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PROLOGUE – UNCHAINED

Hrymr drives from the east, heaves his shield before him,

the great serpent writhes in giant rage;

the serpent churns the waves, the eagle shrieks in anticipation

pale-beaked he rips the corpse, Naglfar breaks free.

—Voluspá, 47

Odin hung for nine days and nine nights, but Loki was bound for a thousand years. His wrists and ankles were held with magic chains, created from the entrails of his own son. Numbing pain the likes of which no man or god had ever known became his condemnation, as he suffered in a cavern in the bowels of the Worlds.

Each day, for a hundred lifetimes, poison dripped into his flesh. His roars of anguish echoed through the bedrock of existence, his black mane covering his own eyes from the darkness around.

But they were not cries of defeat.

Each night, he and his wife Sigyn, ancient goddess of victory, cursed the names of those who bound them. For a thousand years, through screams of pain, Loki planned his revenge.

And then, one day, the core of the world shook, the entire planet rumbled, stones cascaded down from the cavern, the ground opened, and the black god’s laughter echoed along with his pain.

Sigyn clung to him, her eyes filled with fear and anger.

"Do not weep!" shouted Loki, as the ground shook again, making him writhe and twist. With a thunderous roar, an entire section of the cavern collapsed in front of him. Stone and dust raised in its aftermath.

"Do not fear, my bride, my victory," he exclaimed. "These are the drums of freedom, these are my rescuers. See? They are freeing us, my love!"

Giant stones crumbled in front of him, the world shook relentlessly, and a mountain flattened on top of him. And yet, Loki stood, for he was a Jotun, a giant of a more ancient race, stronger than mankind. He laughed beneath the rubble, his flesh maimed, threads of blue blood dripping through his skin. He gathered strength, the strength he had kept throughout his agony, he pushed the stones through grunts and anger. He climbed back up, chains bound to his wrists, but with no mountain to hold him down.

The moon shone bright in the center point of the universe, at the base of Yggdrasil itself, so bright that it made him flinch.

A slender hand emerged from the rubble. The Lord of Chaos went down and lifted stone after stone, until his goddess was free. He lifted her in both arms, the wind of the netherworld causing her golden hair to flutter.

"Awake, Sigyn, my loyal bride, my fire, my victory," he said reverently.

Then, he laughed, gazing at his bride, glorious blonde-red hair and the scars of a thousand deaths and a thousand curses, none of which marred her beauty.

"Awake, my love. This is no day for mourning," he hissed. "This is no day of rest."

Sigyn opened her eyes softly, her blue gaze fixed on him.

"My beloved, my god," she said, placing her palm on his bare chest, long fingernails grazing his skin. "My god, we are..."

"We are free," Loki hissed, a fierce determination in his voice. "We are free to bring justice upon the Nine Worlds, justice at last. We shall burn them all and burn all that they hold dear."

Sigyn grinned wildly, her eyes filled with excitement. "Yes!" she shouted, her words dripping with a thirst for bloodshed and revenge.

"I know," Loki said with a grin. "We will make them pay. Every moment of my pain, every moment of this humiliation, they will experience a hundredfold."

"Yes!" Sigyn exclaimed, her long nails digging into Loki's forearms.

In that moment, a mighty roar raged in the center of the earth. Loki turned. The earth shook once again, while a black light covered the sky like a floating mist. As it drew nearer, its shape became clear. The ship had been unleashed – a black vessel that floated through the Nine Worlds, carrying an army of Jotun, of ancient giants, rulers of the cosmos before the Aesir founded Asgard; an army for him to lead; to take Asgard once and for all and to reduce it to ashes.

Loki’s smirk widened.

A figure towered above the ship, tall and proud, broad shoulders, a long mustache and a mane of gray hair billowing in the raging wind.

"Hrymr!" Loki shouted.

The figure leapt with powerful, superhuman legs and descended like a rock falling down a mountain, landing on one knee before Loki.

"My lord," the Jotun said. He lifted his face, pale like a block of ice, almost translucent, and eyes like blue sapphire, his features were sharp and his hair like gray wool.

"Brother," said Loki. "Friend, you have no idea how much have I waited for this day."

Hrymr carried a bundle wrapped in leather. He unfurled it, revealing a black staff and a golden spear with emblazoned runes. He threw the staff at Loki, who grabbed it with a regal gesture and whirled it. He swung it and it became a sword of flame, illumining the sky around him, which he turned to break his chains at last. He whirled it again, turning it into a long spear, then back into a staff. It was Laevateinn, Loki’s magic wand, capable of taking any shape and generating endless magical power.

"How I’ve missed you, little thing," Loki said, examining his weapon and talking to it as though it were alive. He chuckled. "Are you ready to kill some gods?"

Sigyn was on her knees, then leaped like a tiger to catch the golden spear.

"Ah," she said, grinning wildly.

"Yes, my beloved," Loki said. "I can’t wait to see you kill." Then, he looked at Hrymr. The Jotun seemed strangely pleased, although his features did not show it.

"The Thunderer is dead," Hrymr said, his voice as deep as a ravine.

"I knew it," Loki said. "The Norns have delivered. Every word they spoke was true. And now, let’s go, my friend. Let’s go and burn it all to dust. Let’s burn it all, so that time itself might burn away."


Chapter I - Bravery

When Blake decided to study archaeology, he didn't expect it to cause his death.

He was just a history nerd from Houston who ended up following in his grandfather’s footsteps, becoming an archaeologist. It didn't pay well; in fact, he was doing his Master's in Norse Studies and was painfully in debt. But life wasn't that bad; he was working on the discovery of the century. The excavation was sponsored by the Canadian government in the middle of Quebec. They scraped the ground for hours, collecting tiny pieces, cataloguing them, and photographing every minuscule fragment.

This was the first actual Norse burial mound in the Western Hemisphere - a burial mound with well-preserved bones and textiles due to the type of terrain. This fellow had been important in the area. It was known that Leif Erickson and his gang of Norsemen had reached the tip of Newfoundland, but not that he had ventured so deep into the mainland, and no one had expected to find a vast settlement and a burial mound with untold treasures. Just thinking about the implications would change history.

Here, Blake was all alone, using an advanced piece of archaeological equipment - a plastic spoon - sinking it into the ground around an armored skeleton, almost grain by grain.

He couldn't afford to damage any of the already broken pieces of pottery, nor the fragile textiles, nor whatever else was buried alongside that man. His job was to clear everything up while everyone else had lunch.

According to the sponsors, it had been hard to get the permit. Algonquin legends said that the place was haunted, and members of the team had reported nightmares and intrusive thoughts. That made it all the more fun for Blake.

Then, he stumbled upon something unusually shiny. It gleamed blindingly, almost like the sun, causing him to flinch. It had to be a piece of jewelry, and due to how long it had lasted in there, it had to be gold. Weirdly, it wasn't dull nor completely covered in dust. He reached into his pocket and extracted another one of the archaeologist's favorite tools - a toothbrush. It was perfect for getting around the edges.

Blake blinked, and thought he saw an ugly face in his mind - like a ghost or an unusually pale guy. His mind was playing tricks on him again. He'd been paying too much attention to those stories. It shocked him for a second, but he gave it no more thought.

He focused on the gold piece. After all, it was made of metal; it wouldn't break, and he just couldn't resist. He reached his gloved hand and pulled it out from under the skeleton's cape.

That was when the earthquake began.

It seemed like the skeleton moved for an instant, and weirdly enough, that the burial mound was the epicenter. The iron beams around the excavation site shook, and dust and stone collapsed like an avalanche - all coming down toward him.

Shit.

The entire dig fell on top of Blake -stone, dust, and earth engulfing him like a tsunami. Pain seeped into his bones. He tried to scream, but a fistful of earth found its way into his mouth. He attempted to breathe, resulting in a horrifying sensation of drowning in earth and dust. His agony merged with fear until a sharp pain pressed into his chest, causing his ribs to collapse inward, as if they had been made of glass and shattered into a thousand pieces. The overwhelming pain in his lungs prevented him from screaming. His life flashed before his eyes, his childhood, the arguments between his parents, forceful pushes, anger, shattered plates and whiskey bottles, knives in angry hands... Tearful hugs... Grandpa Robert reading him ancient myths...

It was over in an instant.

He looked up. Was he going to heaven? Was he dreaming? What was that sound? Hooves?

A blinding light surrounded him, causing him to turn; a figure emerged from that light. A white horse with a well-groomed mane and silver adornments around its chest. Its rider was... A woman? An angel? No, it was a Valkyrie wearing plate and chainmail.

Her armor gleamed like mercury. Her hair flowed like liquid silver, catching the sunlight, and her face resembled something out of a fantasy painting, with a perfectly elegant nose and features that could have landed her a Victoria's Secret modeling contract. However, her eyes seemed both innocent and reassured, fixed intently on him.

And she smiled.

She reached down, extending her hand. Blake glanced down at his own body. The ground looked... wrong, as if covered by a fuzzy blur. His body looked much worse. There was no blood anywhere, but his rib cage had been shattered.

The woman looked down at him, dismounting and shaking her long, straight hair gracefully, reaching down to her hips.

Blake blinked, mesmerized. She was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. Gazing at her was a pleasure, like staring at a beautiful painting, unable to look away. Her eyes radiated. She approached him, kneeling beside him.

"Come with me, brave warrior?" she said in what he could only describe as a Swedish accent.

Was she calling him brave? That was a strange dream indeed.

Blake thought he might be having a near-death experience.

She did not wait for a response. Instead, she ran an ivory hand through Blake's hair, parting it to the side, then gently placed that hand on his forehead.

"Son of Odin, may your soul be restored. Come, for your bravery, for you defied the undead, may you be rewarded in Valhalla and join us. Come, I shall use my gifts to heal you and resurrect you from among the dead."

What?

Then, Blake felt a pull in his body, as though a balloon were filling up with air, or rather, with life. It felt as though he had been scattered, and every fragment that had been separated, every broken piece of his rib cage and sternum, returned to its place. He looked up at the girl. She seemed pleased, even happy to see him. It seemed like he recognized her from somewhere.

"Eir?" he asked.

Her gray eyes shifted once again toward his. Her smile widened.

"You even know my name! I knew you were versed in knowledge of the gods, but few have ever recognized me the first time they see me."

Blake pushed his own body upward, resting on his stretched arms and grunting. He was even surprised at recognizing an obscure Norse deity.

"Well," he said. "I had to read about you for my bachelor's thesis. You're in the Poetic Edda, a goddess, or Valkyrie in charge of healing, aren't you?"

She smiled.

"A poem, you say? An old poem. You are as wise as you are brave, Blake Olson."

"Brave?" Blake shook his head. "And I don't think I'm wise either. But what do you mean you know about me? Are you sure you're not mistaking me for someone else?"

