," Alruna snapped. "There's no need for that."

Blake glanced at Svafa, then back at Alruna.

"I understand you’re worried about him," Alruna said, in a calmer tone. "But no."

A [Blessing] would bring too much closeness between Blake and Svafa. He could understand that Alruna didn't want to see any of that.

Svafa removed the ring from her finger. Its runic jewel gleaming as if with an inner light.

"Take this."

"Svafa, that’s yours," Blake said. "I don’t want it. I don’t need it."

"It’s your gift for me. You know I appreciate it," she said calmly. "But what you’re planning is extremely dangerous. You want to have all that you need to protect yourself. Take it, and bring it back. I'll be waiting for it."

Svafa reached forward, pulled Blake’s hand, and placed the ring on his finger.

"Take care of yourself," she said, gently closing his fist. "And remember to practice the pitches when I’m not here."

"I will," Blake replied.

Svafa walked back to the door and left the room.

Blake felt a relief in Alruna’s mind. He sighed, looking at her, at her bright green eyes, those full cheeks and generous lips.

"Blake," she muttered gently, reaching for his hand.

"You know how I feel about you, Alruna." He gently pulled her toward him. "I’m so proud of what you’ve done."

She looked to the side before letting out a soft sigh.

"And you're right that it’s not that easy," she said. "People have been screaming at me all day. And..."

"You’re doing what you can," Blake said.

" These people need help, Blake. I’m glad to get to know them; I learn a lot from every person who comes into my office. Things I had never imagined. It’s fascinating, you know. But I wish I could help all of them, and I can’t just be making promises."

"It’s a lot of responsibility you took upon yourself. It’s important work. Somebody’s got to do it, but don’t sacrifice everything for it."

"I can handle it."

"I know."

"And," she reached down and placed her hand on his abdomen, sliding it down. "I can handle this too."

Blake grinned. "Babe, we just did it two hours ago."

"Huh? Blake," she narrowed her eyes. They were already dilating, and she was biting on her supple lower lip. "I want to enjoy every minute I have. You were away from me for more than a week. I’ve calculated it. On average, we should spend at least three hours together per night, and now that Eir is not here, you owe me at least 18 hours."

Blake blinked in surprise.

"Are you serious?"

"Not really. It’s just for illustrative purposes, but you get what I mean?"

"I can feel it."

"Right," Alruna said, tensely gripping Blake’s shirt. "So, let’s go to bed! Please!"

"As you wish," he said, crouching slightly and lifting Alruna, taking her up the stairs as she clung closer to him and pulled him in for a kiss.

Blake closed his eyes and kissed her gently, softly pecking her upper and lower lips. He leaned back to look at her beautiful face, golden hair softly falling on her neck.

"You know what I’m thinking of?" Blake said, his pants becoming tighter.

"Sex?"

"Duh, but..." He shut the door and gently placed her on the bed. "I’m remembering our first time."

"Unforgettable, wasn’t it," she said, her eyes gleaming seductively, an ample chest heaving against her button shirt.

"That doesn’t even begin to describe it," Blake said.

Blake loved her body, her beautiful waist, ample hips, and exquisite legs. He leaned forward, and her hands deftly clung to the hem of his shirt, lifting it up.

"Mmm," she moaned seductively, fingers running through his chest and abdomen. Blake leaned in, gently pulling a strand of blond hair from her face as he began kissing her again. Damn, she was gorgeous. He went for her neck, pressing his lips softly as his hand rushed through the buttons of her shirt. Tonight, she wore a black bra, once again, fighting to keep her ample bosom together. That cleavage looked glorious. Alruna was ecstatic, she wanted more, he could feel it, and he’ll give her all his passion, all his attention, and all of his love.

***

Blake barely slept three hours, but he didn’t think he needed more. He got up, feeling for Eir’s bond. He thought she was still asleep, as it felt almost silent, but filled with the tension of possible nightmares.

"Treasure," Alruna said, with the deep voice of someone half awake. "You’re going now?"

"I am," Blake said, sliding the window blinds. The clouds were especially dark that day, but the sun was definitely out. His phone revealed the time: 7:30.

"What time do you start working?" Blake asked her.

"I still have an hour," she said, getting up. "But I can drop you off."

Blake got up and put on the attire he found most fitting: the special chainmail he hadn't worn for a long time, [Gramr], as well as his magic rings.

"Breakfast?" Alruna asked. "I really wish Rowena was here. We should maybe get someone to help."

"So long as you pay them a good wage," Blake said, not wanting to touch.

"I’ve seen how it is here. I actually like it. Even if there’s a hierarchy, everyone respects each other."

"I’m glad you like it. The problem is, not always do people respect each other, but we’re going the right way. Or were, hopefully things don’t get worse after this."

Blake was ready, wrapping his sword-belt around his chainmail and walking toward the door.

Brynhilde was waiting for him downstairs along with the Visigoths. Athanaric stood next to her his golden hair combed into a knot on the side of his face.

"Chief," Athanaric said, hefting an open box in one hand, presenting it to Blake. "What you asked for."

"Thank you, Athanaric," Blake said, looking inside the box. It held six objects wrapped in leather. He pulled out one: a dagger, half a foot in length, its tip colored green with poison.

"Chief, as you see, the poison is concentrated in the tip," Athanaric said. "Be sure to keep them in their sheaths and don’t cut yourself with them. It’s quite strong."

"Very well," Blake said, putting it back into its padded sheath. "I hope we have more time to talk soon. I’d like to hear more tales of your adventures."

"By Wotan we will, and you’ll show me more of the old countries, show us what’s become of them. I wish to see the forests where I roamed in my youth."

"Let’s hope there’s something to find there."

"It’s been an honor killing Jotun with you," Athanaric said.

"Same thing," Blake replied.

"Aye, chief," Pelagios said, hand fidgeting the end of one of his daggers. "Lord Kiar had good things to say about you."

"Did he?" Blake said, raising an eyebrow.

"You know him," said Alan, next to him. "He'd never speak good of anyone in the open, but we know what he means."

"Alright, I guess say thank you to him. You've really helped during these adventures. We wouldn't be gathered here were it not for you."

Brynhilde kept her arms crossed under her breasts.

"Alright, anything else?" she said, stepping toward him. Her current energy almost made him take cover.

"Ready to go, Bryn," he said. Why was she so impatient out of the sudden? He could feel her almost reeling with tension through the bond. She'd been that way for days.

She nodded, extending her hand to receive his [Speed Rings].

"Alright," Blake said, as Alruna approached and kissed him once again.

Brynhilde stepped forward and wrapped an arm around his hip.

"Well, ready when you are..." Blake said.

He hadn’t finished his sentence when he was shot out of the open window into the dark sky. The world around Blake was a blurry display of light and sound.

" Bryn?" Blake managed to mumble.

Blake blinked, expecting to keep flying, expecting to find an answer... Instead, she landed on a rooftop, the uncanny sky drifting quickly under a harsh wind. Her fiery hair fluttered like a flag and her eyes hid a silent fury.

"Bryn... What’s wrong?" he asked, stretching his hands to regain his balance.

Her voice came out bold and demanding. "Blake Olson, do you care about me?"

"You know I do."

"Have you actually tried to make this special? You are supposed to marry me! Brynhilde, the strongest Valkyrie?"

"Bryn, I’m doing my duty. I promised I want to kill Hrymr! I want to make him pay and..."

"Of course, all you think of are the minimum that's expected from you. But..." Brynhilde raised a finger...

"Bryn. What’s wrong? Let’s talk it through."

There was something she expected. Something that Blake hadn't done. He had no excuse, despite being busy training and planning, he knew there would be no excuse that could satisfy her.

"You want a beautiful wedding," Blake said.

"It’s really important to me..."she said. "And it’s important to me that you care. I want you to make an effort. I see that there are so many beautiful traditions here. But where’s my wedding? You say you want to kill him, I told you that’s your first requirement. And only then will you start?"

"Bryn, understand me. You know I really want it. But... Eir..."

"Yes, we're all worried for her. I'm not saying we shouldn't, but now that I made love to you, so many times, you don’t care."

"Bryn," Blake stepped forward, holding her hands. "You know I care. I love you a ton, I’ve loved you since I met you. I’ve been crazy for you then, and I’m crazy for you now. I’ve gone to literal hell for you and I’d do it again. I’ve had a lot on my mind, and that’s no excuse, but know that I’m willing to give everything for you."

"You better, Blake."

"I’ll make it special, you know. We’ve been through so much, but we’ll come out stronger in the end. You know my feelings."

"And there are some things about you having other wives. I understand that and I accept it, but I sometimes... You know, wonder if I’m really that special. I see Alruna... I’ve got nothing against her. I feel like she has something else. I..."

"I want to be fair and love the three of you the same."

"Exactly, that doesn’t seem fair. Because we do a lot, and I... Want it, Blake. I want to feel your love. I want to know that I’m irreplaceable.

"And you don’t feel it now?"

"Hmm. You’ve got to remind me, or I’ll hammer it into your head."

"Nice mental picture," Blake replied, blinking again.

Brynhilde reached out and hugged him before leaning back and pushing him lightly.

"You better hire a wedding planner, or however they call them. I’ve been talking to that Ashley."

"Ashley?"

"I went back to talk to them. I told them I needed to discuss something very important. She told me all about the wedding, showed me even more photos. She even recommended a shop. Your traditions are so different, but... There are many things I liked."

"Well, then we’ll do it," Blake said, holding both her hands, his eyes wide open.

"And now, save my sister and kill Hrymr. Seek revenge in my name, clear my honor, and I’ll be waiting for you."


Chapter XXVII –  Underworld

––––––––

Blake and Brynhilde flew over Midgard, lowering their speed and surveying the forests and cities below. It took a couple of hours, but they passed over the Arizona desert.

"It’s... honestly interesting, Blake. I never thought I’d see places like these."

"If the sky wasn’t a black canvas of doom, it would be much more beautiful," Blake said. "And you have no idea about the Grand Canyon. There are so many places we should visit one day."

"I see," Brynhilde said, pausing for an instant. Blake felt through the bond that she wanted to talk about something important. "Your friend Ashley spoke about... a honeymoon. He took her somewhere called Hawi."

"You mean Hawaii?"

"She said it’s a paradise with warm beaches and sand, and strange trees I’ve never seen. She said... that people take such journeys after marriage."

"I guess it’s not as warm anymore," Blake mumbled. "But yes. Would you like something like that for our honeymoon?"

"If there’s such a place. Your world changed a lot in front of our eyes," Brynhilde said.

She looked back at him, feeling her reactions and his excitement.

"You’re still thinking about that?"

"I’m all cuddled up to a woman with a perfect body, what do you expect?"

"That’s all I am? A woman with a perfect body?"

"A perfect woman. And I’m a perfect man. We’re perfect together."

She laughed heartily. "It’s cute when you pretend to be arrogant."

"I’m glad you still think I’m humble. I’m actually kind of narcissistic."

"You are. I won’t deny that," she said. "Now, you told me that should be the place, isn’t it?"

She stopped, leaning vertically towards the city. They had traveled a few hundred miles westward, towards a city Blake had never visited yet, but that according to reports, was the main holdout of Loki’s army. The sea could be seen from afar, still tranquil and blue even despite the toxic clouds above them. Strange particles descended from above just as the wind made them drift. Blake could bet they were radioactive.

"What a place," she said after letting out a sigh.

"We should drop off around those hills."

"So far away?" Brynhilde said. "Forests are always the best places, you know that."

"There, next to the highway."

"Alright," she said, gliding over suburbs, massive apartment complexes and a few skyscrapers in the center. Mountains and hills spread above, including a smaller one where the Hollywood sign was still intact, despite the trees starting to display accelerated effects of lower sunlight and temperatures. Blake was surprised it hadn’t been hit. Most of the locations that were struck by nuclear weapons were relatively far away, or were large industrial centers and not major cities. Los Angeles was still standing.

They drifted across the hollies and forests west of Hollywood, descending right into a clearing.

"Alright," Brynhilde landed gently on a forest clearing, a few feet away from Mulholland Drive, along the section with the highest vegetation. "What Loki has done in a place like this, I have no idea."

It still looked like LA. The morning smog that usually covered downtown LA, however, was nothing compared to the perpetual clouds of ash and debris that spread over most of the sky. It looked disgusting, despite the city being actually pretty.

"See," Blake pointed. "Palm trees."

"They’re... Certainly interesting," Brynhilde said. "This place must’ve been quite lively once."