"No, Blake. We know you well. We have followed you from time to time. We know who you are, and that you seek the gods, but no mortal had called my name in a thousand years."

Seek the gods? Well, if by that she meant reading the Eddas in their original language for his thesis, yes. And he had tried to be a pagan for a season when he was a teenager, but nowadays, he wouldn't have called himself a believer.

Anyway, he reminded himself, it had to be a dream.

Something echoed in the distance. Eir seemed surprised, she tensed her body and turned around. Her perfectly straight hair shook slightly.

"Blake Olson, join me now. Come with me, challenger of the undead."

"Undead?" Blake asked, taking her hand and getting to his feet, then looking around. The place where he was had a vague resemblance to the excavation site; there were mounds, there were floating lights. "What's all this? Where am I?"

"Come, you are in the world between that of the living and the dead. You must come with me quickly, we must reach Asgard."

"Sure, sure," he nodded absently. He was dreaming, he was sure, a lucid dream. He'd rather enjoy it before waking up. And what a woman, it was amazing just to look at her. Her figure was modest, most of it hidden under her armor, but she had an ethereal kind of beauty that made him just stare helplessly. He'd think the woman was out of his league, in the sense that only a legendary Valkyrie could be.

So she was Eir herself, huh? She grabbed the horn of her saddle and pulled herself up, mounting the horse, then stretching her hand toward him. He held the Valkyrie's hand and was surprised to be lifted like a child. Damn. He looked at the woman again; she looked fit but nothing outstanding, and she'd just bicep curled a 200-pound man. He took a seat behind her back, close to her.

"Hold on," she said. Her straight hair descended gracefully on her back, upon her slim figure, with tight and elegant curves. She was just perfect. Suddenly, she dug her heels into the flanks of the horse and the creature started trotting, rising up into the air. Blake gasped as they started to take flight and speed, leaning in to shyly grab her hips. The horse trotted on air as though it were the ground, flying upwards. He blinked, trying to assimilate the physics of it all.

Something caught his eye from beneath. There were groups of lights that gathered close to each other; floating slowly, as if with a will of their own.

"Those are the living," she said, as a wave of vertigo overcame Blake's mind and he looked up again.

"Those... lights?"

"Yes," she said calmly.

That implied that he was dead. That was a dark thought. He could not help looking down again. No, it had to be a dream, maybe a near-death experience. He was sure he'd wake up in the hospital a few hours or days later.

But now he was on his way to Asgard. He looked up, curious to see what his own subconscious would conjure.

"So, I'm going to meet Odin," he said.

"Yes," she replied in that cute Swedish accent. "The Allfather is waiting for you."

Blake cleared his throat.

"Eir," he mumbled, suddenly finding it odd to be addressing a possible goddess so casually.

"Speak, fallen warrior."

"Valkyries are the choosers of the slain. Are you not? That means you chose me."

"I did," she answered, smiling with a fondness he didn't think he deserved.

He swallowed.

"Why?"

"For your bravery," she said happily.

"For my bravery? What, for digging a mound?"

"Indeed, you have been very brave. I saw your friends abandon you when you scavenged the mound of Tyrgve the Soulless."

"Who?"

"The chieftain who lies buried there was truly a coward and not worthy of Valhalla. His spirit wanders those lands, and even the skraeling were terrified of his curse. But you challenged him, you even dared to steal his most precious possession."

Skraeling was a name given to Native Americans in Norse sagas.

"Wait," he shook his head. Yes, he knew about the draugr, evil spirits that dwelled in burial mounds. They were not uniquely Norse, but they guarded treasures and ancient people were usually afraid to disturb their tombs.

He looked down at his hand, noticing the golden treasure he had taken from the place. The letters were in Arabic. There had been plenty of Arabic coins and treasures among the Norse, stolen or taken on their travels. But an Arabic pendant in pre-Columbian America, coming from a Norse burial, could change humanity's perception of history.

He shrugged.

"This was his treasure?" He asked himself.

He shrugged and slid it back into his pocket.

He hadn't been brave; he just didn't believe in protective spirits. He doubted any modern archaeologist did.

"There it is!" she shouted, as the clouds seemed to part into gleaming shades of gold. "Let's go, before they find us."

She pointed upward, her platinum hair gleaming. Blake stared intently at the sky, eyes wide open.

"Before who finds us?" He asked. Then, a rainbow burst into the sky—the Bifrost, bridge of legend. He was about to meet the Allfather.

"I'll tell you when we get there," she said.

Suddenly, the air seemed to drop ten degrees. Blake shivered in his saddle. His teeth started to clatter. Was it just the temperature dropping from reaching new heights?

He dared not look at the ground again.

"Allfather help us, not now," said Eir, clenching her teeth.

"Huh?" Blake mumbled, looking around.

Suddenly, white figures coalesced midair. The air seemed to freeze up, and suddenly, snowflakes started drifting in the air from all sides.

Eir slid her hand to the side and extracted a sword, stout and with a narrow cross-head of gleaming gold.

Blake asked himself why she was drawing a sword. Whatever it was, it wasn't good.

Then, the snow took shape. Blake gasped, his heart leaping as a white figure lurched at them midair. Eir pulled sharply at the reins, narrowly missing a massive sword.

Blake gasped, looking at the enormous figure falling toward the ground. In that very moment, from the corner of his eye, he noticed another giant figure leaping toward them.

"Allfather, guard me!" shouted the Valkyrie, readying her blade. "Hold tight, Blake Olson. The Jotnar have found us."

The figure looked human but paler in complexion and had an extremely muscular body, veins bulging, and fibrous sections of muscle clearly defined, like an anatomy model or a bodybuilder on a variety of substances. Both figures had long gray hair and gleaming eyes, resembling blue Christmas lights.

One of them reached a massive hand and clung to the horse's neck. In less than a second, blood exploded into the air, and Blake felt gravity pull both him and Eir toward the frozen ground.

He screamed, fear enveloping his mind once again, readying himself to die again. His back did crash against the rocks and mud, his brain rattled with the impact.

But he... He was still alive. Or was he? He got up? Eir had crash-landed near him, holding the sword in both hands.

"What happened?" he said, turning around, just as one of the Jotnar glanced at him with strange blue eyes that glowed like haunted Christmas lights.

Eir jumped to her feet, taking a battle stance, sword forward. "Fight, Blake Olson, fight, for I’ve split part of my strength and healing with you."

"Fight?" he asked, just as the massive figure lurched toward him, preparing to crush him with a giant mace.

He screamed, leaping back and narrowly dodging. Now that was surprising. He had leapt almost six feet with one jump. The giant grunted, gritting icy white teeth and tensing his fists. It looked like he did not like that one bit.

Then, Blake noticed something in his own mind. He felt as though his awareness was increasing, along with his confidence and a stream of energy he could draw upon.

"What's going on?" he asked, staring at his palms.

"It's the [Helm of Awe]. I have given you a [Blessing]. You will feel it when it's full, and when it's drained, use it wisely."

You have received the blessings:

Helm of Awe (increased reaction time and stamina +10)

Blake nodded, visualizing it like a green bar of energy. He had used a tiny bit of it, but he still felt it within him. It was like a buffer zone between his actual life force, which he visualized and quantified like an HP bar.

[Helm of Awe]: 100/100

HP: 30/35

The frost giant swung a gigantic mace at him. Blake gasped, noticing that even his reflexes seemed to become much faster. Still, he knew that the giant could easily pulverize him. And...Blake was not quick enough, he was thrown twenty feet, feeling the impact through his chest and arms, and sensing that reservoir of energy draining away from him. He crashed against the ground, rolling through the mud. When he finally came to a stop, the giant didn't give him any rest. He jumped at Blake faster than a leopard. Blake looked around. He felt he could summon another ounce of strength to escape, but then what? He looked around. Eir was fighting the Jotun, dodging, turning, leaping, and wielding her sword against that strange creature.

Blake stepped back, unsure of what to do. Was the dream going to end? Falling that hard and being thrown twenty feet away hurt like hell. He didn't want to experience that again, even if it was just a dream.

He felt something close to his leg. Looking back, he saw that he was standing on top of the excavation, which was now a collapsed mound of dust.

"You bloody coward, damn thief!" he heard a voice next to him. Blake turned in shock, finding a skeleton-like figure standing beside him, dressed in rusted chainmail and wearing a varafeld, a cape made of reindeer fur.

Blake jumped backward, suppressing a scream. "You..." Blake pointed at the figure.

"You stole my pendant!" shouted the skeletal figure, extending bony hands. He grabbed Blake by the forearm, but Blake pulled back. The skeleton collapsed to the ground with the noise of cracking knuckles. That ugly draugr was weaker than a child.

"I'm sorry, if you excuse me," Blake said, just as the frost giant jumped into the collapsed excavation site, swinging a massive fist toward Blake. He ducked.

"Now you're dead!" The draugr's voice echoed in his head. "I have killed you, trespasser, and this frost giant shall have your immortal soul."

A few feet ahead of him, the other giant was on top of Eir, massive hands pinning her to the ground, a crude sword pointing at her neck. She screamed for help.

"What the hell?" Blake shouted.

The draugr's voice echoed behind him. "And now, you won't even make it to Valhalla. You will be destroyed forever, and I will live on!"

What a damn horrible nightmare this was.

He looked at the skeletal figure in armor. The draugr was wearing a nasal helmet and... Was that a sword hanging from its waist? Blake walked toward the draugr, arms forward, deciding to use his years of Brazilian jiu jitsu training if necessary. The skeleton-like face stared at him in defiance. Blake rushed forward and slid his hand toward the hilt, pushing the draugr's hand, dragging the sword loose and holding it high.

The skeleton gasped, raising frail bones to stop Blake from releasing the blade.

It was, naturally, an old Norse sword, but well-preserved for what it was... not rusted at all. Blake had expected it to be damaged beyond repair. Well, it was a dream, anyway, anything could happen, and perhaps if he believed it enough, he could save Eir.

"Blake," Eir's voice echoed, pained and agonizing. "I will give you my last bit of health, please, please don't die, I need you." Blake gasped, looking at the Jotun, holding the sword tight and trying to control his tremors. Shit. Here we go again. At least in this dream, I won't be a coward anymore. For a dream, however, it felt all too real. The draugr kept shouting behind his back: "Give me back my blade, you damned coward, you thief. Your evil shall be cursed from here to the hell of Ice. May you be..."

The Jotun lurched at him, attacking with fists the size of puppies. Blake felt energy surge back, while in the distance, a woman cried in pain. Blake held the sword forward, forearms trembling, and the icy figure, eight feet tall, towered over him and leaned down with a powerful mace.

Whatever happened, he had to try to protect her. She was obviously stronger than him, but he should not let her be hurt like that. Blake swallowed, thinking of a strategy. Perhaps dodging and striking? Could he be fast enough?