They walked into the grove, taking a glance across the vegetation and seeing the valley up closer from above. They had quite a view; Blake could see a few flattened buildings around the downtown area, and the vast Los Angeles freeway, even now, after the apocalypse, experiencing endless traffic.

"Alright," Brynhilde said. "So, I’ll be following your bond, but take care down there. I still think it’s stupid to go alone."

"I’ll do my best."

After she left, Blake reviewed his [Inventory] again.

[INVENTORY]

[WEAPONS]

[Gramr]

[Standard Norse Dagger]

[Poisoned Daggers] x6

[ARMOR]

[Egil’s Royal Chainmail]

[Nasal Helmet]

[Einherjar Shield]

[Shield of Aegis] Fragmented Shield

[ARTIFACTS]

[Arabic Pendant]

[Arm Ring (invisibility)]

[Speed Ring] x2

[Ring of Lightning]

[Ring of Deflection]

[CONSUMABLES]

[Mead of Renewal] 6 Lt

[Mead of Power] 5 Lt

(NEW) GALDR

[Dulling of Enemy Weapons]

[Transformation]

[Realm drifting]

MISC

[Völva's Flute]

––––––––

Bryn flew back to Houston, but Blake sneaked into the city.

His father and he had devised a plan. He would handle it personally, as it would be more effective and draw less attention. Closing his eyes, he knelt in the middle of the cliff and started chanting the song of transformation. This one was complex. He had never seen anyone really use it.

He failed the first time, so he revised the tone with a small flute Svafa had given him, cleared his throat and began to sing. Suddenly, he felt as if the air around him had started to vibrate, as if reality whirled around itself and folded upon him. His mind rattled. His vision didn't change, but he felt his entire body shrink simultaneously, his stature decreasing, and a thick growth of hair emerging from his face and chin. Looking at his now stout hands, dotted with thick red hair, he was certain the spell had gone according to plan.

He had turned himself into a dwarf.

Blake made his way down the slope, noticing a mostly empty street and the collapsed buildings ahead. From there, he was sure he could see tall individuals, Jotun for sure, standing guard at different points in the city. He infused [Odr] into his ring and sped past the highway, entering the lower neighborhoods and stopping right at a junction. What he was seeing... Billboards had either been ignored or painted white.

YOU ARE BEING PROTECTED.

OBEY THE RULES, LIVE AND PROSPER.

From down there, the scene looked completely different. Blake saw a grocery store, or the remains of one. Every glass pane had been completely broken through, and the interior was desolate, full of empty, down-turned shelves. Other stores, even beauty parlors, had lost their window panes; mannequins had been stripped. The people of LA had panicked and rioted.

Where was everybody? He heard voices, as if a crowd had gathered on one side of the street. He sneakily crossed to the other side, avoiding a Jotun with a machine gun, of all things. He found a long queue of people who stood in absolute silence, approaching a massive table where a single Jotun sat next to boxes filled with bread and provisions.

BREAD COLLECTION.

COME TO US.

DON'T BE HUNGRY.

––––––––

The Jotun were rationing bread, at least. There was another bizarre flier, plastered onto a post, hand-painted, but with the printed AI image of a happy child with a blue magical glow in his hand.

LET YOUR CHILDREN JOIN THE FUTURE.

THEY WILL BE TRAINED WITH ADVANCED TECHNOLOGY AND MAGIC.

YOUR FAMILY WILL RECEIVE EXTRA PORTIONS.

Blake ripped the flier off the wall. It was so stupid and surreal he hoped no one would fall for that. Blake didn't even want to thin of what happened to the kids who were given to the Jotun. He hoped, however, that people weren’t desperate enough for food.

Blake looked closer, watching people receive wide loaves of a strange, white bread wrapped in plastic, with no label whatsoever, along bags with minced meat. It was definitely magically sourced. It was bizarre, however, to see how meek people had become before an invading army.

Ahead of the queue lady argued with the Jotun, telling him that she had six children and that she needed extra food. Blake expected the Jotun to snap at her, or even kill her on the spot, but instead, the giant gave her a double ration and shouted at her, telling her she should already be putting her children in their care so that they could do better. Sneaky. But the Jotun weren't just brutes. The scene stood in stark contrast with the Jotun drinking the blood of a human being he'd seen. How many of those humans knew?

"You!" he heard a deep voice behind him. He turned to find another tall Jotun with dark blonde hair, a goatee, and a machine gun strapped around his chest. "Dwarfish scum, what are you doing here outside of your holes?"

"Master Jotun," Blake said, finding that his voice had become much more nasal and high-pitched. "I have escaped from the Aesir. They held me for ransom, but I've escaped."

"The Aesir?" The Jotun narrowed his eyes. "What's your name?"

Blake hesitated. He hadn't thought of a name.

"Gimli son of Gloin," he said, feeling silly but confident that it sounded dwarfish enough.

The Jotun gritted his teeth, reached and lifted him by the collar. "Alright, dwarf-animal, you're coming with me." He blew a conch whistle, and another Jotun emerged after a few minutes, while Blake pretended to wiggle and try to appease the Jotun guard.

"We have a dwarf who claims..."

"Alright, put him down, Hravsne." This Jotun had short blond hair, a face as square as a brick, and no beard. "Tell us exactly what happened."

"My Lord," Blake said, almost falling to his knees after being dropped. "I was doing some research for our lord, I had been in Niflheim when it was raided."

"What were you doing there?"

"Delivering some weapons, on the bidding of Master... Thufir..." He made up the name, hoping that the Jotun didn't have, at least yet, a way to inventory names in other chains of command.

"How were you delivering weapons to Jotun sections? You're not supposed to do it!"

"It was an exception made in haste, my lord, but the Aesir attacked. They captured the cave. I saw them, but hid and managed to escape. I must go back to my commanders."

"Alright," the Jotun said. "Come with us. But if you sneak about or engage in some trickery, we'll cut your head first thing."

Hravsne removed an iron chain from his belt and wrapped it around Blake's arms.

"Now move!" ordered the Jotun, kicking Blake in the lower shin. Blake advanced, walking across the neighborhood with the massive Jotun. Disheveled-looking people stared at him, some commenting to each other before the Jotun gave them a threatening glance, and they kept silent. Passing through the wrecked businesses, Blake noticed specks of blood staining the ground.

He still heard some gunshots in the distance.

How had the Jotun managed to overrun such a massive city? And one so important and filled with so many people like LA. He guessed that they'd destined millions to the place. They were bigger than any army in the world, with more than a hundred million warriors, all ready for combat. And to have at least one Jotun per block, even if pockets of the city were in perpetual warfare, they were a force to be reckoned with.

They took him to a small shopping mall with a vast parking lot, replete with Jotun standing guard. Blake felt his [Odr] decreasing with every passing minute.

After a while, he was at [26/80]. He had to keep it up for at least ten minutes or start drinking from his concealed vessel. But he couldn't do it right now.

And why did they have to walk so much? The parking lot kept spreading downward, and for no reason whatsoever, Hravsne would kick him in the knee every once in a while.

"Dwarfish scum," the Jotun hissed and spat on the ground every time he addressed him.

As far as Blake understood, most dwarfs had been enslaved by the Jotnar, kept in different locations, and put to work on forging swords, magical artifacts and tools.

"What's this?" asked a Jotun officer, a red cape covering his broad shoulders.

"A dwarf we found. He said he was in a Jotun base when it was raided."

Blake hoped this one would not ask questions.

"Stupid dwarfs. I'd whip this one myself if I had the chance. Give it to Gerta and send him back before they start asking for him."

Blake sighed.

Gerta?

They walked to the basement floor. There was some sort of heavily guarded canopy, made of some kind of leather, and dozens of tents on the side. After a handful of questions, Blake was taken inside one of the tents where a Jotun sat cross-legged, facing away from the entrance, wearing a long robe.

"Gerta," Hravsne hissed. "Missing dwarf."

[Odr: 15/80]

Then, Gerta turned and stood up, towering over Blake like a mountain. To his surprise, she was kind of hot: a Jotun Völva, tall as any other giant, wearing nothing but a black robe with her right chest exposed. She had long straight hair, a square face, and muscular shoulders but was still feminine in her own right. He was glad he didn't have to, or so he hoped, since his [Odr] was running out.

Anyway, her beautiful appearance had come about by eating human beings alive.

She looked at him with contempt. It was funny to Blake how tall she was in comparison.

"Pathetic," she said. "How did you end up here?"

"I came onto the base delivering new blades, my lady. It was a mistake on my part, and part of my superior's too..."

"Disgusting dwarfs, always blaming others for their faults. Alright, blacksmith, I'll send you back where you belong."

"Please, my lady," Blake said, checking his [Odr]. It was already [10/80].

"Always cowering, these things." She spat on the ground next to him. "I'm glad you'll soon be out of my sight."

She cleared her throat and extracted a rattle from the side.

That meant the tension point was there. They had chosen the parking lot because it held a tension point. Her eyes turned white as she started to chant a song Blake knew too well.


Chapter XXVIII –  Dwarf Lord

––––––––

Reality warped around him his consciousness stretched. He appeared in a different realm, in a cave where mist filtered through the rocks. He recognized Niflheim, but instead of military commands and the clamor of prisoners, he heard the grinding sounds of iron machinery, of blazing furnaces and of metal clanking against metal, and he saw dozens of dwarfs carrying loads on their backs, others pushing carts, and others hammering flaming objects against iron anvils or carving intricate patterns into metal objects.

The guards in that section were dwarfs, short, stocky, sporting thick beards and plate armor. Now, they carried uzis too.

"What’s this?" asked one of them. "You come from Lady Gerta?"

"Yes, yes," Blake said, still surprised at hearing that strange voice coming from his own mouth. "I got lost and got sent back."

"Who’s your overseer?" growled the other dwarf.

"Lord... Thufir..." he said, making up the name.

"Thufir?" the dwarfs exchanged glances. "Fellow has a strange name. In what sector is he?"

Blake gritted his teeth. How did they even name their sectors? His [Odr] was at dangerous [5].

Blake thought fast. Scanning through his memories, he remembered something about runes describing the Jotun’s Niflheim maps.

"I’m on Mannaz."

Blake hesitated. His illusion was about to fade. He couldn’t let himself be transformed there. He didn’t know what kind of protocol the dwarfs handled. Would they summon Jotun? And he wouldn’t massacre random dwarfs. They weren’t even combatants, and for all he knew they were being forced to work for Loki. He had to break out.

"Oh," he grunted, leaning forward and pressing hands to his stomach. "Friends, I’ve been eating Midgardian food. I’m really in trouble, Argh! I need to go to the quarters. It’s coming out! It’s coming out."

The expression on the dwarfs’ faces was as clear as day.

"Oh, hell with you, go in, the powder compartment is on the back, you can do it there and then burn it with magic."

"Thank you," he bowed his head, pressing his stomach, and rushed into the compound. He entered the tent they had pointed to him, pretended to do his thing. He felt his entire body vibrate as his [Odr] was fading, but he quickly reached for his concealed container of [Mead of Power] and drank a gulp. He made sure to hold on to his transformation. He drank more, and made sure he now had his [Odr] at full capacity.

Blake didn't see a single Jotun in the compound.

He kept walking until one of the dwarfish foremen pointed a finger at him.

"You, fellow dwarf! What is your name, and what are you doing walking around like that?"

"Me? I am Gimli son of Gloin, I need to go back to my sector, my lord. Lady Gerta brought me here."

"Ah, I see, brother dwarf," the other dwarf said, fidgeting with the ends of his brown beard. He turned around, addressing someone in one of the upper sections. "Director Dwain. Come here, we got another lost one."

"Another?" a voice said from above. A dwarf with a white beard and a massive widow's peak watched from above, climbing down the stairs and approaching Blake with a curious expression.

"Where did you say you're supposed to be located?" the dwarf had a gruff and nasal voice.

Blake had a feeling this one would know too much to be fooled.

"Director," Blake said, cowering again. "Director Dwain. There are some things I'd like to discuss alone. They're urgent."

"Tell me what it is."

"Important things." Blake said, looking from side to side and feigning urgency. "It's a matter of life or death."

"Alright," the dwarf extracted a 19th Century pocket watch and took a quick glance. "I have ten minutes. Come into my office."

Blake nodded, following the white haired dwarf through a doorway carved into the rock. Inside, there was desk with blueprints and a neatly arranged array of carbon pens.

Dwain sighed and took a seat in front of him, while Blake near the door and closed it.

"You don't need to close the..." Dwain said, being cut off mid-sentence with Blake infusing [Odr] into his [Speed Ring] and reappearing right next to the him, holding a hand to his mouth.

"Do not scream," Blake said, letting go of the illusion, releasing his sword and holding it close to the creature's neck.

The dwarf's breathing rate increased drastically. He started shaking.

"I do not want to hurt you," Blake hissed. "In fact, I want to help you. If you value your life, we'll have a calm conversation and you'll tell me what I need. But if I hear you scream for a fraction of a second, I'll kill you and everyone else in this compound before you can say silver, and no matter how many Jotun they send, I'll kill them too."

The dwarf raised two trembling hands and shook them to signal surrender.

Blake let go slightly. He didn't want to hurt the poor creature, but he'd have to scare him enough to speak.

"What do you want?" the dwarf whispered.

"I want to find Loki's hideout," Blake hissed sharply.

"But we don't know!"

From his intonation, Blake could tell that he was lying and doing a poor job at hiding it.

"Who's Loki to you?" Blake asked in the dwarf's ears. "He enslaved you, didn't he? Why do you need to keep serving him. Wouldn't you like to be left alone? To have your own kingdoms, like you had in the past? Come with us, to the human side."

"Humans?" he raised his voice, as if offended. "Humans are worse than Loki, worse than the Jotun. At least Loki will feed us. The Jotun despise us but leave us alone."

"Then, there's nothing for me to offer if you won't take it. But I'd take what I need anyway. Tell me where Loki is. You value your community, I know. I don't want to destroy it."

Blake didn't like blackmail. He wouldn't follow through with his threats, but he needed to find a way to get the dwarf to cooperate.

He pressed the edge of his sword to the dwarf's neck. The dwarf shook, panting heavily and stretching his scrawny neck.

"Speak!" Blake ordered. "Let me find him. I'll let you live, and I promise no human and no Aesir will kill a dwarf if he's not engaged in battle. The knowledge of these caverns will stay with me. You know my power, you know I cannot be easily defeated. I have offered you freedom and peace, and I shall give it. I swear it by name and by my steel. Now, you give me what I need."

The dwarf paused, his eyes fixed on the distance.

"Are you the Protector?" the dwarf muttered softly, almost in reverence and awe. "I remember... that voice, I remember... your oaths."

Blake blinked, suddenly feeling the sword slip from his fingers.

"My Lord," the dwarf continued, turning around to face Blake. "I... thought you were dead... You look younger."

"I'm not him," he said softly, picking up the sword.

"Ah," the dwarf seemed slightly disappointed. It seems like he respected Thor. Like he knew him.

Blake was tempted to... No, he wasn't sure. For all he knew, even if he really was Thor reincarnated, his body, his brain, his identity belonged to himself. He wouldn't just lie about it.

What could he offer this dwarf? It sucked just being a thug, blackmailing and torturing without being able to negotiate.

"Is there something Loki doesn't give you?" Blake asked.

"You spoke of our kingdoms," the dwarf hissed, staring at Blake's blade. He seemed mesmerized by it. "Do you even have a kingdom to give? We've heard and we've seen your people quarrel for land for centuries. We like it here in Niflheim. But you humans kill each other regularly, even people of your own kin. We dwarfs, take care of our own."

"I'm Odin's voice on Midgard, and if you want my support. I want your people to thrive. I'd be there to grant it and protect you. About humans, you are correct. Maybe they are not to be trusted as a whole. But I can swear I'll protect your kind and grant you a place. If I find it."

"I see. You are really Odin's voice... And, to be honest, Loki's deal does not seem to favor us." The dwarf almost shrank further in his presence, but looked back at the door and fidgeted with the ends of his beard. "If they weren't bold lies, as usual. We know better. Like for Odin, we become too valuable to be kept free."

"We don't hold slaves, I mean... There are still slaves out there, but with your attention to detail, the things you create, I'm sure you can help us, but on your own terms. I'd like you to retain your freedom."

"Don't tell humans about us," Dwain warned him. "Do not let any of them know where we lurk. Promise me that. Don't let them meddle in our things, cause they're only trouble. But if you can find a kingdom for me, somewhere in the Nine Worlds, where we can all be free, I'd be eternally in debt, Lord Protector. And... Metal! We need metal."

And the man kept calling him Lord Protector? Did he even resemble him? As far as he knew, the only similarity he had was the red hair. Blake was still much too skinny.

Blake cleared his throat, hoping hoped the man wasn't just pretending to cooperate before turning on him.

"Alright, give me the map," Blake said. "The tension points, Lord Dwain, and I'll leave in peace."

"Lord?" Dwain chuckled and shook his head, as though he enjoyed being addressed with those words.  "Well," the dwarf walked over toward his tiny desk and reached for a sealed box, sliding his finger on the spot where a keyhole should have been. It opened by itself, revealing a rolled parchment. Dwain withdrew it and spread it before Blake's eyes.

It was written in runes, but ones Blake had never seen before. They seemed like an intermediate development between Norse and Western Anglo Saxon script. The diagram showed interlaced points, each with a name, leading to a grand place located in Midgard.

Blake utilized his [Skald's Voice] to memorize each spot, then looked the dwarf in the eyes.

The dwarf narrowed his eyes and glanced at Blake.

"Thank you for that," Blake said. "I'll keep your promise in order, Lord Dwarf."

Blake faced the door once again, clearing his throat before singing the song again.

"By the way," Blake stopped himself. "Have you worked on new weapons? New... special weapons with ancient technology."

"Yes, I have!" the dwarf almost jumped in excitement, reaching for another set of blueprints and bringing him toward Blake. "They're extraordinary!

Blake skimmed through the blueprints, pretending to understand.

"What changed?" he asked. "How are you able to create these things?"

The dwarf looked up.

"Blood, from one of the Aesir, that Lord Loki captured."

Blake gritted his teeth. It was Eir, just like in Svafa's visions. At least, he was keeping her alive, but Blake had another excellent reason to teach Loki a lesson.

Blake recited his spell. He turned back into a red-headed dwarf and walked out of Dwain's office, his mind going through the still image of the place and the memorized names of the bases and coordinates.

He stepped towards the edge of the wall.

There was a trick Svafa had taught him, Blake stood in front of the stone wall, mist drifting through sections of stone, wafting around him.

"Huh?" said a voice behind him. "Brother dwarf? What are you doing?"

Blake opened his mouth again. His timber was much different as a dwarf, but he could reach the same notes and resonate them with the same sections of his vocal chords.

"Brother?" said more dwarfish voices behind him.

Blake passed [Odr] into his speed ring, as the realms shifted before his eyes.

He couldn't wait to reach Loki's lair and do what he had to.


Chapter XXIX –  Path of Blood

––––––––

Blake's vision became a tunnel of light and mist as he crossed through Niflheim at high speed, chanting and passing through tension points, stretching through time and space. Faces contorted in front of him, dimensions spread in and out as he passed from one to another.

It felt as if he had crossed them for thousands of years, as if he were being magnetically pulled from one end of the cave to another. After passing through each one on the trail Dwain had set for him, he drifted toward his target realm and crossed through it.

He didn't expect the dwarfs to suspect him. He thought they'd see strange blurs coalescing into the world and drifting as fast as lightning.

It was also depleting his [Odr].

He was a few bases away from reaching his goal. It frustrated him that he couldn't feel for Eir, but he knew he could trust Dwain.

And just like that, after miles of traveling through tension points, feeling his body collapse beyond form and identity, his mind losing the sense of time, the tension points stopped.

The sky was dark, with slight sections of light pushing through dismal clouds. Blake's mind whirled, but his foot was now again firm on a cold landscape, over short, yellowish grass, on a vast field surrounded by green hills, most of them capped by snow.

Tiny snowflakes drizzled overhead.

He was in Midgard, for sure, although he didn't know exactly where.

Blake removed a shard of his shield once again and reflected the landscape around him. Its magic revealed an old warehouse guarded by two Jotun warriors with long blonde hair and muscular torsos. Their power levels were around [230] HP, higher than the average Jotun, possibly due to consuming human blood.

Blake had never seen the type of swords they were holding; as long as the arm-span of a man, with a complex cross-head and no curvature. They looked much more like fantasy swords than what a Norseman or a Jotun would use.

They had begun to notice Blake, unsheathing their blades and staring him defiantly.

Then, Blake slid the mirror shard back into his pouch and infused [Odr] into both his [Speed Rings]. Racing toward the field, he prepared [Gramr], getting ready to swing and kill.

There was a strange energy field, perhaps what kept the structure hidden in plain sight, and he felt an electric shock that would've probably startled or even wounded a human being.

But not him.

To his surprise, the Jotun not only wore [Speed Rings], but their speed matched Blake's own. Was there more power being derived from Eir's blood? Or were they wearing multiple rings?

One of them prepared his magic sword, swinging at Blake's head. Blake crouched, feeling it pass above him. Then, he thrust [Gramr] into the giant's stomach.

To Blake's surprise, he felt pain shoot across his own abdomen, slicing through the chainmail and cutting into his flesh. He cursed.

[HP - 58]

[HP: 199/258]

The Jotun had a magic ring just like Svafa's.

Blake fell back to the ground, feeling blood seeping from his torso. Well, he'd give him more of his own medicine.

Both Jotun lunged at him. He decided to use the exact same strategy, passing [Odr] into Svafa's ring. One of them went for his head and swung. In an instant, blood exploded in the Jotun's own neck.

Blake quickly drank a mouthful of [Mead of Renewal], while one Jotun covered his wound, and the other looked surprised and ready for more.

[HP: 258]

"So you're a worthless Einherjar thief," snarled the Jotun who hadn't been wounded, his all-too-human eyes blazing in icy fury. "The only way you can match us is with our stolen weapons. You're all the same! From Odin down to the low ones like you. All you do is steal."

"And there's just one more thing I'm gonna steal from you," Blake said, whirling [Gramr]. "Your head's gonna look much better in my sitting room."

Blake rushed forward with the power of both [Speed Rings]. The Jotun remained in a fighting stance, ready for whatever Blake would throw at him.

Blake dashed forward, holding [Gramr] at the ready, pretending to swing. Then, he crouched down and went for a double leg take-down. Just as the Jotun's head clashed against the ground, Blake turned around and pinned the Jotun's sword hand with his knee, grasping the other hand and getting ready to pull out the ring.

But in the meantime, he knew he was vulnerable to jiu-jitsu's greatest weakness. The other Jotun rushed toward him and threw himself on top of him, ready to choke him and reaching for his ring-wielding hand with his other.

Blake turned around, wrapping his legs around the second Jotun's arm and neck, almost like a leg triangle choke, feeling Jotun blood still dripping on his body despite the cloth the Jotun had wrapped around himself. Blake turned around and disengaged, getting away from both enemies. He had to focus on one at a time. How could he pull that off without having the other come to his friend's rescue?

Perhaps...

He tried to send a message through the bond, that he needed them by his side. He could feel Bryn and Alruna. They were still not that close but moving in his direction. He didn't know how much they'd take, but he needed them now.

Now, standing at a safe distance, both Jotnar stood with their weapons forward, waiting to attack. He knew he couldn't be rash and just throw himself at them with the same two-legged take-down, then pin them with complex ground tactics and reach for their hands. But he suspected that their wrestling skills were rudimentary, or at least not as advanced as his.

He first raced toward the space between the two, then drifted toward the wounded one, focusing on his ring. He'd have little time to attempt his new tactic.

He didn't do the double-leg take-down; instead, he raced toward the Jotun's side, reached for his ribs, and got ready for a Judo hip throw, managing to make his opponent trip, then sliding his hand and catching the his fingers. The Jotun closed his fist, simultaneously trying to grab Blake and not fall.

Blake struggled a little, bu managed to pull the ring off his finger.

The Jotun fell to the ground. Blake lifted [Gramr] and cut the Jotun's head clean off.

He turned, facing the other Jotun. The giant's eyes glared poisonously and held a certain wariness, but as any Jotun would, he seemed ready to keep fighting. Now, Blake could not change his strategy. His [Odr] was at [15] again, and he had to keep both [Speed Rings] running.

And Svafa was right. He barely had a few sips of [Mead of Power] in his wineskin. He needed to be extra careful.

The Jotun held a battle-ready stance, hands forward. "I know your [Odr] will run out, Midgardian animal. Then, I shall enjoy ripping each of your limbs."