In that moment, lightning cracked the sky.


Chapter II – Fire and Ice

Just as Blake thought his head was about to be smashed like a cantaloupe, a rod of light flashed before his eyes, and the sound of thunder rattled inside his brain. Then, the giant collapsed in front of him, his head shattered and smashed, blue blood pooling on the ground, with tendrils of smoke emerging from his broken skull.

Blake stepped back. Looking up, he saw another horse galloping in the sky, its rider wearing armor that shone like a golden sun at night. It was a woman with wavy red hair peering out of an iron helmet, fluttering wildly as she rode, and she swung a curved metal object that vibrated with an electric glow... Was that Mjölnir, Thor’s legendary hammer?

The figure charged toward the other giant, swinging Mjölnir and spurring hard. The Jotun turned in fright as the rider, fast and agile like a cat, struck the giant in the chest. A blaze of light made Blake flinch, and the giant collapsed to the side with a thud and the sound of shattered bones.

Th Valkyrie rode among the remains, descending from her horse like an expert gymnast. And she looked like more than that. Her armor had the color of bronze, but so bright that it seemed to reflect everything around her, and she wore chainmail underneath. Her red hair dropped to the middle of her back, and the chainmail she wore descended down to her thighs. And what thighs. Blake blinked, he was about to die, so he thought it’d be silly to start lusting after the Valkyries. But... What a woman! If Eir was the most beautiful woman Blake had ever seen, that red-headed Valkyrie was the hottest. She had the body of a sports illustrated model, her thighs, were visible, down to the knees, with a perfect tan. Why was she so damn attractive? Aside from its length, her armor was not revealing, but the shape of her bosom was more than insinuated; her hips were wide, her butt perfectly round, and no amount of chainmail could hide it. She walked with absolute confidence, like a mix between a female wrestler and a swimsuit model.

She dead-lifted the giant’s body, pushing it away.

"Sister," the red-headed Valkyrie shouted. Her voice was feminine but slightly boyish. She knelt in front of Eir. "Sister, how... How is it possible that after two thousand years you can’t defeat a single Jotun?"

"Brynhilde," Eir wheezed.

"Brynhilde?" Blake jumped to his feet. Brynhilde had Thor’s hammer?

Either everything about mythology was wrong, or Thor was already dead...

What was that about? He was dreaming, of course anything could have happened.

But in the legends that didn’t make sense. According to the sagas, when Thor died, Ragnarok was about to begin and the hammer should have passed to...

"That’s your choice for father’s army?" Brynhilde said, arms crossed, staring at Blake up and down. Then, she addressed him: "And your idea of bravery is stealing from the dead?"

Eir sat up, a bright golden fluid staining her face. Blake wondered if that was her blood.

"How many humans do you know who dare to face a Jotun head on?" she asked. "He was about to..."

"Have his soul obliterated," Brynhilde replied, her eyes still fixed on Blake. She had a beautiful face, a 10 by any standard. Even her hair was perfectly wavy and abundant, segments of which had been tied into two intricate braids around her forehead. But being stared at like that made him self-conscious.

Blake tried to keep his eyes up, but those curves were calling him and... Damn. Just looking at her was a feast. Even her face made him stare. Her eyes were clear blue, much more serious and less innocent than those of Eir. Now if she was Brynhilde, all the legends made sense. All those gods and warriors of legend like Gunar and Siegfried had gone crazy for her and done utterly stupid things.

"Now he does have the body of a hero," Brynhilde said. Blake felt himself blush. He had been power-lifting for two years, so he had put on some bulk. "Listen, kid, I’m teasing you to see what you’re made of. I like you, I mean, you have hair like mine, it’s not that common anymore. But the guys up there are harder to impress. Let’s see if you are really worthy to be called hero."

Brynhilde turned toward Eir and offered her a hand. "Sister, let’s get the Hel out before more of those frost-assed Jotnar show up."

Eir nodded, stretching her hand. Brynhilde helped her onto the horse, then turned toward Blake, extending her hand. "You too, brave warrior," she said with a hint of sarcasm. "What are you looking at? Come on or you’ll miss the feast."

Blake found himself nodding seconds later. The skeleton was still cursing him behind his back. "Give me back my necklace!"

"Don’t listen to him," said Brynhilde. "Just come."

Blake dropped the sword, slid the necklace inside his jeans and staggered forward, feeling numb and weak once again. As soon as he reached Brynhilde, she grabbed him like a ragdoll and placed him across her lap, in between herself and Eir.

"Hey!" he shouted, as the horse started trotting mid-air and rising like a drone.

"You just enjoy the ride and relax," said Brynhilde. "Let’s go," the Valkyrie said, spurring harder and rising up toward the rainbow, toward Valhalla.

Blake was expecting to wake up, but he never did. The rainbow beneath them gleamed with otherworldly light. He gasped, looking up from the Valkyrie’s lap.

"Raise your head, brave warrior," Eir grunted, as if trying hard to sound strong. "We are almost at the Gates."

"Listen," Brynhilde whispered, looking back at him. "I have some experience with people of your time. The last one who came like a hundred years ago talked too much. And got angry. That’s not how people should act here. My sister went all the way to Midgard to get you and got a beating for you, so don’t shame us. I’ll give you a tip, don’t ever be a coward in Valhalla, or we’ll run you over and throw you out."

"A hundred years ago is supposed to be my time? And... Honestly... I don’t think I deserve..."

"That’s the kind of talk!" Brynhilde shouted. "Cut it out now and act like a man. You’re already here, do your best. This is what Aesir do."

Blake blinked. She sounded angry, but it also felt a little like she was teasing him. What she said reminded him a lot of his grandfather. He was always giving pep-talks: Always do what you have to and give your best, whether you win or lose, that doesn’t matter.

"I trust he’s going to do well, sister," said Eir from behind her sister.

"I’m telling him. They’ll eat him alive here, no matter how brave and good at fighting he is. You will walk among the Aesir now, we are honorable and proud."

Brave? Good at fighting? Blake swallowed hard.

"And," Brynhilde said, as if what she was about to say was even more important. "Remember that your name is the most important part of you. A warrior’s ideal is to make his allies respect his name, make his friends cherish it, and make his enemies fear it."

"Alright," he replied, trying to remember the sagas he read and try to get into the Norse mindset. What a crazy dream this was.

Blake lifted his gaze. A gate stood before him, like resplendent gold. A figure stood at its entrance, a man as tall as a basketball player, with ivory skin and hair like long strands of amber, his skin gleaming like the moon.

"Hail, son of Nine Mothers." said Brynhilde, raising the curved hammer above her head. Her wavy hair swung graciously. Blake couldn’t help stealing a glance.

"Where do you come from?" replied the man, with a booming baritone voice. "And who do you bring with you?"

He wore a golden helmet, richly engraved in runes, and... The horn at his waist... Was that Heimdall? He had to be.

"A warrior brave who died in battle," said Brynhilde.

"Is he worthy of entering Valhalla?"

"Aye," spoke Brynhilde. "We saw him fight with bravery and defy the dead."

Blake blinked in surprise. Brynhilde was speaking for him, not Eir.

"Then," Heimdall turned back and pushed open the gate with one mighty hand. He turned toward Blake and winked an eye. "Lucky fool. It’s been years since we’ve welcomed a man from Midgard. Enjoy the mead."

The horse trotted past the gate. Blake shut his eyes, thinking this was the time when he’d wake. Still nothing. When he opened them again, he gasped. He was standing before a fantasy landscape, more beautiful than anything he had ever seen before. High towers that seemed to have been made from gleaming silver or sapphire and marble, fjords and waterfalls that cascaded into pleasant rivers. The architecture seemed old Norse, made with many interlocking sections for roofs and walls. Some buildings even resembled Norwegian stave churches, with many triangular sections and roofs, interlacing dragon heads on the arches and above the doors. However, many buildings seemed to be made of precious materials instead of wood and thatched roofs. Hills rose over the buildings, and a single structure stood in the center of it all; a massive roofed fortress, as big as a football stadium and shaped like a shield, with so many entrances that Blake couldn’t even try to count them. He knew what it was once he saw it.

"Valhalla."

He felt something, like a light coalescing inside him, flowing through his veins.

"What is happening?" he asked, staring at his palms.

"Finally!" Eir said, turning toward him. "You have been fully resurrected. Your body has been restored in Valhalla. You are a son of Odin now, and you have eternal life like us. You are ready to join the Einherjar."

The Einherjar was Odin’s army of resurrected warriors, reserved for Ragnarok and the end of the world.

Blake felt as though a mist had dispelled from his mind. His thoughts were clearer than ever. Every pain in his body disappeared, and his reaction time became faster.

"What did you do to me?" he asked Eir.

"I am the one who summoned you, so I get to choose what [Blessings] to give you. I have given you all that are mine to give. You have received the [Helm of Awe] back in the World of Spirits, as a permanent gift from me, enhancing your reflexes and awareness."

A magic circle appeared momentarily around Blake.

Then, another circle with different runes displayed before his eyes. As he could read Elder Futhark, he recognized the word Skald.

"This one is [Skald’s Voice]," she explained. "You felt your mind become sharper and faster as you were resurrected. This will further increase your mental power."

"Wow," Blake gasped. It was as if a million connections had flared up in his mind, bringing him increased awareness. Everything he had ever read displayed before his eyes. He could only describe it as photographic memory. "Damn, with this I’ll never fail an exam again."

"This will also help you know what to say among the Aesir, for our ways are not yours."

"Makes sense," Blake said, nodding. He had read something about Norse traditions and values, like the importance of keeping one’s word, courage in the face of adversity, as well as revenge and other customs that did not always align with modern human societies.

Thoughts and ideas coalesced in his mind, displaying runes in front of him. Like before, through his own subconscious, or by design of the gods, a series of runes appeared in his mind, like the stats page of a video game, quantifying his attributes and rank.

Your class is Einherjar. Level 1.

You have received the blessings:

Helm of Awe (increased reaction time and stamina +10)

Skald’s voice (increases mental accuracy + 50)

Current stats are:

Name: Blake Olson

Class: Einherjar

Level: 1

XP: 2/100

[Health]: 9/35

[Odr (Mana)]: 1/30

[Strength]: 11

[Agility]: 8

[Intelligence]: 12

[Reaction time]: 10

––––––––

Blake noticed that his statistics were nothing extraordinary for a human of his age, with his strength as a power-lifter being above average, and his intelligence slightly above average. But with the new gifts, he could enhance his attributes temporarily.

Brynhilde laughed.

"I like you, kid, but you’ll need more than having broad shoulders and a nice smile. This is a tough place. Not for weaklings, but I see you like to improve your body and progress with your skills; that’s a start. Now, as a welcome gift, I’ll grant you something of my own. Consider yourself lucky, I don’t give this to anyone. But I trust my sister’s judgment, and my own."