Blake used [Vali's Leap] to reach the Jotun. His opponent jumped in the opposite direction, rising feet above the ground and landing dozens of feet away.

Frustration leapt through Blake's mind. He jumped again, trying to reach him, but the Jotun had already doubled the distance.

Blake cursed. He leapt twice, thrice, making his enemy race backward, further away through the hills. Blake took another glance at the landscape. It looked vaguely Scandinavian. He'd known it just from postcards, but it looked like Iceland... Yes, the short, yellowish grass, the color of the earth, the Fjords and the small towns in the distance made it clear.

By that time, the Jotun was already out of sight.

Exactly what Blake had planned.

Blake took the time to rush behind a cave, take out his [Odr], and drink a sip.

[Odr: 80]

He was at full force again.

Focusing on both [Speed Rings], he used the flute to find the tune and started chanting the song of transformations.

[-24 Odr]

[Odr: 56]

His body shrunk again, his hands receded, turning into wings. His consciousness shifted from awareness to cold, emotionless concentration. Now, as a black-winged raven, he soared toward the sky at heightened speed. He found that he had access to the rings, making himself even faster than before in that form.

He flew above the hills like a missile. His vision had improved, widening his sight and increasing his precision. He noticed a figure crouching behind a rock, long hair fluttering in the wind and holding a sword at the ready. The Jotun looked upward, casting Blake's raven form a curious glance.

The Jotun realized it too late, as Blake reached for the Jotun's finger with superhuman speed, squeezing around his flesh and tearing off his finger. The Jotun grunted and swung his massive sword, but his speed had been compromised.

In the meantime, Blake could hear the ring tumbling down the cliff, clanking against the rocks.

The Jotun looked down, his plans to recover the ring sinking as it got lost in between the rocks of the mountain.

Then, with the power of his own rings, Blake flew back toward the Jotun, sinking sharp claws into his head. The Jotun raised his sword to cut at Blake's wings, just as Blake, emotionless, sank his beak into the Jotun's eye, crushing his eyeball and extracting whatever was left of it in a puddle of blue blood.

The Jotun's screams echoed across the cliffs.

Blake let go of the spell, quickly regaining his human form and sliding [Gramr] into the Jotun's heart.


Chapter XXX –  Gates of Hel

––––––––

You have leveled up!

Current stats are:

Name: Blake Olson

Class: Einherjar

Level: 25

XP: 1/2500

[HP]: 243/258

[Odr (Mana)]: 32/82

[Strength]: 23

[Agility]: 17

[Intelligence]: 18

[Reaction time]: 18

––––––––

Blake rushed back toward Loki's holdout. It seemed like a regular warehouse, despite being hidden behind magic mists. Approaching it, he noticed an electric glass door and a security identification device on the side.

"To hell with this," he hissed through his teeth, passing energy to [Gramr], its blade turning blue like the flame on a gas stove, then sliding it through the wall. He carved a hole and crawled through it. It... Was a warehouse, a deserted one at that, with no one on the main floor. He rapidly cast a glance at his broken shield. As he passed through, an alarm horn started echoing across the entire building, ringing deep into his ears.

As expected, in the middle of peaceful Iceland, a horde of Jotun started pouring from the staircase.

Blake sighed, spinning [Gramr]. He readied his artifacts and used his now habitual technique, employing the power of his rings and sweeping through the horde with his blade.

But things had changed, his sword wasn't overpowered anymore. His enemies, also holding speed rings, parried and blocked, they even attacked at a speed that almost matched his, and Blake had to dodge and counter with his own techniques. Loki had barely been out for some time and he'd revolutionize Jotnar weapons in weeks, and kept improving exponentially.

Blake dodged a Jotun attack, crouching and sliding his blade across his enemy's chest.

The familiar sound of an automatic gun rang across the room, and with his heightened speed, Blake was able to dodge a volley of bullets, leap to the air and land with his blade through the barrel of the gun, slicing through it as though it were butter.

Two more Jotun reached for him, one trying to stab him in the back, the other swinging at his head.

Blake turned, slipping past one and cocking his head to dodge the other swing, then, he whirled, cutting through the abdomen of one and slicing the arm of the other.

Blood sprayed on his face. But he wasn't done. More than a dozen Jotun swarmed around him like locusts invading a wheat field, and his sword was always ready, carving death and destruction, staining the once pristine floors with thick Jotun blood.

Eir had to be down there. He felt a shift in the bond: hope, mixed with worry.

***

The alarms rang through the entire palace compound, echoing one after another. Eir looked up. Could it be that Blake had reached? She could feel him fighting through the bond, with that cold, deadly concentration he experienced every time he battled.

And then, the door opened again. She tried not to succumb to fear, but the words of what Loki had promised he'd do made her shudder.

"He's here," Loki said, a sickly grin on his face, Hrymr trailing close behind him. Both dressed like mere Midgardians, wearing black suits and ties that couldn't hide their unnatural musculature.

"He's here," Loki continued. "I can finally make your dream come true. It'll happen any minute from now. I'll reunite you again. My Jotnar shall bring his head, and it'll be my gift for you."

She snickered, taking a deep breath before lashing out and speaking boldly.

"You won't scare me anymore with your illusions and your lies. You're a master of lies, Loki. And your lies can't break my knowledge of what I've seen. I've seen you lose, and I've seen my husband triumph by my side."

His eyes, like those of a poisonous snake, drifted toward her. His smirk revealed that her words had no effect on him. Whatever he believed about his fate, he believed it fully.

"Not under my watch," Loki snickered. "Delude yourself with your own poison. You'll be by his side, yes, but in Hel. Isn't it right, Hrymr?"

"Your boy has had a hard time against our mere guards," said Hrymr in his unnaturally deep voice.

"He'll best your warriors!" Eir shouted. "He'll best your champion, the one who brought me here, and he'll best you too."

Hrymr snickered again.

"It is impossible for him to beat the Master of Time."

"If he takes a single step down this staircase," Loki said. "It's your neck that I'll cut, and give your own head as a present."

***

The room was clear. Jotun bodies littered the ground, blue blood soiling the ceramic floors. A main door stood on the side, as well as an elevator. Blake stood up, holding his sword at the ready, when the door itself opened. A massive figure stepped through it, long bronze hair to his chest, a long face and sculpted jawline. A golden collar gleamed around his neck.

Blake recognized Hresvelger.

Blake prepared. His [Odr] was still [69].  

He needed [Gramr], and had no more [Mead of Power] left in his pouch. But he had taken two [Speed Rings]. Could he infuse them all and match the speed of this creature? As far as he knew, Hraesvelgr didn't travel faster than light, instead, he could stop time itself.

"You have come to die," Hraesvelgr's voice was as deep as a gorge.

"I have come to kill you," Blake replied, his eyes like a ravenous wolf. But he... had to be careful. This man could really kill him without breaking a sweat. He prepared [Helm of Awe], drifting his [Odr] into all of his rings and his sword.

Breaking the speed of sound, he propelled forward, preparing [Gramr] and sliding it toward Hraesvelgr's neck. Blake expected his blade to hit, but to his surprise... he felt a shock through his sword. In the blink of an eye, he could see Hraesvelgr's rune-engraved sword clashing against [Gramr], both blades shaking... Both blades... coalescing into one...

And then, [Gramr] shattered like a worthless piece of iron

Blake took a step back, glancing at the now worthless sword in his hand. The flux of [Odr] had stopped, the spell that made it indestructible had been broken.

He looked up and back... toward the direction that pointed at his Valkyries. They were coming, but they were still far away.

He wouldn't give up. This freak had taken his wife. He had humiliated Brynhilde again by besting her. He had murdered human beings Blake had sworn to protect. The least he could do was fight back.

"I must show you first who I am. It is futile to fight," said Hraesvelgr with a cold, emotionless tone that made Blake's blood boil.

He had to control those emotions. He could win, he could beat that monster, he just had to keep calm and stick to the plan.

Blake hadn't even blinked when he felt pain spread into his abdomen. He saw it for less than a fraction of a second. Part of his chainmail had been torn and blood started flowing.

Hraesvelgr had broken through his buffer, taking [100 HP] points. Blake hadn't even seen him at his heightened speed.

[HP: - 123]

[Helm of Awe]: 0

[HP: 220]

"You now know who you're facing," Hraesvelgr said. "If you wish to die quickly, surrender now."

"I know you're a loudmouth and a coward," Blake muttered through his teeth. "Show me your power without that fancy skill of yours, fight me like a man."

Hraesvelgr almost, almost smiled.

"It's funny to see you feign confidence, when what you're doing is begging for a chance at glory. I must tell you, I've been charged to kill you by Hrymr himself. And I shall enjoy it very much. How many of my people have you killed?"

"I don't know, ten thousand, twenty thousand. And I'll kill more if you keep hurting my loved ones."

"Just as I assumed, you prefer to die feigning strength. I respect that, considering that you'll be humiliated."

Now, for the next step of the plan.

He infused [Odr] into his rings and sped out of the compound, breaking through the front window, as fast as a missile, holding his broken sword. Hraesvelgr followed suit, until he disappeared from his view, from behind, Blake could see Hraesvelgr for less than a second, before seemingly dissolving on thin air.

[-120]

Another critical hit.

[HP: 100]

"Ah, as expected, you're a coward," Hraesvelgr scowled. Blake's eyes were dead fixed on his enemy. "Do you see how superior we are to you?"

Blake didn't respond. His heart thumped with the awareness that he was an inch away from dying. He knew he had one chance or he'd be dead. He had calculated the time with [Skald's Voice]. Hraesvelgr's time stopping magic lasted for about five seconds, before fading for an instant, during which Hraesvelgr was visible again. After that, the spell would break, and he had nothing but his [Speed Rings].

Blake raced backward, waiting for the moment where Hraesvelgr became visible again.

He had just one chance.

Blake took a deep breath, once again, infusing his [Rings] and racing through the landscape, looking back to see Hraesvelgr disappear, then reappear just once.

In that moment, Blake activated [Egil's Accuracy]. Time dilated. He knew he had less than a fraction of a second. With an expert hand, he reached for Athanaric's gift, a perfectly thin dagger, barely capable of stabbing through the palm of a hand, and threw it at Hraesvelgr's exposed skin. His heart skipped a bit, he knew the Jotun was still incredibly fast... And if the dagger didn't reach in time...

Blake threw another, and another, and another.

Hraesvelgr swung his arms mid flight to deflect them... His hand swept past one of the knives, touching the hilt and making it veer off course, then, another, then...

Hraesvelgr disappeared from sight.

Blake could've cursed if he had the time. His enemy had made it... He had jumped into his skill without being hurt by his paralyzing knives.

Desperately, Blake felt for the bond. His Valkyries were still minutes away. They wouldn't reach soon enough.

Blake prepared his broken blade, swearing he'd fight for his life, even blindly, against that enemy that could stop time itself.

And then, Hraesvelgr reappeared, this time, in front of Blake, on the ground, arms stretched... then pressing inward, blue eyes turning white, and small tremors crossing across his body.

Blake could see tiny threads of blood on the Jotun's forearms.

It worked.

Blake leaned in front of his enemy, falling down on one knee. "Whatever your source of power was... You really could've bested me. I respect that. But you took my wife and many took human lives. So I'll take your head."

Blake turned Hraesvelgr around, taking the shards of [Gramr] and the giant's brown locks with his other hand, and cutting open his neck. It was a gruesome thing to do, and he stained the pristine, frost sparkled grass.

He quickly checked Hraesvelgr's equipment. He removed the golden collar and placed around his neck, trying to pass [Odr] into it, but to no avail. His sword was similar to [Gramr], but even though he tried to pass [Odr] into it, he couldn't make it slice into the ground. Then, he registered the rest of the body. He noticed a belt... engraved with runes and with the icon of an eagle in its buckle. He exchanged it with his regular leather belt and tried to use [Odr].

It took all of his [Odr]... But... Around him, time seemed to stop. The clouds became strangely still and everything became dead silent.

It felt uncanny, but it worked. It lasted for approximately five seconds, and then, time started flowing as normal.

It was a great tool, but it'd take all of his power. He could probably need it against Loki.

Whatever happened, Blake knew he had to be with Eir as fast as possible. He took the giant's head and rushed back into the compound, pushing his way through the door and up an ample sets of stairs. He could hear people murmur in the rooms below, fear in their voices, as they spoke in a language that Blake could barely comprehend.

Suddenly, the sound of an explosion rocked the building, echoing through the walls. Rocks and concrete collapsed on the floor above, and two figures rushed toward him.