You have received the blessing:

Vali’s Leap (Assisted Leap: increased strength and stamina + 10)

"Beware," Brynhilde said. "Even with these new skills, your level is still low among these Einherjar. But I hope they can help you stay out of trouble and not be humiliated in front of everyone. I expect you to keep growing and developing these skills. And who knows, maybe I’ll give you other [Blessings] if you behave." She winked.

There was something else about the gifts, a strange awareness that lingered. He looked at Brynhilde. He couldn’t explain it, but he felt a bit closer. He also felt the same for Eir. Each time his thoughts drifted toward her, he felt a strange burst of euphoria. He stared at her, finding her smiling at him. She lowered her eyes shyly.

He also noticed their respective power levels. Brynhilde’s [HP] was insane, reaching [858], by his measurements, her strength was at a whooping [350]. She was truly overpowered. Part of it, he imagined, derived from Mjölnir. Eir had a much lower level, her [HP] was barely [340], and her strength was half of Brynhilde’s. But another measurement he perceived, a strange energy that emanated from her, was much higher than Brynhilde’s. On the runic system, it was described as [Odr], and he translated it as mana.

"Now this is my favorite part," said Brynhilde. "That’s a blessing we have in Asgard, that those in other realms do not have. The more you train and the more enemies you kill, you gain experience and increase your power exponentially. Especially your [HP]. A simple ax swing may kill you now, but the more you train and kill, in a few weeks you’ll become way harder to defeat. Your XP requirements are your level multiplied by 100. So, gotta start working now! Gotta ascend if you want to protect your lovely Eir!"

"And I can summon these stats whenever I want," Blake said, as the skills displayed before his eyes. "It’s like a video game."

"A video what?" Eir asked.

"A... I’ll explain it to you later. Well..." He cleared his throat. "I can’t wait to meet the Allfather."


Chapter III – Know my Name

The Allfather looked exactly as Blake had imagined. He wore his hair long, well combed, as was the Norse custom, a full beard, a mighty gold crown and embroidered blue robes. His famous spear rested at his side, carved in gleaming runes, and his ravens perched on top of his throne. Mimir’s horned head rested on a table, garlanded with flowers. Another old legend he didn’t think he’d witness; Mimir had been the wisest of gods, and now Odin received spiritual knowledge through his head.

And although the Norse were violent and warlike, Norse culture had its own sophistication. Odin reflected many of those behaviors. He was solemn and taciturn, with sudden bursts of anger that he seemed to try hard to control. That being said, it felt good for Blake to be called son. His own father had disappeared from his life, yet his grandfather had always been there, and Odin reminded him of him.

"Well," Odin said with a deep voice. "I trust Eir has made a good choice. You, young Blake, have the shoulders of a warrior, and my children spoke highly of you."

Eir stood at Blake’s right side, a proud smile on her face, although seemed much shyer than before, especially in front of Odin. Again, she was unnaturally beautiful, making Blake stop and stare.

Apparently, she noticed that he was looking because a blush crossed her cheeks.

Suddenly, a horn of mead magically appeared in the Allfather’s hand.

"Skal!" the Allfather said, before drinking a mouthful of mead.

A young, pale woman approached, bowing his head and offering Blake a horn full of aromatic liquid. It smelled like bread dough and honey.

"Skal," said Blake, bowing his head and taking a sip. It was truly the nectar of the gods, perfectly sweet, with an otherworldly sweetness and the slight tangy flavor of wine, perfectly refreshing like no glass of water after a long workout could be. He finished it in one gulp.

"Another one for my son," said Odin once again.

Brynhilde elbowed him and whispered in his ear. "Godly liquor-holding another blessing that I’ll give you if you’re a good boy."

"Girl, I’ll keep surprising you," Blake said, feeling a buzz that had come much faster than he expected.

"Well, Blake, my son," Odin said with his low baritone voice. "You have come to aid us in our direst moment of need. I have heard from Eir that you are much of a scholar."

"I have read what I could," Blake said, selecting Skald’s voice to prepare for Odin’s interrogation. "Although much has been lost through the ages."

"You have heard the prophecies that the Norns have spoken."

"Of Ragnarok?"

"Ragnarok is here. Each thread is in its place. Loki has been freed of his chains and the Jotun ravage our lands. Now it will spread to Midgard."

"To Midgard? To my world?"

"Aye, and you know of Ragnarok. We shall all fight and die, the Norns have spoken. Few will survive this struggle. We will lose the war, but we must give our best. If we don’t, the destruction of this universe will be complete. We must fight, even if it is for a single thread of life to prevail."

"Wait..." Yes, he knew it all, he knew of the devastation, he knew that Ragnarok meant Twilight of the Gods, the end of the world. But...

This dream was going on for too long, too complex, the stakes were becoming too high. Blake opened his eyes wide.

He didn’t want that to be true.

No, he was not dreaming. He was really dead.

And Ragnarok meant the death of all.

Odin continued. "The madness of Loki shall reach every corner, a great war will begin, and men will destroy each other in madness until nothing is left."

"What does that mean? Is the world really gonna end?

"Do you believe the prophecies?"

"I..."

If they had asked him a day before, he would’ve said no. Now, he didn’t know what to think.

Odin nodded slowly. "What the Norns have declared will happen. There is no escape, therefore, we must fight and die, so that the last man survives."

Blake didn’t want to accept him. Didn’t want to believe it, but he was almost certain that he was not dreaming.

If that was true, he ‘d been snatched from his life much too soon.

There was much he hadn’t been able to do. The biggest stab of sadness was knowing he wouldn’t be able to say goodbye. His thoughts drifted toward his best friends, all in different states. His grandmother still lived, who’d raised him as his son, and he hadn’t been able to hug her one last time. His father... He hadn’t seen him in years. They hadn’t talked in so long, and there was still much to say, and much Blake expected to hear.

Blake looked into the old man’s single eye. This was definitely no dream. Odin, the Allfather, was as real and as tangible as his own hand.

And if it was all real, fighting for Odin’s cause meant fighting for their survival. Loki wanted to destroy, and his attacks would soon reach the Earth, or Midgard, as the Norse called it. They would reach his loved ones and kill them too.

"Blake Olson," Odin said sharply. "As an Einherjar, you have been chosen to fight to defend the Nine Worlds. You are of my blood, in this world and in Midgard. The Norns have spoken, you, Blake Olson, you shall be..."

The Valkyries exchanged glances.

Odin shut his single eye, sighed and then looked at Eir.

"Father?" said the silver-haired Valkyrie, lowering her head slightly.

Odin stared at Blake again.

"The Norns have much to say, you are in many threads regarding the Nine Worlds. But let it be enough for now."

Blake blinked.

"Sir, I mean, my Lord Allfather," Blake said, trying to figure out how to address him. "What have the Norns said about me?"

Odin breathed out. "Call me Allfather."

He stretched a hand and placed it on Blake’s head. He blinked, not knowing whether to flinch or not. "Fight, my son, be brave and do your duty. My daughters shall stand by your side. There hasn’t been a man from Midgard in these halls for a hundred years. The end of time has come, and you are here for a reason."

Blake’s eyes shifted to the Valkyries. It felt as though Odin knew something very important but hesitated to say it.

Blake cleared his throat. "Allfather, please," Blake insisted. The Valkyries stared at each other as if he had struck a nerve. "I’d like to know more of what you’ve seen about me."

"It’s alright, Blake," Eir said with a soothing voice.

"Allfather," Blake insisted. "What is it? There is something you know. Please, I‘d like to know."

Odin seemed aware of his concerns. "Blake, son of Clyde, son of Robert. There is much we know, and much that we don’t, much that we keep, and a bit that we tell. I cannot interfere, all I can tell you is to do your best. For now, think of your duties. The time to serve my cause and protect Midgard will come soon."

According to the sagas, Odin was the wisest being in the whole universe. He wouldn’t be omniscient in the Abrahamic way, but he’d received countless secrets and had direct access to clairvoyance and knowledge of the different realms; it was also said that he was a master of Seidr; the magic of women, oriented around divination and knowing what fate had in store. From what Blake had read, many Norse people were afraid of that.

"Some knowledge must be kept," Odin said solemnly. "You are not ready to know it all, you must perform your own sacrifice and walk, half blinded by it, but with one purpose."

"Hey. Calm down," this time it was Brynhilde, whispering in his ear. "It doesn’t look good when you stand dumbfounded like that."

Blake nodded.

"I will do my best, Allfather."

***

"Come," Brynhilde held him by the arm. "We’ll go meet the boys and girls."

"Blake," Eir leaned in and spoke into his ear. She looked worried. "You look afraid, please be more confident or they won’t treat you well."

"I... I am really dead, am I not?" Blake said, eyes fixed on nothing in particular.

Eir shrugged. "Yes. Blake, but you’re here now! With us!"

Once again, Blake had to come to terms with what it meant. He couldn’t help going over it. First, he wouldn’t finish his degree. Grandma would receive news of his death, another Olson to bury; and only his son being left alive.

She was too old and all alone, and Dad didn’t care about anything or anyone. Angel, his best friend from high school, Tanner, the guy he went to the gym with and watched the UFC with, who had convinced him to try Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu, his ex girlfriend and failed fiancee; Bianca, they’d all probably receive news of his death. His friends from college, the leader of the expedition; Adriénne, the cute French-Canadian tour guide. Were any of them going to his funeral?

"That means..." Blake said softly.

It meant he was alone. He had never been particularly religious, but he’d always hoped, if there was life after death, that he’d be able to see his ancestors, his grandfather, his mom, and maybe the ones who came before them.

"Blake, you’ve died. Everyone dies. But you’re one of the lucky ones," Eir said reassuringly. "You’ve been resurrected here! In Asgard. You have another chance, and we’re here to help you."

"Where’s my family?" he asked.

Brynhilde was the one to answer.

"Well, Olson, I’m sorry to be the one to tell you this, but they didn’t die in battle, or did and didn’t call upon the gods during their lives." She shrugged. "We’d know, and they’re not in Valhalla. But, hey, maybe you’re related to Harald Sigurdsson or someone, Hel, maybe everyone of them. They’re your family now."

Blake blinked. What a way to brush it off. But where were they? In the Christian Heaven? In the Norse Hel? Had they ceased to exist?

Now that felt terribly lonely.

"Now stop whining and let’s go," said Brynhilde. "We’ve gotta start preparing you to fight for Odin’s cause."

What about grandpa Robert? He had studied the Norse, he was not a pagan, but he’d respected them. He’d been a warrior, he’d fought in WWII. He didn’t die in battle; he died of a stroke decades later, but it had been as painful.

Blake wondered if he could’ve done something to protect them.

"Wake up," Brynhilde said into his ear. "Meet your new family. The Einherjar. Pro tip: they might want to challenge you."

"Challenge me?"

The poems talked about Einherjar fighting all the time. He narrowed his eyes. He’d had a few fights since grade school, some which were successful, some on which he ended up with a broken nose. Going back to his memories made him shake his head. Those bad experiences were part of the reason why he’d practiced Brazilian Jiu Jitsu for two years. He’d been obsessed for that short period and gotten a blue-belt. It had increased his confidence back, but he hadn’t practiced for years. And fighting someone with a sword or an ax was definitely something else.

He tried to focus on his surroundings and push away his thoughts.

It was a sight to behold.

Valhalla reminded him of Oktoberfest feasts in Germany: long tables and servants carrying enormous trays full of mead and beer, long trays with pork ribs, roasted meat, sourdough bread, and plates full of berries and grapes. The aromas were fantastic. He caught the subtle appetizing scent of grilled meat and that of freshly baked pastries. He’d have to see how the meat compared to authentic Texas steak. From glancing at the tables and seeing massive people devouring T-bone steaks and ribs, he could tell the meat was generally cooked medium-rare. He liked it as rare as possible, but that would do.

But the beer jugs caught his attention, there were different varieties, and he even thought he saw stout Irish beer.

"Beer? You’ve got actual beer?" he asked.

"Ah, I see that you’re a man of culture," Brynhilde said, hands on her hips. "It’s the best invention your generation has produced."

"I’m glad I can enjoy something from home," he said with a shrug, relaxing for a moment.

The next shock to take in were the people: all were beautiful human specimens, even though most of the men looked tough, they all were fit and devoid of any imperfection; strong, muscular although of different builds, and the women among them all looked like supermodels. Most of them looked vaguely Norse or Scandinavian, but he heard a few words that seemed to be an ancient form of Slavic, and even Greek accents. He guessed the latter would have been pagan Varangians, who had moved into the Byzantine Empire as mercenaries. There were even a handful with darker skin and Asian or Native American features; he imagined them to be Native Greenlanders or even Native Americans that ended up among the Norse, either as captives or allies, that had become warriors and died as such.

He noticed groups of men and Valkyries gathering and cheering; surrounding pairs of men and women who fought each other, shields, axes and swords in hand. Blake saw a man being pierced completely through with a sword. Blake paled, thinking that could not be really happening.

Then, he started to catch the attention of the crowd. Men that he would never consider picking a fight with started elbowing each other.

"Eh, newcomer," said a voice. Blake felt a sharp pull at his sleeve. "Strong as an ox, huh?" The man was a blond giant with a braided beard. He was as tall as Blake, about 6’1, but seemed much larger, with a little bit of belly fat and broad shoulders. A silver necklace depicting Thor’s hammer hung at his neck. "We’ll see about that."

"Two Valkyries by his side," said another, next to the blond. He wore an exotic pagan hairstyle, shaved in the back of the head and a long bang in the front, like a Cossack. His eyes were blue and he had no beard. "Either he’s too good or he’s a coward."

"No, didn’t you hear?" said the blond. "Brynhilde had to come and rescue them."

Brynhilde cleared her throat and faced the men.

"He was facing a frost giant. Too bad we didn’t get the chance to see what he’d do to it."

Blake looked at her and raised an eyebrow. Was she on his side or not? Then, she placed a hand on his shoulder.

"We’ll let you talk to the boys," she said to him, like a mother dropping her toddler at pre-school. "We’ve got things to do."

"Eh." Blake blinked, facing the two men again. They frowned and stared at him like criminals. He could tell just by looking into their eyes that they were seasoned warriors, and he was nothing but a history nerd. Maybe women would be easier to approach. There were a few and far in between, some looked like shield-maidens, carrying weapons and chainmail, others wore traditional Norse dresses with tortoise breeches and scarves.

"Alright," Blake said with a shrug, when he suddenly felt his senses tingle. It was a little too late, because someone had already shoved him back. He looked up, finding the blond giant standing in front of him.

"Newcomer, truly the time of the Wolf has come because these heroes are deficient. They say all men in your time are weaklings, cowards and cheats. They don’t deserve to be in Valhalla. Now I challenge you to fight! To prove that you are a coward, and if you have an ounce of honor, you will accept or grab your own ass and throw yourself to Hel."

Blake blinked in shock.

He instinctively activated [Skald’s Voice], searching for the proper way to respond.

And like Brynhilde had said, he had to fight. Was it supposed to be like Fight Club? He was joining an army, he had to get experienced with it, and it was natural that they’d test his resolve.

"Well," Brynhilde spoke beside him. "Maybe I can stay a little longer," she giggled. "Let’s see what happens here."

Eir placed a hand on Blake’s forearm.

Blake cleared his throat and tried to sound convincing.

"Stranger, tell me your name," said Blake, channeling the ancient custom. "For I am Blake Olson, and though I have lived in a world in peace, I have war and survival in my veins. You know not of the massive wars my generations have faced, where millions have perished in a hell of flame, and the wisdom of the ages, where braver men have lived and died as warriors. And now I shall fight you too, with no weapons."

Well, that was true, Grandpa had been in Normandy, and Dad had done some tours in Iraq. He wouldn’t describe his dad as brave, though, at least, on his day-to-day life.

It felt somehow exhilarating to banter like that. Names were very important in that culture, and he remembered some sagas where the hero returned to his victims to tell them their name before their deaths.

He could feel adrenaline rushing into his veins.

The blond man seemed impressed, he narrowed his blue eyes and pulled a strand of greasy blond hair away from his face.

"Well, well, let us see. If you fight with no weapons, it shall be my honor. I shall tell you my name, stranger, so that you remember in Hel who cut you to pieces and made you drink your own blood, and shame your ancestors."

Blake narrowed his eyes, the man truly meant to offend him. "I am Bjorn Harvaldsson." He turned around, pointing at Blake while addressing the others. "And I shall unmask this talking coward."

Blake sighed. In Norse societies, being called a coward was enough to ensue a fight and see who would live or die. He turned around. He knew he had been resurrected and had become, somehow, super human, but he’d never been a warrior. His Jiu Jitsu training had been for self defense and self confidence.

"Fight," shouted the man with Cossack hairstyle. Others cheered and raised their horns and mugs in the air.

"No weapons, very brave," Brynhilde said, nodding with her arms crossed.

"Good luck, Blake," Eir simply said, coming closer to him. "By the way, he also has the [Helm of Awe], gifted to him from Thrud, Thor’s daughter. And other gifts from Thrud. Be careful."

"You mean... He...?"

Blake did not have the advantage he thought he had. And what Brynhilde had said... Very brave? When Blake turned, the other warriors had made way for them to fight. But what he saw next made him feel like fainting. Bjorn had extracted an ax from his girdle and was swinging it as a warm-up.

Blake looked at the Valkyries, who had positioned themselves along with other Valkyries to continue watching.

So, Blake had offered to fight him unarmed. He thought he’d imply that both would fight unarmed.

"Shit," Blake mumbled, eyes wide open. He was about to open his mouth and tell Bjorn that he didn’t expect to fight against an armed man, but his knowledge of Norse culture told me that would be extremely shameful. Now he’d have to suck it up.

And be cut to pieces.

What if he died? Was he going to disappear forever? Or was he going to go to the Nordic Hel, without any hope of coming back? No one had explained anything!

The man with the shaved back of the head walked in between them, shirtless, showing a muscular body with a bit of belly fat, holding a jug of ale.

"Fight! Finally, a good fight. Bjorn, my brother, tear this boy to pieces like he’s begging you to do."

"Yeah," shouted the others. "Rip him to pieces!"

"It’s a wonderful night to witness a beheading!"

All seemed to be on Bjorn’s side.

In the meantime, Bjorn was also removing his tunic, revealing a massive chest and a little bit of a belly. Now, he wore nothing but leather briefs and tall boots. He looked like a pro wrestler.

Blake sighed.

"Shit, shit, shit."

He took his own t-shirt off, revealing the body he had constructed with two years of power-lifting. He was much leaner than Bjorn, and tall, but not as bulky.

"What have I gotten myself into..." he said to himself.

That ax looked sharp as hell.

Blake shut his eyes. He remembered what Odin had said, and what his grandfather had told him for years. Grandpa had been like them. He had fought in World War II, he had read Blake viking sagas as bedtime stories. He had taught him the value of doing one’s best or die trying.

Blake extended his arms, remembering his two years of jiu-jitsu training. He knew that his techniques would be effective as long as he closed the distance quickly. An ax was way faster than a fist, so he had one chance to isolate the weapon.

"Fight!" shouted the brown haired man, lowering his jug, mead sprinkling the ground. Blake visualized his stats. As soon as he selected the [Helm of Awe], a smaller bar appeared next to it, revealing his [HP] buffer.

He shut his eyes, looking back at Eir. Her gray eyes were fixed on him, they seemed to say: I trust you, do your best, I’ll be here for you.

Brynhilde, on the other side, was trying to hold her laughter.

But Bjorn was not acting like it was another day in the park; the man’s face was somber, teeth clenched like those of a rabid dog, his eyes rolled backward and his veins seemed so tense that they seemed to be about to pop out. Suddenly, the man crouched, growling like a rabid dog, tensing every muscle in his body.

A runic sigil displayed behind him. Blake swallowed hard as soon as he saw the words Class: Berserker, displayed above Bjorn’s head.


Chapter IV – Bear

Bjorn’s HP bar displayed like a flowing river. It was at least three times longer than Blake’s. Blake gasped as the sigil for [Helm of Awe] appeared beneath Bjorn. He also had a buffer before reaching his main [HP].

"Shit," Blake repeated, as Bjorn lunged toward him, as fast as a charging bull.

Blake felt sharp pain bite into his body, pushing him toward a table and crashing against it. Blake grunted and collapsed to his knees.

His [Helm of Awe] buffer bar descended to about half.

[Helm of Awe 45/100]

Blake gasped in shock, panting rapidly as two other Einherjar pushed him back into the fight.

Bjorn howled like an animal, leaping at him, swinging his ax at full strength.

Blake gasped and tried to use [Helm of Awe] to anticipate Bjorn’s movements. But the Einherjar swung faster than any human could. The powerful ax riveted diagonally, Blake tried to dodge, then jumped to avoid another blow, and suddenly, he felt another cut right into his rib-cage, and screamed as his [Helm of Awe] descended to 2/100. Along with the pain, he felt a liquid emerging from his side. Was it blood? Could he bleed in Valhalla?

Another blow gave him his answer, this time across the chest. His [Helm of Awe] points decreased to the minimum, and part of the blow covered half of his main HP.

He was dying.

"Shit," Blake gasped, feeling a warm, golden bright liquid coming out of his chest.

He looked at Brynhilde, she was still crossing her arms, her gaze seemed to say, don’t even dare ask for help.