Blake looked back at them.

"Sorry we're late," Brynhilde said. She wore her hair in two battle-braids and riveted chainmail. Mjölnir hung at her belt. Alruna was clinging to Brynhilde's back, with [God-killer] slung across her shoulder and her Gjermundbu style helmet and a quiver full of arrows.

"Glad you're here!" Blake said. "It's time to make them pay."

"Drink some [Mead of Renewal]. Drink it all and replenish your strength. What in the world happened to your sword?" Brynhilde asked, almost shocked at seeing [Gramr] cut in half.

"I guess it became obsolete."

"Then," Alruna removed [God-killer] and passed it to him. "Treasure. It's time for you to do the honors."

***

Eir looked up, eyes wide open, almost ecstatic. She had followed Blake's battle. He had triumphed once again, against an enemy that even Loki had full confidence in.

"What?" Loki said cautiously. "Your husband's dead already and you're ready to meet him?"

Loki stepped toward her.

"Tell me," Loki hissed. "What's so funny?"

Eir couldn't stop her heart from beating that fast.

"He's coming for me, and he's going to beat you!"

Loki's face shifted. For the first time since she'd seen him, he seemed furious. His brow furrowed deeply, his eyes shifting toward the staircase. Voices she recognized echoed louder across the staircase.

"No," Loki said, stepping forward, lifting his wand above her eyes. It morphed, slickly sliding upward and forward and turning into a long sword.

Eir remained hopeful. Not even his blade would kill her hopes. Blake had beaten all odds and was standing a few feet from here. And the prophecies were clear...

Steps echoed on the staircase above him.

Loki's hand on his new blade tightened.

"No!" Loki shouted like a demon, his shrill voice sinking fear into her ears, through her mind, as he quickly thrust his blade into her chest. Pain punctured through her skin, it burned as if it were made of flame. She opened her mouth, trying to breathe, but felt blood spurting into it.

The sword dug deeper, into her heart and through it.

She felt her mind, no, her soul get dragged away from her body. She remained aware of who she was, fearing being severed completely... She was going away, entering the spirit realm.

She was dying, but... She was still alive. She could still live! She could feel her blood calling, possessing an innate will to fix things, to fix her own body, to sew every tissue and every cell together and infuse it with life. There was a thread, a golden thread that kept her connected to her body.

The world around her began to shift. Colors started fading into a strange paleness.

"You're finally here," said a voice she knew and hated. Hel, Loki's daughter, queen of her own realm, spoke in her ear.

Eir gasped.

She couldn't die. No... Blake was waiting for her... She climbed back up, toward the part of herself that still existed on Midgard, that still lingered on one of the nine worlds, ready to heal herself and come back to life.

It was working. She could feel the thread solidify, colors coalescing into her world again.

Until she heard his voice.

She hadn't heard it in a thousand years. But there it was, as clear as when she was a child.

"Eir!" the voice called out, the desperate scream of a long lost brother condemned to die unjustly. A god, tortured for eternity.


Chapter XXXI –  A Gathering Storm

––––––––

You have leveled up!
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What Blake saw once he stepped into Loki’s lair made him fall to his knees in shock. Eir was lying down on a hospital bed, and Loki stood above her, holding a sword drenched in golden blood.

But... no... He could still feel her bond. She was still there. Was it an illusion? It had to be.

The bond was clear, weaker than ever, but still there.

"Allfather in heaven!" Brynhilde hissed, Blake feeling rage pulsating through her.

"You’re late," Loki said with a filthy grin, eyes sparkling. Hrymr stood behind him, hand on his ax, shock showing through his face.

Blake gritted his teeth.

"You can't deceive me!" Blake shouted. "I know she's alive."

Loki bellowed a laugh.

"You’re so deluded you don’t think your girl can die." He pulled the sword from her chest, turned around, golden fluid sparkling the ground next to him.

"She can’t," Brynhilde said through her teeth, eyes bloodshot, holding Mjölnir. "But you will!" she let out a shrill scream, Mjölnir in hand, and sped up toward Loki like a ballistic missile.

As Bryn attacked, he expected Mjölnir to throw Loki toward the wall, but Loki disappeared from view and reappeared right next to Bryn. His magic wand had turned into a curved sword, and he cut right into Brynhilde’s torso, golden blood splashing on the walls.

Alruna was getting an arrow ready... pointing it straight at Loki and losing it.

It flew like a bullet, but mid-flight, it turned around and returned toward her, Blake tried to reach it with his enhanced speed, but it sank right into Alruna’s abdomen and exploded.

Blake gasped.

"We’ll deal with him," Bryn said through her teeth, taking a sip of [Mead of Renewal]. "You get Hrymr!"

Blake nodded, speeding up before Hrymr flew through the staircase.

He was an instant from reaching him, spear forward, at the ready. Then, in the blink of an eye, Loki appeared in front of him. Blake braced, leaning backward, just as he felt a cut through his stomach.

[-134 HP]

[HP: 136]

Blinking once again, he found Loki standing before him. Blake felt [God-killer] shift and begin to move by itself, becoming soft in his hand. His eyes swung toward it, finding a rattlesnake in his hand instead.

He dropped it, but the snake slithered, coiling up, then jumping toward his face. Blake dodged, looking around, but the entire room had faded to black.

Then Brynhilde’s scream echoed next to him.

The room reappeared before his eyes. Loki's illusions were making him dizzy.

"Do you fools honestly believe you can defeat me?" Loki hissed through his teeth.

Blake turned, and to his shock, feeling blood seeping from his abdomen wound. Alruna was also on her knees. A slash had cut through her stomach, and blood poured out wildly.

"No!" Blake shouted, infusing [Odr] into Hraesvelgr’s belt. Once again, time slowed down to a minimum, the room around him became as still as a painting, Brynhilde shouting and charging, Mjölnir in her hand, a current of electrical energy freezing in time, Alruna pressing a hand to her wounds, like the statue of a wounded goddess.

"Don’t make me laugh," said a voice that sent a chill down his spine. Blake turned around in shock, seeing Loki advance toward him, unaffected by Hraesvelgr's magic.

***

Baldur's voice echoed around her and her heart stirred in both worry and joy.

"I’m coming, my brother," she cried to the four winds, her eyes gazing over a vast white sea that churned softly. The water seemed like a transparent cloth, with tiny seeds encapsulated in liquid. Everything around her was as pale as a moon through the mist: gray sky, a pale ocean, and on the other side, what seemed like a vast field of overgrown gray grass.

Sometimes, that ocean called to her with an uncanny magnetism.

Then, Baldur's voice echoed clearly. "Eir, go back! Get out of here now!"

Then she remembered what was at stake.

Her husband had come to rescue her. She had to go back up. She had to go back to life. She looked upward. Instead of the sun, there was... something, a black... light, an anti-sun that swallowed all other light within it. She had to go back there. The urgency in Baldur’s voice was clear.

She looked around. Where was his brother? Part of her wanted to stay, at least to see him and hold him for the last time. Concern washed over her soul. What if he was actually being tortured?

But awareness that linked her to Midgard was fading with every passing second. If she didn’t return, she’d die and be trapped in that realm forever.

"Eir," said Baldur, and she turned around, her heart skipping a beat when she saw his face: eyes as blue as sapphire, a face as white as marble, and hair like snow.

"Baldur," she said, tears stinging the corners of her eyes. "Brother!" She jumped into his arms.

"Eir, we have to get out of here!" he answered, gently pushing her back. "I need you to take me out! With your power and mine, we can achieve it. Let's do it quickly, before she finds us!"

"Brother," Eir said, tears now pouring down her face like a waterfall. It felt like hope coming back to the entire universe. She nodded, reaching for his hand, visualizing herself flying toward that black light.

Was he even real? That world seemed like a lucid dream. After all, she was flying just by visualizing it. But... No, it was different. too real and to foreign for her. Something lingered in that place, a vast loneliness that she couldn't describe.

And then she heard another voice, one from her nightmares, a childish, female voice that made the hair on her arms stand on end.

"It’s peaceful in here, isn’t it?" Hel said right into her ears.

The sea churned, raising up toward her. A shock of discomfort echoed in her as the heavens above took shape, coalescing into a single figure with long dark hair, wide hips wrapped in black linen.

She stood in front of Eir, in the flesh, pale skin and red pupils, stretching forth her hands. Eir noticed a red jewel burning in her chest, like fiery embers in the dark of night.

"Welcome! Finally!" Hel said, grabbing Eir's hands. "Now you can stay and help me make this a better place!"

"Let me go," Eir replied, pulling her hands free. Baldur stood behind her. Suddenly, ground appeared beneath their feet and Baldur stepped between Hel and Eir.

"My prince," Hel addressed Baldur. "Don’t do this to me! Tell her the truth. Tell her that all of world will come here and they will be at peace. Show her how peaceful it can be! Show her how beautiful it'll be when every soul unites! When all our memories unite!"

"Hel," Baldur said to her. "Let us go. I’ve been here for too long. Don't you remember the prophecies? You agreed I'd have to leave for Ragnarok."

"No! Don’t leave me!" Hel shouted, suddenly exploding in anger. "My father gave you to me, to rule this world. Understand, once and for all, my love, that you are here to become part of me. We are all supposed to be together!"

"I'm not your love, Hel. Now I warn you, we’re leaving. We’ll leave this realm to you. Don't try to stop us anymore. We don't want to hurt you."

He grabbed Eir’s hand, nodding and flying upward.

"What’s this place?" Eir asked, flying higher and looking down at the sea. More than a sea, it looked like those cells the scientists described to her. Each had some kind of a core and a membrane that separated them from each other. "I mean, I know it's Hel, but..."

"That's the sea of souls," Baldur explained. "Every spirit who has died and not resurrected is part of it. You see those membranes? They're there holding each soul together, dividing them from others."

"So... they're just... there? Doing nothing?"

"Yes, they're waiting. See the sea over there? Those are their memories. They're kept apart, so that if they reincarnate, they can be someone else. And if they resurrect, their memories will be joined together."

"Reincarnate?"

"In a way," Baldur replied. "There are ways... There are magics that help souls be freed from the sea, return and take bodies again. When warriors die, you took their souls before they came here, you repaired their bodies, perfected them, and bound them together... Maybe it’s too late for these. Odin never told me what he wanted to do. He could go either way, either resurrect everyone after Ragnarok ends, or start a new world with these souls, with no memories. I am here with my spiritual body, because of the powers Odin gave me. I am tied to the pattern of the Norns anyway, like no other being."

But that talk about reincarnation had made her suspicious.

"So... Baldur. Do gods reincarnate? Has any of the gods died and been born again?"

Baldur's eyes swung toward her and he nodded.

"Blake," Eir said. She had suspected it. Some of her visions showed Blake carrying Thor's banner.

Her brother nodded. He revealed the content of his other hand. Eir noticed a white blade of grass.

"These are Thor’s memories. It’s for your husband."

"You know all about Blake?"

Baldur smiled reverently.

"There are some developments that I followed closely, going through the memories of those who died. The Protector was brought back with those rituals, and it's my intention to help him during Ragnarok."

Eir nodded. "Great! Let's go back and help him fight Loki!"

But then, Hel's voice echoed right in their ears.

"Don’t you hear them?" She hissed. "Don’t you hear them call? They just are, without pain, without sorrow, without joy. But soon, we will share it all, you and Baldur can change it. You can make us all become the sea, merge every soul together, merge every memory together.  Then we will all be together and we will never be lonely again!"

"Let's go!" Baldur said to Eir, pivoting harder and accelerating.

Hel's voice seemed all encompassing, coming from everywhere at once. "Stay, join me! Please. Don't go back there just to die again! Let's all become one!"

"You’re crazy. Baldur, come on, we must go," Eir hissed.

Then, Hel appeared in front of them again. Her eyes immediately shifted, turning into burning flames that emerged from her eye sockets.

"No! You came all the way here! Help me! Odin gave you the power to change things, to heal... If not! You're really gonna regret it."

"I don’t know what you’re talking about," Eir hissed. "And I have things to do!"

Baldur held Eir's hand and rushed upward. "Hel, my time has come. This is my duty."

"But all the time we spent, Baldur," Hel said. "Talking about humanity, dreaming what they dreamed...!"

"I have always made it clear that I don’t agree with you. I’ve tried to change the way you see things." He looked at Eir. "Eir, we can't let her touch us when we cross the realm. I need your power to create, and I can manipulate the building blocks of reality. If we flee, with your power and mine, I can take form again. Fly with me, and don't let Hel get into your mind!"