Blake looked back at Bjorn, who swung his mighty ax at his neck. Blake dodged, and the ax sunk down halfway through the table where Blake had been. His reflexes were much slower than before.

And he was sure that a single blow would kill him.

He frantically selected [Skald’s Voice] again. He focused on the hours of MMA fighting he had seen and the few months he trained BJJ and kickboxing, his mind raced through images and concepts, through ideas and skills.

The ax swung toward him, in Blake’s mind, faster than lightning, he pictured an old video of Muhammad Ali dodging blows left and right, he slightly adjusted his position and the ax passed by him, barely cutting through a strand of his hair in the process.

He’d pulled that off, but he noticed that his body responded much slower than his mind without the [Helm of Awe]. Now, he noticed what he hadn’t before, [Skald’s Voice] also had a time limit, he was using it much faster than he had before. He slipped to the side, avoiding the ax once again, dodged again and bobbed his head. Ax strikes were faster and harder to avoid than punches. And his gift was running out, he had to think of a strategy.

His mind turned back to his BJJ training. The first principle was to close in to his opponent, the second would be to take him down and isolate his ax. Blake crouched and shot toward Bjorn’s legs. He put all his weight forward and held on to his knees in a double leg take-down. Bjorn fell backwards and his head echoed against the ground. The entire hall erupted in gasps, and a few claps echoed behind.

Blake’s mind raced. First, he went to full mount, then turned on his side, pinning his knee against Bjorn’s ax-wielding arm.

Bjorn wasn’t stupid, and he was as strong as a bear. The Berserker swung his entire body-weight, ready to trap Blake under his weight.

[Skald’s voice is 12/100]

Blake’s fighting instinct took over, realizing too that he was about to run out of [Skald’s Voice]. He had to finish quickly. He pretended to get up, tricking Bjorn into twisting toward his side to get up.

Blake remembered one of the jiu jitsu techniques he had mastered. He went to the side, ensuring Bjorn’s back was toward him. He hooked his legs over Bjorn’s, and held one arm over his shoulder, the other one beneath. In that moment, he circled the inside of his right elbow around Bjorn’s neck, securing it with his other wrist.

And he squeezed.

The Berserker growled, writhed and twisted, but was held down by Blake’s legs. He then tried to swing his ax blindly, and managed to cut into Blake’s shoulder. Blake felt sharp pain on his shoulders and the rest of his HP went down.

[Your current HP is 3/35]

He held tight as Bjorn twisted and turned, struggling to break free, Blake struggled to keep his arm wrapped around the Einherjar’s neck, applying pressure with his other forearm. The Norseman once again lifted his ax and prepared to strike at Blake.

One blow and I’m dead.

Well, at least I did go as a warrior.

At that moment, Bjorn’s arm relaxed, and the ax fell from his hand, clanking against the floor.

Blake could perceive Bjorn’s life force. What hadn’t been touched before began to rapidly go down. His gifts, [Berserk] and [Helm of Awe], started fading, while everyone around them kept quiet.

Before Bjorn’s life winked out, Blake let go, dropped the Norseman’s body and got up, leaning on a table for support.

"What are you doing?" shouted a male voice. Blake turned. The brown haired man was staring at him.

"Do you wish to shame my brother? Kill him like the warrior that he is! Don’t mock him!"

Blake blinked.

Suddenly, an ax flew toward him. He caught it. It was Bjorn’s ax.

"Finish him," Brynhilde said.

Blake looked down at the unconscious Norseman, sprawled against the stone floor.

Blake breathed in. He was one punch away from dying, and he tried to feel sorry for Bjorn, but at the same time, he felt powerful and proud.

"Kill him now, Blake," shouted Brynhilde.

"Don’t you dare shame my brother or I’ll hunt you forever!" the brown haired man sounded angry.

Eir’s gentle voice echoed in her ear: "This is how we do it."

What?

"But... I... I chose to have mercy!" Blake muttered softly.

The man with the partially shaved head shouted in the air, pounding his fists. "This man dares to dishonor my brother!"

Was he going to try to avenge him? But Bjorn wasn’t dead yet. Blake was too numb to think. Skald’s Voice had already been depleted.

"Do your duty," Eir said. "Blake, please, you must finish the duel. It's the honor of battle. Do not mock your opponent!"

Blake gasped. They were all insane!

"Boy, he won’t have mercy on you once he wakes up," Brynhilde said calmly. "Be sure of that. He won't be impressed by your mercy. He'll think you're playing with him and do the same. And he will make sure it'll hurt."

Talk about peer pressure.

But then, again, they were completely right. He had tried to kill him and would try to do it again, but even Bjorn's brother seemed to prefer to have his own brother killed. Or was he misunderstanding it all?

Alright, he’s gonna come back and try to kill me if I don’t.

Bjorn’s fingers started to twitch.

Blake panted, grasped the ax by its handle and strode toward the fallen Norseman. He shut his eyes. He told himself he had to do it to defend his own life.

He raised the ax above his head and swung downward with as much strength as he could muster. Bjorn’s severed head fell with a pool of golden blood.

There was silence around him, hundreds of eyes fixed on him.

Eir walked forward, gently grabbed his hand and leaned into his ear.

"He’s coming back anyway."

Everyone cheered. Massive warriors started tapping on Blake’s shoulders. He almost tripped and fell. Others offered him horns of mead and asked how he had become such an effective warrior. Other Valkyries and elves giggled to themselves and pointed at him. Brynhilde and Eir watched from the sides. Eir looked proud, her cheeks reddened, eyes wide and open. Brynhilde had a smile on her lips and watched with arms crossed.

Suddenly, the gates of Valhalla opened again. The crowd looked back, and Blake felt himself go pale as Bjorn stepped inside, raising both arms to the sky and receiving another horn of mead from a red-headed Valkyrie.

What had just happened? Blake had killed him. Bjorn had just been re-spawned before his eyes.

"Well done," the brown-haired Norseman with the exotic hairstyle, had placed a hand on his shoulder, speaking. "You were a good match for my brother."

Bjorn was approaching the table again, when Ulf raised his arm and pointed at Blake: ‘

"Bjorn, you dog, come over here! Here’s the boy that killed you!"

"Yeah, Ulf, this lad was good. Impressive, fighting unarmed!" Bjorn shouted. He looked strangely happy. "Servant woman!" he snapped his fingers at a pale woman that carried dozens of horns and beer mugs on her tray. "An extra round for the new boy."

She bowed her head in reverence, while Bjorn approached Blake with a smile on his lips.

"You did well, lad," Bjorn said. "Blake Olson, very good. A strong name, you have."

"Well," Blake blinked, staring at the Norseman. His head was well intact, and there wasn’t even a scratch on his neck.

Ulf, Bjorn’s brother with the exotic haircut, burst out laughing. "We always get them."

"We’ve got to do it again, boy," Bjorn said, playfully punching Blake on the shoulder. Blake clenched his teeth. He was sure another one of those would kill him instead. "He was good, huh, Ulf?" Bjorn said to his brother.

"So..." Blake said slowly, just as the servant placed a horn of mead in front of his face.

"No one dies as long as we’re in Asgard," Bjorn said. "Now," he rubbed his hands. "I can kill you as many times as I wish. In ways you have never imagined."

Blake swallowed hard.

"I’m playing with you, but you surprised me boy. You did good. Come, join our wolf-pack tonight. We fight in the meadows, we drink and we feast."

"We never tell newcomers that they will be resurrected again if they die in Valhalla," Ulf explained. "Thus we see what they’re made of."

"I see." Blake nodded absently.

"But you did good, I like that movement, lad. How did you learn that?"

Blake tried to keep his head up, but he felt more exhausted than he had ever felt before. Just keeping his neck straight was a struggle.

[Your current HP is 5/35]

He managed to mumble a few words: "Did some jiu jitsu, watched in the UFC."

"The what?"

Then, everything faded to black.

Blake entered Valhalla again, this time, Bjorn and Ulf called him to their table.

"Ha, I got you too," Bjorn said, tapping his shoulders. Luckily, this time, Blake had been completely restored. His [HP] was at full capacity.

"So that’s what you all do all day, fight?" he asked.

"And feasting and wenching," said Ulf, slapping the behind of a passing Valkyrie.

"It’s a man’s world," said Bjorn.

Blake blinked, he could not deny he had felt powerful. It had been intoxicating. He found himself imagining fighting Bjorn again and doing better, dodging faster, using better techniques. He also looked at Ulf, examining his HP and his gifts. He had another gift called [Seidr’s Kiss]. He knew that Seidr was related to foreseeing the future.

And about the women, the low rank Valkyries that served the mead were gorgeous. Each would have been more than a 10 on earth. But... He wasn’t interested in just spending a night with one and then forgetting. Or how did that work? Also, he didn’t want to share girls with other men. He had always considered himself old fashioned, although, well, in reality, Vikings were an older fashion than his.

But he couldn't stop thinking of Eir and Brynhilde. His mind wandered, thinking that maybe they were interested in him. Foolish notion. Brynhilde had had a few boyfriends that she’d tricked and ended up setting up their deaths, or else they didn’t measure up, if the myths were right, as for Eir, as far as he knew, she was never associated with a male consort, but many things could have happened over a thousand year period.

"Hey," Ulf said. "What do you say, we fight, and whoever wins gets to eat the ribs of tomorrow’s hunt."

"The ribs?"

"Everybody loves ribs."

"I agree," Blake said.

"Well."

"Maybe the boy needs a little bit of affection," Bjorn elbowed him. "Look at that Valkyrie, her name is Elsa. she’s looking at you. My boy, she knows how to give a good time."

Blake blinked.

"I..."

"Oh no," Ulf said, laughing. "The boy fell in love with Brynhilde, don’t tell me." He broke out laughing and Bjorn started laughing too.

Blake felt blood rushing into his face.

"Boy," Ulf mumbled, before sighing and sipping on his mead. "If Odin’s daughters were interested in mortals, she would have picked us first. Listen, I lost my wife back in Midgard. She was no warrior, so didn’t come to Valhalla. But there are thousands upon thousands of beauties to enjoy. And not to mention Freya’s Hall."

"Aye," Bjorn said. "The girls at Fólkvangr are fantastic. We hunt with them sometimes, then we have a nice time."

Blake cleared his throat.

"But, is there no space for wives or girlfriends here?"

"They’re all girlfriends, what do you mean?" Ulf said.

"Listen, lad," Bjorn said. "Those Valkyries, Eir, Thrud, Brynhilde, they’re still looking for a Prince Charming that they’ll never find. Believe me, a thousand men tried it before. If you find a wife among the Valkyries, well, lucky you, few shield-maidens ever came here, some with their husbands and that’s settled, but plenty of girls to choose from. Ulf says he wants to settle with one from Folkvangr after Ragnarok passes. If he survives."

"Of course I will," Ulf said. "We’ll have a goat farm and a lot of dogs. But for now, I just enjoy myself."