"Perfect!"

She nodded, then felt for the fading connection that linked her to Midgard.

She flew upward, faster than before, ascending toward the black light that engulfed everything.

They pushed off Loki's daughter, and Eir managed to wrestle her and throw her to the side. Hel fell down before making solid ground appear beneath her feet.

"I think we passed her!" Eir said.

But then, Eir heard her voice inside her mind.

"You have chosen your fate," Hel snarled.

Eir looked downward.

The thread was growing stronger. Colors started emerging back into view. The gray world around her had started coalescing into reality.

"Goodbye, Hel!" Baldur said.

And then, Eir felt a hand grasping her ankle. She looked down, noticing Hel’s eerie figure, her red eyes and her maddened smile.

"No!" Baldur said, reaching down to kick her hand away. "Hel, don’t do this to us. You don't want to! Remember? You made a promise to Odin."

"I’ll come with you and you won’t stop me!" she replied with a laugh.

"Get out of here, Hel," Baldur said. "For your friendship with me, you can’t do that!"

The glow in her chest seemed to grow even bolder.

"You chose it by abandoning me!" Hel hissed. "Then, it is fate that you, my darling, my sweet sister-in-law, will be the one who will fill my kingdom."

"Never!" Baldur shouted. He threw himself down, holding on to Hel and pulling her hand from Eir, both dropping into the abyss.

"Baldur!" Eir shouted, reaching for him.

"You cannot let her into our world!" Baldur shouted. Hel’s arms started multiplying, like a spider, holding on to him while one of her hands flew toward Eir. Baldur wrestled each of her arms away and leapt upward, trying to reach Eir.

"But I need you!" Eir said, expanding her mind and grabbing Baldur again, reaching up, while he fought to keep her away.

Baldur turned around and kicked Hel in the belly. She fell to her knees, and tears started forming in her fiery eyes.

"My love! Why do you do this to me!" Hel screamed in utter agony. "You leave me no choice! I'm gonna do it!"

"I’m not your love!" Baldur shouted, finally free of her. Eir reached for his hand and pulled him back up. The prophecy had to be fulfilled. She'd be back with Blake and her brother would be back with their family.

"I’m almost reaching!" Eir said, feeling her connection to Midgard become stronger, like the moments between sleep and wakefulness.

"Watch her!" Baldur said. "Don’t let her come to Midgard. If she pierces the realms, it’ll be too late..."

"Why?" Eir asked.

"She carries a doorway in her chest."

"Huh?"

Eir felt the reality of Midgard coalesce in front of her.

"If I see her, I’ll push her away," Eir said gently.

And then, Eir felt Hel’s cold breath behind her ear.

"I’m here."

Eir opened her eyes slowly, facing a bright overhead light and the sound of battle.


Chapter XXXII –  Final Battle

––––––––

"You fools thought you could defeat the Lord of Chaos!" Loki's voice echoed across the room, long slick hair covering one of his eyes, the other glowing with green light. Blake leaned over his own wounds, blood spurting from his stomach.

It was useless to try, even the power of Hraesvelgr's belt was useless against him. Blake's hand trembled as he reached for a vial of [Mead of Renewal], but it exploded in his hand before he could even uncap it.

"Freya thinks she has power," Loki shouted. "She thinks herself the goddess of [Galdr]. But I am [Galdr]! I have greater power than she ever will! I have mastered its magic with thoughts and not with song."

By his side, Brynhilde and Alruna struggled to their feet. Alruna had drawn her sword, and Brynhilde waited with Mjölnir in hand.

Blake grasped [God-killer]. What could he do? Loki's [HP] was monstrous. A staggering [2000], greater than any Aesir he'd seen, except for Odin.

Brynhilde charged. She pivoted mid air. Loki disappeared and coalesced behind her, reaching out to stab her with his sword. She dodged rapidly and tried to smash his head with Mjölnir, but he was already on the opposite side. What kind of [Galdr] allowed him to disappear and re-appear at will?

And that stupid belt didn't even work when he needed it to.

Thinking fast, Blake crouched, sliding a poisoned dagger out of its holster, using [Egil's Accuracy] and throwing it at Loki. To his shock, the blade disappeared, and, as though he had thrown it at himself, it reappeared behind him, flying toward his own back.

Blake barely managed to dodge.

Behind him, Alruna swung her sword at Loki from behind, but he disappeared altogether and reappeared behind Alruna, this time, driving his blade through her back before she could even turn.

Blake screamed, drifting toward him as fast as lightning, pivoting and attacking with [God-killer].

To his shock, Loki appeared in front of him, grabbing the handle of the spear and effortlessly taking it away from Blake. It seemed to slip from his hands as Blake tried to grasp it tighter.

"This," Loki's voice reeled with poison. "You do not deserve this."

Holding it in two hands, Loki snapped [God-killer] in two.

Brynhilde then struck him in the back, Loki grunted, a powerful shock of energy rocking his core. Blake could hear Loki's bones cracking under Mjölnir's power.

It barely made a dent on his [HP]. It was now at [1782/2000]. Could he even withstand Mjölnir's power?

Then, Alruna took a chance to swing toward his head, but Loki got ready again, crouched and stretched his hand, sending a blur of lightning toward Alruna and throwing her to the wall.

Her body crashed against it, she gasped, then fell to her knees, her [HP] reaching its lower limits.

Blake had to fight. He had to protect them, but charging mindlessly against a god would do no good.

And then, Brynhilde feinted, attempting a sideways attack, then drifting to the opposite side to attack from Loki's flank.

But this time, Loki had another trick under his sleeve: deflection. As soon as Bryn's hammer struck, her own body was thrown to the side, as if she crashed against a train, flying toward the wall. The rings on her chainmail hand been crushed, along with the sound of broken bones, Mjölnir crashing against the floor and making a dent in the concrete.

"No!" Blake shouted, attempting Brynhilde's combat technique, knowing full well how pointless it would be.

He reached, attempting a feint and a sword thrust, but suddenly found himself transported into a dark forest, and Loki's figure turned into that of Brynhilde. He felt the urge to stop his attack. Brynhilde, was in front of him, wounded and broken, eyes open in a pitiful glare that Blake would've never seen in her actual face.

He stepped back, trying to think of a solution.

And his [Odr] was just [13].

Then, he felt a hand grasp his neck and throw him violently toward the wall. He tried to use his [Deflection] ring, but his body crashed before he could.

He collapsed on his knees, deep pain pushing into his mind and body...

[-45 HP]

[HP: 91]

And Eir's bond was becoming weaker with every passing second.

Loki appeared in front of him, holding that magic sword, and attempting to thrust it into Blake's heart. He tried to dodge, but Loki had already appeared behind him, sliding the blade into his back. Blake let out a pained scream, just as the Loki's blade emerged from around his liver and he collapsed to his knees.

[-83 HP]

[HP: 8]

All of his lovers were wounded. What could he do, attempt a transformation? He reached for his pocket, grasping a shard of his shield, and crawled forward, every muscle of his body aching, feeling warm blood spurting out incessantly. He had no weapons left, unless...

Mjölnir was in front of him, digging into the ground with its massive weight. Thoughts crossed his mind, regarding what he had read in Friedrich's diaries, regarding a truth that he didn't want to accept. That strange idea that could change his whole identity.

It was ridiculous. No one could lift the thing but Brynhilde and a few of the strongest Aesir.

But if what Friedrich's diaries implied was true...

No. It was just weird.

Loki snickered as Blake's hand circled around the hammer.

And then, Blake felt a connection, something in the depths of his soul, something that reacted with him. He felt a bond, like a [Blessing] that linked him and the hammer, as if it had a mind of its own, as if it had opened its eyes after a long night's sleep, like a puppy after its master returned home.

The hammer was his.

Blake felt something in him change, as if a buildup of energy was coalescing inside him.

[STRENGTH: + 100]

"What?" Loki asked, watching him lift the hammer, static curling around it. "Impossible. This means you..."

Blake lifted the hammer, as if it were just another part of himself, feeling it multiply his power, his speed, his energy. He fond that leaning his thoughts into a spot of the hammer made him soar over the ground. He visualized himself flying higher, and he raised into the air like a drone.

"Well, this explains things," Loki said. "A fool you were, and a fool you always will be."

Blake sped up toward Loki, but the Lord of Chaos faded from view, appearing behind, multiplying into ten different versions of Blake, Alruna and Eir.

He glanced at his mirror shard, discerning the real Loki and swinging at high speed. The god shifted faster than a hummingbird. Blake sighed in frustration as the hammer passed inches away from Loki's chest.

Loki reappeared in front of him. Blake caught sight of him and dodged rapidly.

"Huh?" Loki said, turning around.

Alruna was standing, a hand pressed against her wounds, when she approached Loki from behind and stabbed him with Blake's poisoned dagger.

"Poison?" Loki shouted. "I am the Master of Poisons! I have become immune to..."

In that moment, summoning every bit of speed he could, Blake swung Mjölnir with his right and slammed it against Loki's jaw. The sound of cracking bones echoed as Loki was thrown to the other side of the room, his back crashing against the wall and leaving a dent in the concrete.

"You!" Loki said, almost unintelligibly, crawling to his feet, his jaw pulled out of the socket, bathed in blue blood.

Blake held on to the hammer, Alruna and Bryn standing by his side.

Until an electrical sound rang on the other side of the room and Eir raised up from the hospital bed, with a gasp.

"Impossible!" Loki shouted, just as a black light started burning in Eir's chest. Blake's relief turned to wonder as another light started coalescing out of Eir, it seemed vaguely like the outline of a person or two, struggling, pushing each other away. Soon, they coalesced, a muscular naked man, white hair, pushing a woman in a black robe, eyes burning red, long black hair down to her hips.

"Ah," he mumbled through his broken jaw. "You're here."

The man was trying to push the woman back toward Eir.

"It's over, Baldur!" Eir shouted. "The gate is closed!"

"You can't be here!" Baldur shouted at the woman in black, but she stood straight, stepping away from him, looking at her hands and nails, stretching them, as if she was surprised at having a body of flesh and bone.

"Thank you..." the strange woman said to Eir. Her voice was childish and screechy.

Loki crawled toward her. "Welcome back, Hel! I wish you didn't have to see me like this."

"I've made it father... I'm out of my prison," she said, reaching Loki and pulling him to his feet.

"You..." Loki hissed.

"Don't worry, father," Hel said, pointing at her chest. Something glowed in the middle of it, a strange amber light that glowed with its own light.

"Kill her!" Baldur said to Brynhilde.

"Do it!" Loki ordered, but not to Baldur. He was talking to the woman. "They deserve this! They deserve it all!"

Hel looked at Blake, then at the rest of the group. "Very well. Hi friends. I have a doorway in my heart. Your father, Odin, told me to keep it. But now, I'll let it all out. You'll come to my kingdom soon. I'll welcome you all, and we can all be together!"

The white haired man lunged at her. Loki's glance turned toward him for an instant, and for the first time, Blake saw fear in Loki's eyes.

And then, Loki grasped the woman's hand and they both disappeared. The only thing that remained was the amber color light that had covered the woman's chest, but Blake didn't care, he pushed his way, dropping his hammer and reaching Eir.

"My love," she jumped to her feet and wrapped her arms around him. "I knew you'd come!"

Blake leaned in and kissed her gently.

"I've been dying to find you again!" he said, covering his wound with his hand. "I'm glad you're safe! I'll never let them hurt you again, I swear."

"Blake," she looked up. It felt amazing just to stare at those gray eyes again. Blake made sure to hold her tighter than ever.

"Wait," he said. "I've got to find Hrymr!"

"Go!" Eir said into his ear.

Blake quickly sipped his last [Mead of Renewal].

Reaching out his hand, Mjölnir dashed toward his palm. He used it to raise about the sky and crossed through the path Brynhilde had carved into the wall.

But from behind, he could hear Brynhilde talking to Baldur.

"It's... Not a good time, I guess, brother. Is this what I really think it is?"

"I'm afraid so..." Baldur said in the distance.

Blake raised into the air, sipping the last drops of [Mead of Power] from the wineskin, surveying the land around him. He wouldn't let Hrymr escape once again. He had to finish him, for Brynhilde's sake and for himself.

Where could that freak be hiding?

He remembered the superior vision of a raven, and invoked his transformation. All his weapons and forms faded inward as he glided across the sky at high speed...