"And how about going to Earth?" Blake asked.

"Once you try the fruits of Asgard," Ulf said. "There’s no going back."

"Nah," Bjorn shook his head. "We can’t go to Midgard yet, until our time comes. Maybe there it will be different. But feck, anyway there’s barely any time. ‘Nuff said, boy. Pick the girl you like and have a good time. Don’t fret for those Valkyries. Besides, all the other ones are ogling you and I’m sure they can’t wait either. Come on, I’ll introduce you to some."

Blake nodded, absently turning toward the side. Eir was looking at him from a high table along with other Valkyries and men in Norse noblemen’s clothes. He thought they might be the other Aesir. Her expression was... Strange, she looked slightly worried. She looked at him straight in the eye and smiled. Blake could somehow feel a bit of her worry in his mind. Was it just his imagination?

Blake smiled back.


Chapter V – Wolves of Odin

Blake spent the next couple of days fighting for his life, being killed in ever more creative ways and re-spawning over and over. Despite the pain and the fact that he was dead, it was the most alive he’d felt in years. He was admitted into Bjorn’s wolf-pack, a group of twenty-five warriors who’d fight each other every day, before and after feasting in Valhalla.

He would fight in the forests of Asgard, where he had a designated tent, a horse and a standard issue set of chain-mail, a helmet, a sword and a shield. He fought dozens of warriors a day, teaching his comrades jiu-jitsu and basic kickboxing. Sooner than later, those experienced warriors were well versed in many of his techniques and he little advantage against the blond giants.

He practiced horse-riding, the use of the shield and the sword, and, frankly, despite using [Skald’s Voice] to think out strategies and rehearse battle choreography he’d seen in movies, it was hard to adapt to sword-fighting, especially against people who’d been doing it for hundreds of years.

He thought of different strategies and defense tactics, and at night, he relaxed and drank gallons of mead. Every full moon his wolf-pack would run to the forests of Asgard, fight each other and raid other groups. It was hard to get the hang of it, but after a while it felt good to just let go and fight to the death. He did not have the gift of [Berserk] yet, he was told that only a Valkyrie could grant it, so he could not experience the true power of that skill.

He also felt pains he never knew existed. He’d gotten his head chopped many times, got punctured lungs, broken bones, and it had hurt like hell, although fighting sometimes distracted him from those sensations. The strange thing was, he found himself wanting to fight again. It was like a strange destructive addiction, that actually improved his conditioning and skills.

He got a hand of the system, increasing his [HP], and gaining XP bit by bit. He’d heard that once he was out of Asgard, actually killing enemies increased his [HP] much more and it’d be easier to level up.

One stat he never improved, and virtually no one ever used was [Odr (Mana)]. Every time he asked, he was told not to worry about it for now. If he kept asking, they’d tell him that mostly gods, witches and the enemy had access to it.

And through killing and dying, and getting drunk with immortal liquor, he started to enjoy the company of those hardy men from ancient time. They gathered to hear about the modern world, and couldn’t understand half of what he was telling them about.

He learned of many historical events, and it turned out that Bjorn and Ulf had raided Lindisfarne and other coastal regions in England.

Ironically, the guys he fought harder against, guys he beheaded and stabbed through the heart a few times too many, became friendly and close. He got the chance to meet and even be killed by some of his childhood heroes like Thorfinn Karlsfreni, and his sister Freydis, Ragnar, even Jarl Haakon, a beast of a man who could not stop parroting that the pagans had been right all along.

That afternoon, back in Valhalla, Blake drank another horn of mead, while Ulf and Bjorn bellowed with laughter next to him. The pork ribs were especially good and there was an abundance of fish. Blake had was busy with a platter full of herring. It was like a never ending buffet. However, sitting down to eat and drink felt more like a chore than a relief and a rest. He couldn’t help but think of combinations and fighting stances, and he kept eyeing other warriors, assessing their levels and strategizing how he’d defeat them if given the chance.

Even with all the excitement, there was something missing in his life, something he craved deep down. He almost put a name to it.

As he took a sip of mead, he suddenly felt a pull.

Turning around, he looked over the vast tables of warriors and resurrected servants carrying trays, toward the high table where the Aesir sat. Odin was there, his long mane cascading over his shoulders, sitting next to his wife Frigg. Valkyries and gods stood at their side, but one called to him. He blinked. Was he imagining things?

His eyes and mind were drawn to Eir, who was already staring back at him. Her long platinum hair cascaded over her shoulders and she wore a traditional blue strap dress over a long-sleeved smock, and two tortoise brooches made of gold, with interlocking patterns, fell over her chest. Blake felt a longing, as if he missed her after a long time apart. Why did he feel that pull? And why did it feel like she could read his thoughts?

Part of him said, I miss you too.

He looked back at his table. Bjorn had brought a servant girl and was kissing her like a ravenous wolf, hands on her hips, pulling her close.

What was Blake thinking? Eir was sitting up there with the Aesir. He was there, a mere mortal, a mere wolf-dog of Odin. Maybe he could make out with one of these resurrected servant-girls and imagine she was Eir. Or Brynhilde for that matter. If he was lucky he’d get a Valkyrie, there were thousands of minor ones anyway.

Then, he felt a laugh inside his mind. It wasn’t his own. It was as if another voice competed for his attention.

Weird.

"Lad," he felt a hand on his shoulder. Ulf was next to him. "Good work today, you almost got me."

"Next time," Blake replied. "I’ll chop your head off and you’ll not even see it coming."

Ulf laughed. "You think so? You cried like a baby today. Better luck next time."

"Ah," Blake grunted, lowering his horn. "I know how to make you whine like a servant woman. We’ll see tomorrow, I know how to break your arms like a twig," Blake said.

Those were heavy words for a Norseman. It would surely get Ulf riled up.

"What?" Ulf grunted, genuine anger in his eyes. Then, he started to laugh. "Nonsense, I know all of your tricks. But, you’re learning, cub. And tomorrow, I’ll kill you myself a few times over for being such a loudmouth."

"Ah, I’ll have no pity or mercy. I’m here to eat ribs and kick ass, and I’m all out of ribs."

"Huh?" Ulf raised an eyebrow.

Blake blinked.

"Nothing, I’m trying to add to my banter."

"What?" Ulf repeated.

"Never mind. See you tomorrow."

Ulf turned around. Two Valkyries approached them. Both looked like supermodels, with flowing golden hair and green eyes, their skin tanned to perfection, and wearing short chainmail and embroidered capes. One was probably as tall as Blake himself.

"Aha, ladies," Ulf said, running a hand through whatever remained of his hair. "Looking for me?" He asked.

"Blake Olson?" one of them asked.

"That’s me," Blake said, leaning his arms back, trying to look confident.

"Brynhilde is calling for you," said the tall one.

Ulf elbowed him.

"Aha. Lucky boy. Go, the lady calls for you, lucky, maybe she’s seen you on the fields and has a gift for you."

Blake blinked, looking toward the Aesir’s table, at a vantage point and in the distance. His mind raced, and, well, he thought that his testosterone was too high and a thousand thoughts raced through his mind the minute he thought of Brynhilde.

He got up and walked through toward the high table. For an instant, he glanced at Eir, at the other side of the table. She was following him with her eyes. As he approached, reaching the tables with warriors of higher rank, somebody bumped into him intentionally, pushing him off balance.

"Watch where you’re going, dog," scowled the man. Blake looked up. He gasped at the tall and lean giant he had bumped against. A mane of unruly blond hair fell upon broad shoulders. He was shirtless except for a blue cape that hung around his ripped shoulders. He was no mere Einherjar, he was Vidar, Odin’s own son, brother to Thor and one of the generals of Valhalla.

"I am sorry, Lord Vidar," Blake said, passing by him, suddenly star-struck.

Vidar looked at him with disdain and continued his way.

Blake walked closer to the Aesir’s table. A few eyes drifted toward him, and he didn’t know whether they were welcoming or not. Brynhilde was close. It was strange seeing her in Norse clothes and not in her bronze armor. An ermine cape hung around her shoulders, her wavy red locks were well combed and her blue eyes were wide and hypnotic. She smiled when she saw him.

"This is your boy, huh?" the other Valkyrie said. Blake noticed her for the first time. She also had red hair, of a slightly lighter tone, but curly and long, her eyes were small and her face was full of tiny freckles. She was cute in a little sister kind of way.

Blake then heard a strange baa coming from the other girl’s lap.

"It’s the one I share with Eir," Brynhilde said. Blake blushed.

What was the freckled girl holding in her lap? Was it a sheep? She grabbed a slice of cheese from her own platter. There were like ten varieties on it, surrounded by a cluster of grapes, and the jar by her side held milk and not mead.

She said something in Brynhilde’s ear and giggled. Whatever she was saying, Brynhilde nodded and chuckled as well.

"I missed your opening fight, wolf-cub," the freckled redhead said to him. "But my aunt says you really surprised everyone. Bjorn’s my boy, he has my [Blessing], and has always been strong."

Brynhilde was her aunt?

Blake narrowed his eyes, fixing them on the other redhead. Both women looked about the same age, just Brynhilde being a little older. Was this girl Odin’s literal granddaughter? She was a redhead, like another important god, according to the original lore.

"Thrud?" he said, then braced himself, trying to resort to his knowledge of Norse customs.

Blake blinked. He was standing right in front of Thor’s daughter.

"Yes," she said.

"I am honored, my lady."

"He has good manners," Thrud said, just as she slid a piece of cheese into his mouth. "I like him."

"I am sorry for the loss of your father," Blake said. "I truly would have liked to meet him and pay my respects."

"Well," Thrud said with a sad sigh, but chewing the cheese with her mouth open. "Thank you. Everybody misses my dad, I know that. But it was fated. There’s nothing we can do, just remember and honor him. I guess it just means the time has come."

Blake heard that animal noise again, coming from under the table.

"Don't be nervous, baby," Thrud said in a childish voice, as she looked down at her lap. She reached out with both hands and gently lifted a baby goat with gray fur, with a stripe of black along its side. It looked only a few weeks old. Plucking a handful of grapes, she fed them to her goat, stems and all. The goat bleated once more before chewing on the grapes.

Brynhilde cleared her throat.

"So," Brynhilde said. "Thrud, you should’ve seen my boy Blake. He knows some intriguing tricks, he sneaked around your Bjorn like a snake and choked him to death."

"Oh, yes, I could even feel it," Thrud said, her mouth full, sharing a piece of cheese with her goat. "It was the surprise of the evening."

Feel it? Blake narrowed his eyes.

"So, I told you, cub," Brynhilde said, chin resting on her palm. "You’re more than meets the eye. We’re gonna bring you to our place to play tomorrow."

Blake blushed. Was that really happening? Whatever she meant, she was interested in him. In whatever way.