There he was, flying like an arrow, almost away from the island, watching the dark northern seas.

Blake's avian form sped through the black clouds, approaching the giant more and more. He used Hraesvelgr's belt once, then once again to close the distance. When he was close enough, he let go of his transformation, appearing before the giant.

Hrymr gritted his teeth, preparing his sword and leaping toward Blake at high speed.

Blake dodged, slipping from the giant's swing, then avoiding another, and using a last once of [Odr] to use his [Speed Rings] to the maximum. Once he was close enough, he swung Mjölnir downward. Hrymr raised his sword to block but it crashed under the hammer's weight. His eyes bulged in shock right before the hammer struck his head, denting it like a cracked coconut.

Then, Blake slung Mjölnir back through his girdle, taking out the last dagger, while the stunned Hrymr writhed to get out of his grasp, Blake sunk his dagger into the giant's chest. His muscles spasmed just once, as his body had now become paralyzed. This man, this creature had caused so much suffering to Brynhilde. He had sown humiliation into the depths of her mind, that left her with nightmares and feelings of shame. Blake had felt it too. And now, Blake looked at him, completely helpless, wishing that he could cause just as much fear.

"You deserve much worse," Blake said, letting the giant drop over the fields.

Hrymr's body collapsed into the snow. Blake dived like a seagull, stepping toward him as Hrymr stared in shock.

Blake opened Hrymr's shirt. He didn't quite get used to the Jotun looking completely human.

The giant's eyes remained wide open as Blake's blade carved deep into his flesh, blue fluid spurting out of his skin as Blake finished carving a ᛒ rune across his chest. Hrymr panted, in humiliation and fear, his eyes twitching rapidly.

"You would be able to move in approximately two minutes," Blake said. "Have you heard of something called blood eagle?"

Blake could see tears forming in Hrymr's eyes. If he could speak, he'd practically be begging.

"I thought so. Well, you deserve much more than this for all the millions you've killed."

Blake leaned forward, grasping his knife tightly. "But I am no torturer."

He reached for Hrymr's neck and beheaded him with a quick motion, then slid his hand through Hrymr's hair, lifted his severed head and left the body in the snow.

This was the end of Hrymr, tyrant of mankind, and master of Jotunheim.

Down below, miles away, Blake could feel the bond of his lovers quiver in preparation for battle. Something was terribly wrong. He left Hrymr's body in the snow and flew back toward the compound, lifting Mjölnir and letting it guide him.

When he came back, he found his lovers and their brother Baldur standing in front of the red glare that Hel had left in the room.

Blake descended, Hrymr's head hanging from his hand.

Brynhilde's eyes drifted toward him. He saw her, already healed after drinking [Mead of Renewal]. Baldur had drawn a blanket over his own shoulders.

"Blake..." Bryn said, staring at Mjölnir. "How..."

"You didn't know?" Eir asked.

"You guys don't tell me anything!" Bryn shouted, her face red. "You even asked me about the hammer!"

"What are you talking about?"

"You're Thor! You've been Thor all along! And you didn't say anything."

"I'm not... Thor. I mean, I wasn't sure. Friedrich had something to say."

But Bryn's face had turned pale. "Why didn't you all tell me about this?"

Baldur calmly addressed her. "He's not our brother in the sense you and I are," Baldur said. "Souls are all children of Odin, but a soul is nothing but his awareness and some general traits. His blood and his ancestry are something else."

"Alright," Bryn replied with a shrug. "Just wanted to know."

"Baldur." Blake said, bowing slightly and stretching his hand. "I'm Blake, married to Eir and Alruna. It's an honor to meet you. I've read much about you and I know Eir appreciated you a lot."

Baldur had a charming smile, and his firm handshake was not something he'd expect from a Norseman, especially one who'd been away from both Asgard and Midgard for thousands of years.

"Blake, it's a pleasure meeting you. I've been looking forward to it."

Blake couldn't help raising an eyebrow.

"I had an eternity to follow things that happened in Midgard, through the eyes of the dead, and since your soul got repurposed on earth, I figured I'd follow you and your people. I'm grateful for what you've done and I'm glad you're here with us. Believe me, you and I will have to work together from now on."

"I've brought your memories," Eir said, presenting him with a white object, thin and fragile like a dry blade of grass.

"Memories?" Blake asked, blinking in surprise.

"From Thor's life," she explained.

Blake hesitated, casting a glance at the others. "Eir... Thank you, but but I don't want to have those memories."

"Blake,  It could be useful. You could awaken powers you didn't know you had! You could have a better understanding of your weapons."

"It is tempting, and I'm sure it's useful. I don't think it's a good idea, at least not for now. Just the thought of being someone else is just baffling. It's... Hard to come to terms with it, to be honest. And now there are other things to talk about, such as... Why were you all worried?" Blake asked, looking at the amber light in the middle of the room.

"This is Muspelheim," Baldur said. "Hel carried it in her chest. She had the only entrance to Muspelheim, given to her by Odin for safekeeping."

"And I brought her back," Eir said, her face paler than ever, shock ringing through her voice.

"You know what Muspelheim means, don't you Blake?" asked Baldur.

"Wreckage? Destruction?"

"It's the opposite of our world. If there is life here, there, it's the opposite of life."

"This shouldn't have happened, Blake," Brynhilde said. "We must find a way to seal it."

There was a faint noise that seemed to emerge from the light.

"As long as whoever is behind doesn't find the tension point," Baldur said. "We shouldn't have a problem."

Something was coming out of the light. In the back of Blake's mind, it sounded like a shrill scream, not of pain or agony, but of anger. If Blake could describe it, it sounded like hell itself.

And it was growing louder.

The room became tense.

Suddenly, the amber light in the middle of the room started expanding like fire on a sheet of paper.


Chapter XXXIII –  Realm of Flame

––––––––

Baldur cleared his throat. "This might require our attention, lads."

"Baldur, are you sure you can't close it?" Brynhilde asked. Blake stared back at the group, still keeping Eir in his arms.

Baldur shut his eyes, apparently summoning his powers. His white hair started fluttering as if wind was coming from beneath him. Then, the ceramic floor morphed; part of it seemed to melt like clay and slid upward, expanding from below.

"I still have my powers of altering the pattern," Baldur said. "But..."

Baldur formed a tree made of concrete that extended up to the light, swallowing it entirely.

"So..." Blake scratched his head. "Muspelheim is like this dimension of darkness and destruction that's home to the most hideous beings, right?"

"Basically," Baldur said. "Odin himself charged Hel with guarding the entrance. It's been a few hundred years since she's been wearing it around her chest."

"Why would he give her that responsibility?"

"Well, she took it upon herself, years ago. She didn't mind being left alone in Hel... Now, I guess being so alone got to her."

"No wonder," Blake said. "It honestly sounds like quite a place to be alone."

Baldur had built a pillar around the light. It had been completely covered and it seemed like just another amorphous structure. But the strange eerie noise kept ringing in Blake's ears.

Then, suddenly, the light expanded again.

"What's that sound?" Alruna said.

Baldur's eyes were sharp, stepping back as the inside of the pillar started melting, turning orange as if there was a furnace inside it. The noises started growing louder, like shill screams inside the pillar. The air around it warped, like the air around a plane's engine. Heat started expanding, like a furnace.

Alruna unsheathed her sword.

Blake stared at his own hand as he held Mjölnir. His eyes swung toward Bryn.

"Keep it," Bryn said. "I have my own powers. And you'll need it to make you stronger."

Baldur stretched his arm. A light coalesced in his hand, extending and forming a long sword.

The noises grew louder, like the pains of hell itself.

"Father!" Baldur's voice echoed louder than what nature would allow, his eyes raised up to the sky. "A door has been opened into Muspelheim. We'll need men to fight!"

Then, something emerged, amber, red and black, the color of lava.. A growl started buzzing from a point in space.

A rock coalesced in the middle of the pillar, growing bigger, then, fiery stone, almost like a head, like a golem with burning flame instead of eyes rearing its massive head, opening a deformed mouth. An uncanny feeling gripped Blake as the monster appeared.

Brynhilde stepped forward, stretching her hand, exploding the giant head into flaming, half melted pebbles.

That's when the nightmare started. The stones started vibrating, like dust on a trampoline, before merging into each other and stretching out, creating a hull, a man shaped hull of rock and magma, warping the air. It stepped, faster than Blake could've imagined, reaching toward Eir.

Mjölnir reacted, almost like a mind of its own. Blake swung it against the monster, breaking it like a sledgehammer would break clay.

"That is never a good idea," Baldur said, as another, full bodied lava monster emerged from the cracked volcanic rock, then another, then another. One of them accosted Alruna, and she cut off its head with one swing. Suddenly, the fallen head moved with a life of its own, jumping at her and searing into her clothes, melting the chainmail as Alruna screamed and pushed it away with her blade.

"What the hell?" Blake shouted, as two rock monsters were now charging toward him. He crouched, then smote their bodies with Mjölnir, cracking them into pebbles, then hammering them over and over again. In the back of his mind, he knew it was probably useless.

Baldur tried to change the ground again. More monsters started forming out of the stones. Stones gathered together on their own, forming a monster the size of three men, with four arms and a mace of flaming rock, eyes burning like hot furnaces.

"I really messed up," Eir said through her teeth.

The new monster screamed, a horrible noise escaping his mouth as he swung a massive fist at Eir. She ducked. Blake rushed forward, swinging his hammer, but to his surprise, it dodged as fast as an expert warrior.

Was that thing even learning his moves? Blake attacked again, and the creature slipped like a boxer.

Blake grunted in anger.

He then used his [Speed Ring], floating with Mjölnir and diving toward the monster's chest. This time, he managed to crack him from inside.

"These things are becoming smarter and faster!" Brynhilde said. "Baldur, is there something we can do that actually works?"

Baldur stretched his arms. The ground started to vibrate beneath him. The floor started cracking, and Blake heard a noise like a stream flowing beneath them.

A great chunk of the ground exploded upward and water started pouring from beneath, flooding the ground, the monster's flames shutting out as smoke and vapor sprang to life in front of them.

"Sister!" Baldur shouted at Brynhilde. She nodded, fierce determination in her eyes.

Suddenly, Blake felt Baldur's hand posing on his shoulder.

"Take your wives," Baldur told him.

Eir and Alruna clung to him, his hammer lifted to the sky. He visualized their escape, pointing part of his energy at Mjölnir, and they started ascending.

"Let's get out of here at once!" Brynhilde said, also floating toward the opening. She lifted her hand and the roof exploded as if a pound of dynamite had been lodged in the ceiling. They flew past, a lava monster leaping and trying to catch them mid-air. Once they were above, snow pouring over their heads and bodies, Brynhilde looked downward and raised both hands, energy coalescing and fading around her. She let out a grunt and used her power to collapse the entire compound on itself.

Then, Baldur raised a hand, making the ground tremble and turn on itself, shielding the former compound, as if a mountain had sprung to life before their eyes.

"They'll never stop, you know?" Baldur said. "But father's men will be here soon. I hope he's got a good containment plan for this place, so that we may delay its growth."

***

"Bryn," Blake aid softly, staring into her eyes, the only blue in that desolate landscape, wind making her hair flutter wildly, as the rest of the group rested down the slope.

Bryn looked down. The bond revealed a strange aversion in her mind. Why was she feeling like that? He had done what she asked. He had brought Hrymr's body. He had fought mighty monsters. Was it because of the hammer? He'd give it up if she wanted him to. Was it because of the identity of his soul, of who he'd been before being born in Midgard?

She lifted eyes that seemed to question every word he said. And then she spoke.

"Do you love me, Blake?"

Blake stepped forward, grabbed her by the hips and looked her in the eyes. She let out a slight gasp. Brynhilde, of all people.

"Look at me, Bryn," he said. "Look me in the eyes and dare suggest that I don't love you."

Brynhilde's lips curled into a smile. There it was again, playing with his mind to elicit a reaction.

Not that he complained.

He pulled her even closer, and she leaned her head back, shutting her eyes, her spine curving downward, as if she were melting in his hands.

"I'm crazy for you!" Blake said.

That was what she wanted. Blake leaned in, craving her again, leaning into her neck as she curled sensually, his hand grabbing her firmly as he kissed her neck over and over. She lifted her face, supple mouth slightly open, blue eyes dilated and fixed on him.

"How much do you want me?" she whispered, warm breath caressing his ear.

"I'm hungry for you," Blake hissed in her ear, pressing her firmly. "I'd give everything."

"How much do you love me, Blake?"

"I'm gonna give you all that I can. Forever. I want you forever," he said. "If I live a thousand times, if I have to reincarnate, whatever it takes. But I swear I'll have you."

She sighed softly, leaned forward, hands on Blake's chest, snow covering her fiery hair like frosted sugar. She smiled once again. She had needed that, his validation, his desire. She was the most amazing woman in the world, but she'd need much more of that in the years to come. And Blake was there to give it to her and more.

"I must say it, Blake. Thank you for clearing my honor. I am free from the sting of my shame. May Odin's ravens carry his body to Jotunheim and hang it from their highest pyramid."

"I'm glad," Blake replied, feeling her hips, then leaning in for a soft kiss that she accepted gladly. "So? Is it official? Are you gonna marry me?"

"Hell yes! But I deserve the wedding of the century. And keep that hammer. It's always been waiting for you."


Chapter XXXIV –  Legacy of Iron

––––––––

For six months, the forces of Asgard fought to keep Muspelheim under control. The greatest warriors of Valhalla, gods, sorceresses, and resurrected men wielded their weapons of power against the Children of Flame.

Man-made weapons including explosives, guns, and atomic power were deployed against them. But the march of evil kept expanding, and after much combat, the realm of destruction had prevailed, covering what had once been called Iceland.

And it would spread like a disease.

Crops failed, and ecosystems collapsed due to dropping temperatures. On the other hand, Baldur's arrival was a blessing. He walked the earth, performing magic and miraculous healings. Through him, food became more accessible for humanity during this desperate time.

Under Loki's command, the Jotun hordes now offered security and sustenance to humans, while also devouring them like cattle. Humans survived, despite living in cruel hellholes of pain, where they were forced into building massive complexes and serving in Loki's brutal mines.

The war between the Jotun and Odin's forces raged on. Blake led the re-conquest of L.A., raiding Jotun complexes and caves, freeing half of Loki's dwarfs, unifying the West Coast, and creating a protected state for dwarfs in Niflheim. For human beings, life remained as hard as ever, with temperatures dropping to extremes previously only experienced in the far North. Nevertheless, Blake strove to keep his people safe and, most importantly, free.

Ragnarok had only just begun.

But even in times of war, one has to keep his loved ones close.

Blake awoke, his head resting on a feather pillow. His new, longer beard made him itchy, and his hair was growing long and unruly. Brynhilde awoke by his side, white sheets over her naked body.

"Aha," she said, wiping the sleep from her eyes. "Morning, Blake."

"Morning, Bryn. Where's my good morning kiss?"

She grinned again, leaning in over his chest. Why did she look so gorgeous right after waking up? Her fiery hair was a bit messy, but it made her somehow cuter, and her sky-blue eyes were fixed on his own.

"What's the magic word?" she whispered into his ear.

Blake leaned back, placed both his arms underneath his head.

"Who was begging me last night?"

"You want it," Bryn said. "I know it."

Blake grabbed her waist and leaned in, an inch away from her lips, then leaned back.

"Got things to do today, my lovely wife, don't we?" he said, turning around and moving toward the edge of the bed.

She huffed slightly. Instead of letting him sit, she pushed his shoulders back into the bed and got on top of him, completely naked, her firm and ample chest in full display, her body perfectly tanned, rock hard abs, and wide, muscular thighs that clinched his body.

"No, no, no, no," she said. "It's my turn today, and you've got to show some appreciation."

"Right, you can feel the appreciation forming beneath you."

"You see how helpless you are? No matter how much you try to play hard to get, you're in my grasp."

"Alright," Blake said, pulling his arms from beneath his pillow and stretching them.

She reached for his wrists and pressed them down, leaning forward. Why did she always smell so great? And Blake had quite a view. Gods, why was she so perfect?

"See?" Brynhilde said with mischievous grin. "Now you're completely powerless."

"Alright, I give up," Blake said. "Give me my kiss."

She leaned forward, her supple hips curving perfectly. Those were thighs to die for, her quad muscles outlined clearly.

"Uh, uh," she leaned back, her eyes narrowing slightly. "Magic words?"

Then, Blake gently slipped away from her grasp, secured her forearm, bridged his hip, and flipped her over.

"Ah," Blake said, on top of her again. She immediately wrapped her legs around his torso.

"This is how you like it," Blake said. "Don't pretend you're not melting inside, I can feel it."

Blake slid his knee softly over her thigh, ending up mounted on her, pressing her wrists gently against the mattress, reaching in and stealing a kiss.

She smiled. Now he had another fantastic view.

"Now don't be stingy," she said, lifting herself up, slipping from his grasp, pushing him back, and kissing him passionately. Blake shut his eyes, enjoying the taste of her lips, his hand slid over her thighs, pulling her hips closer to him. Now, she was straddling him, feeling all of her skin in close proximity. The kiss grew bolder, their tongues meeting again as she inched ever closer to him.

***

A massive picture frame hung close to the mirror, a copy of the one in their living room, showing Brynhilde in her wedding gown and Blake dressed in a red tuxedo with golden embroidery. Bryn had looked gorgeous that day, with a perfectly fitting white dress, simple except for the detail around the waist, generous cleavage, and a flower arrangement around her head. Blake had been surprised how much Bryn dug the romantic wedding photo-shoot thing. They'd actually gotten Brynhilde to smile while holding her bouquet.

Odin had appeared in disguise, walking Bryn down the aisle and standing next to Clyde, along with most of the Aesir and Vanir. Angel's old high school rock band reunited after nine years to play "White Wedding." Brynhilde, however, wanted, in her own words, some real music, so someone recommended a dramatic soprano. She cried like a baby and clapped like a maniac.

Despite the stress of the wedding preparations, Brynhilde had been satisfied and proud of her wedding.

"Now what?" Bryn said, placing a hand on his shoulders. "Protector of Mankind?"

Mjölnir rested on the corner of the room, next to his open closet, where Norse chainmail armor hung next to his collection of three-piece suits.

So many hours of studying, and he had barely ever practiced as an archaeologist.

Now, he was basically an ambassador from a foreign power, and he had needed to adapt to the corporate look.

But deep inside, he was only a warrior. Just like his dad.

"Don't tell me you're going to Muspelheim again. That fight's pointless!"

"Eh, not today, but you know what Eir says," Blake said. "This war is barely starting. Loki's preparing for something big."

"Sure, but you should pick other fronts, for now, at least."

"It's soon gonna reach the British Isles," Blake said.

"It's more fun to kill Jotun and liberate places under their control." Bryn commented.

Blake lifted a finger.

"Only you do it just for the praise you receive, not because of any altruistic motivation."

"Ah, Mr. Narcissist, as if you of all people have an altruistic motivation."

"And I don't?"

"I mean, you have vengeful motivations at best, not precisely altruistic."

"Is that what they are, vengeful? I thought you used to refer to them as righteous and just."

"You like punching assholes through the heart, that's what you do."

"That sums up my job description quite nicely."

"And why are you wearing jeans again?" she asked, narrowing her eyes.

"I made a promise to Alruna," Blake said, putting on tight jeans, then reaching for a nondescript black t-shirt. "Remember? It's today."

Blake lifted one of the tickets next to the mirror.

"Ah," Brynhilde said, sighing. "That music, again? How can you enjoy that rumble? It's like hearing a dragon's intestine digest Jotnar bones. Besides, you owe me a concert! La Traviata is playing next week."

He let out another sigh. "Right. I... have it in my calendar. Why can't you guys just agree about music? I just want to listen to Avicii while I'm flying, thank you."

"This is real music, Blake. Can you fathom the complexities? Could be worse, you can always accompany Eir to her next Taylor show.

Brynhilde got up, staring at her own naked glory in their full-body mirror, reaching for a brush to run it across her wavy hair. Her butt was... omph, perfectly round planets in a desert valley.

Once again, she was just showing off in front of him.

"I could see your jaw literally drop," she said, hands on her hips.

Blake blinked repeatedly and shook his head slowly. "We may be married for a thousand years and it'll still drop."

She smiled mischievously.

"It's only been three months, but you've said it. I'll hold you accountable after a thousand years."

Downstairs, Eir was scrolling on her phone, a cup of coffee in her other hand.

"Morning," Blake said.

"Morning? At 3 PM.?" Eir said, her brow furrowed. She looked as cute as ever, wearing most of her silvery hair tied up in a high ponytail. Her belly was starting to become noticeable. "Seems like someone forgot their chores for today."

"I'll do them later," Blake said, walking over to the espresso machine.

"I sometimes really miss Rowena," said Alruna from the kitchen, stepping back into the living room, a sandwich in one hand and a plate in the other. She wore a black Iron Maiden t-shirt and jean shorts that showed her generous thighs and amplified her figure."Allie, I thought I'd pick you up at the office," Blake asked.

"Nah, Ashley's taking over for today," she said with her mouth full. "Get ready, it's gonna be crowded!"

***

"Scream for me Houston!" Bruce, the lead singer shouted from the stage as thousand hands raised, forming horns and fists, and distorted power chords echoed in the dark. Lights flickered, casting an otherworldly glow over the scene, slowly revealing the mural of a massive Norse zombie holding a blooded ax behind the massive speakers.

This was no ordinary concert.

It was more than a show.

It was a pilgrimage.

Drums pounded like horses charging into battle. The crowd roared, reciting the songs they loved.

Alruna banged her head, her blonde mane moving rhythmically to the music, her hands raised to the horns, while her left held a plastic glass with foamy Budweiser, filled to the brim.

She gulped it immediately.

Asgardians had good memory, and the band had released a new album that year. She could recite every single line and did so, singing along with the classics and the latest songs. Ashley sang out loud by her side.

Blake looked at the band again as they played palm-muted power chords, and the lead singer's voice soared to unexplored heights, telling stories about old battles and English Literature.

The old blokes had been playing for over forty years, and a little apocalypse wouldn't stop them from touring. And they were lucky the end of the world had caught them while they were out of Jotun lands.

The crowd rushed forward, euphoric, until Blake and Alruna found themselves being pushed away from the stage by eager fans.

"Blake," Alruna said, her hand gripping his biceps. "They're pushing us back!"

The perfect view of the stage looked farther than ever.

"Come here," Blake said, giving her his back and crouching slightly. He heard her giggle before she climbed over his shoulders, raising both hands to the signs of the horns.

"Yeah, rock on!" shouted Alruna. He always felt secure in between those massive thighs.

And especially when things were bad. It was always a good time to turn up the music.

But suddenly, every sound around him seemed to stop. Blake would've thought there was some sort of malfunction, were it not for the crowd also going as quiet as a fish, as if time itself had stopped in its tracks. Turning around, it seemed like someone had paused the video, mouths open mid-singing, a stage diver suspended mid-air, lead singer jumping, microphone in hand, one of the guitarists being left with half his hair in the air.

"Huh?" Alruna mumbled over Blake.

There he was, taking a shape not too dissimilar from his real form, albeit much shorter in stature. He wore a black shirt that couldn't conceal a pot-belly, a studded leather jacket, and a Hell's Angels patch.

Odin just had to get a copy of Hraesvelgr's belt, and now he loved using it for dramatic effect."I find you wasting your time again, Blake Olson. Once again."

"Allfather," Blake said, just as Alruna climbed down from his shoulders and adopted a more respectful posture.

"What have you done about my human army, Olson? You're almost behind schedule."

"I've done what I could, Allfather. It's up to the logistics. But we've been fighting the Jotun almost every day."

"Blaming logistics again?" Odin said. "Haven't I made it clear that we have three years to end this war, before the entire world is swallowed by fire?"

"When do we start?" Blake blurted out. "Me and Bryn can go hasten things up."

Odin crossed his forearms.

"Bring Baldur," Odin said. "Loki's preparing for a frontal assault. He's already approaching the fire giants. He has already secured a deal. There's no stopping, and we have only two and a half years."

"I'll do it, father."

Odin moved across the crowd, lips pressed tightly against each other, as if suppressing a negative emotion. Blake could have described it as worry. But it was something else. It was inevitability. Blake knew that the old god was preparing to die.

And he had to leave his worlds in good hands.

"It's time, my son. The Wild Hunt is about to begin."

The end of the second book of Warriors of Valhalla


Thank you for reading!

If you enjoyed the story, please consider writing a review.

You can check out my Patreon to read advanced chapters and check out official artwork.

Don’t forget to check out the following FB groups for new and epic recommendations:

HaremLit Readers

Harem GameLit

LitRPG Books
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