He felt as if Brynhilde was about to burst out laughing, but she controlled herself.

"I will train you personally, of course. The wolf-pack is good but you need more focused training and they can’t give it to you. We’d also like to learn that jatsu jitsu you’ve been teaching the wolves. We will watch your progress with great interest."

He bowed his head. How could he not look nervous in front of her, especially with so many gods and goddesses around him.

"My lady, I would love to teach you jiu jitsu."

Brynhilde winked. "Don’t worry, Eir is gonna be there too."

***

The Valkyrie’s section was worlds apart from the fields where the Einherjar trained. The vegetation was fastidiously well trimmed, with beautiful orchards, trees in full bloom and flowers of different colors. Blake never cared much for flowers and their varieties. Female servants ran up and down bringing apples and berries for the girls, as well as wine and cheese. All the women were gorgeous. He could not stop ogling them, all of them 10s. Maybe Bjorn was right, and Blake had to take advantage of that.

Blake was led to a garden with a trimmed golden trees on each side. The sun fell directly from above, as if it were a summer day. On the side there were wooden dummies and a shelf replete with all sorts of weapons. Women curled down next to each other reading tablets of stone, others recited skaldic poetry to each other from memory, to the tune of Norse lyres. A casual glance at a clear pond revealed groups of Valkyries sunbathing and swimming in the nude. Some glanced at him nonchalantly and a few elbowed each other and whispered in each other’s ears. They didn’t seem offended, but Blake turned his face away as he felt himself blush. It took him a few seconds to take in the reaction of the women.

"I’m here to meet Brynhilde," he told himself, turning his face and advancing toward the forest.


Chapter VI – Fate

Eir was sitting by herself, holding an ivory tablet on her right. Brynhilde was next to the weapons shelf, wearing nothing but a long chainmail that covered her upper body and descended partially toward her thighs.

"Look who’s here, the legendary Blake Olson," Brynhilde said, crossing her arms and eyeing him up and down with a smile on her lips.

"My lady," Blake said, bowing his head.

She chuckled. "Come on, you’re so formal all of a sudden."

Blake shrugged. "I’m learning the ways of this place. I don’t want to be rude."

"Forget what you’ve learned," she said, looking straight into his eyes.

Blake watched from the corner of his eye as Eir lowered her ivory tablet. She raised her perfect, cat like face, thin lips and gleaming gray eyes fixed on him, her head slightly cocked and making her platinum hair cascade down to her hips. He wanted to keep looking but he needed to keep her attention on Brynhilde.

He felt a tug in his mind. Was Eir jealous and he could feel it? Was he just going crazy?

"Alright," said Brynhilde, hands on her hips, her wavy red hair falling over her shoulders, parted on the side of her head. Her chainmail reached a little into her thigh, basically like a miniskirt, revealing thighs that were a perfectly golden tan, and aside from that she only wore felt boots. And the chainmail on her body could not hide the size of her breasts.

"Up here, lad, my eyes are up here," she said with a humorous tone.

Blake found himself blushing.

"Come on, let’s spar. I’ll teach you and you teach me that jatsu jits everyone’s talking about."

Blake shrugged. "Sure."

"Alright," she said. "What is your weapon of choice?"

"My weapon?" Blake asked.

"Yes." Brynhilde raised an eyebrow, grinning at his apparent bewilderment. "The tool with which you’ll carve your saga into the bark of Yggdrasil. What is it?

She paused as he looked for an answer, then, she sighed. "When you train with your Wolf-Pack, what do you use?"

"I have tried the spear, the sword."

Brynhilde shook her head. "Choose one and become a master of it first. I knew those boys don’t teach you right, to them, fighting is something fun. That’s alright, but you want to be the best, having fun is not enough."

"I..."

She shook her head.

"Come on, you’re in Valhalla... You can’t hesitate! Do, and do it at once. Even if you’re wrong."

Blake opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out.

"Alright, you want me to chose for you. Last favor I do to you." She turned toward the weapons shelf, the tight curves of her body accentuated as she walked, and those thighs... Allfather!

She reached out and grabbed an ax with a handle that seemed to glow with a subtle inner light. Its edge was wicked sharp, and runes were etched along the side.

"This feels right," she said, hefting the weapon. "Feels like it’s been waiting for you. You don’t look excited, come on. It’s the best Norse weapon and you know it. It’s the easiest to use, and it feels great to cleave it into your enemy’s skull."

She threw it at Blake and he caught it with his heightened senses.

"Those wolves taught you how to use it, right?" she asked.

"Hmm, I got a few lessons." Blake grabbed a shield from the shelf and took a stance, trying to look competent. "Ready when you are."

"Oh, wolf-cub," she chuckled. "You don’t look ready. You look like a rabbit about to ask a wolf for mercy. On his knees."

"Then I guess I’ll have to be a very tough rabbit," he retorted, getting a feel for the ax's balance. Blake just glanced at her power level. It was staggering, superhuman, no Einherjar he had fought with had that power. He was about to be massacred, but he was determined to face it with a smile.

"As you wish," she said, closing her eyes and grinning for an instant.

Then, Brynhilde moved so fast he barely saw her draw her own weapon, a similar ax that seemed to sing with eagerness. "Lesson one," she said calmly. "Never let your guard down. Or do, if you’re curious about what it feels to have an ax through your sternum."

She examined him from head to toe, taking a battle stance, then relaxing a little.

"Maybe you want to take off your tunic, you look tense," she said.

Blake dropped the ax for an instant and reached for the hem of his tunic, just as Brynhilde struck his ribs with the handle of her ax.

"You’re very obedient," she said with a wink. Blake found himself driven back, dull pain jolting through his torso. He didn’t know whether to blush or to laugh, or to grunt in pain. "Too bad you’re not good at paying attention. No, seriously, the Jotun are tricky, they’ll summon you for a truce and they’ll betray you."

Blake cleared his throat and reached for his shield again. He did, without taking his eyes off Brynhilde.

"Alright, let’s do it," he hissed.

"As you wish," she nodded.

The Valkyrie slipped to the side and attacked Blake with a diagonal, upward swing from the left. Blake switched, positioning the shield to absorb the blow, but in that very same move, she passed the ax to her right hand and at struck him from the other side. She cleaved her ax into his arm, and he felt his own life energy drain.

"Don’t worry, Eir will heal you if I don’t kill you," she said.

He blinked in shock..

"They didn’t teach you about feints?" she asked.

"I..." He was about to retort. "I know what a feint is."

She did it again, pretending to attack his neck, then, in a swift motion, slicing against his abdomen instead.

"You’re good," he relented.

She chuckled.

"Me, good? I’m a goddess of war."

She shifted from one side to the other, faster than Blake could catch, even with [Helm of Awe]. In an instant, she had grabbed the back of his neck and had her ax against his throat.

"Whoa," Blake said.

"See? Your little wolves are nothing to me."

She turned her back.

"Alright, you have your [Skald’s Voice], I assume," she said. "Record these moves in your mind, we’ll go from the bottom up. It’s a basic combat feint, so you must learn it.

Brynhilde turned back, and as fast as a missile, she did the exact same move, this time, Blake prepared to block the feint with his shield, then anticipated her turn, leaned closer and trapped her arm before she landed her blow.

"Not bad," she said. "For a novice. You have heart. And you're definitely easy on the eyes when you sweat."

He grinned, panting. "Is that the secret Valkyrie ax technique? Distract your opponent with flattery?"

"Among other things," she replied with a wink. "What about this?" she said, headbutting him, then hooking his leg with her calf and throwing him to the ground.

He gasped in surprise.

"Nice," he grunted, head on the grass. She looked much sexier from up there, her body was completely tanned, even to the tiniest detail. Now that was a gorgeous woman.

"See, you get distracted easily," she said, extending him a hand.

He got up by himself.

"In all seriousness." She leaned her ax over her shoulder. "You’ve got fire in your loins, that’s good, keep it for Valhalla, but don’t trust the Jotun, they have tricks like these and many others. Many of them are shape-shifters and powerful sorcerers. And sorceresses."

"Alright, I understand."

"Let’s try again," she said, returning to her battle stance.

She repeated the movement and Blake managed to block. Then, she did the same thing but in reverse. Blake anticipated her movements, as she added more variations

After about ten repetitions, Brynhilde stepped back and put her hands on her hips, appraising him. "You’re improving. You might just make a decent warrior yet. Maybe even worthy of a Valkyrie’s... attention."

"Is that an official part of the training?" Blake asked, half-joking, trying to conceal his blush.

She laughed, the sound rich and full.

Suddenly, she lunged against him, tackling him to the ground. She was now on top of him, arms stretched.

"As usual, you look better from on top. Now show me that jits," she said, her hair dropping on his chest.

"Well," he said, scanning through his training and fights he had watched. He rushed to grasp her right forearm, slide his right through the collar of her chain-mail, raise his right hip and turn his entire core to the side.

"That’s a basic move," he said, now on top of her.

"Oh, I’m starting to like it," she said, eyes wide open. "Few men have managed to get on top of me."

"Try to escape," he said.

She attempted to turn her torso, but Blake hooked her legs and controlled her momentum.

"Huh, nice," she exclaimed. "I like the fact that I can’t move. There’s something to this."

"See?" Blake said with a grin.

"That would work against any Jotun. I like that you’re using my own strength against me. But you forget I’m not an Einherjar," she replied, easily pushing him off with her superhuman strength.

Blake almost rolled back on the grass.

She let out a relaxed sigh. Her hair had tiny specks of grass in between, which she noticed and started to pull off.

"Not bad, wolf-cub, you should lead a class. It’s a nice addition to our techniques."

"I’d love to," Blake said.

"You’d love to get the attention, I think." Cross legged on the ground, Brynhilde rested her chin on her hand. "Somebody’s attention in particular."

Blake raised an eyebrow. Brynhilde was blatantly flirting with him, but... She seemed aloof at the same time. What was she doing?

"What do you mean?" he asked.

"Patience, cub. We've got to keep some secrets, haven't we? But," she leaned closer, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper, "if you impress a Valkyrie enough, who knows what rewards might be reaped? I’ve heard you haven’t been joining your cubs in wenching, you’re waiting for someone special, aren’t you?"

Blake felt his cheeks warm but met her gaze sternly. She raised a hand and wave it. "Just look around you, they can’t wait to meet you."

Blake turned to find half a dozen Valkyries staring at them. Some of them had only linen towels around their bodies, their braids swayed like pendulums, their giggles were like chimes in the wind, airy and playful.

"Hail, ladies," said Brynhilde. "Checking out the new cub?"

"My lady," one of them said, while the others bowed their heads. "Hail, young Einherjar," said one of them, with straight dirty blonde hair, holding her towel with one hand. "We’ve heard much of you and of your jatsu jitsu. It is certainly impressive."

"Is it true that you can fight from the ground?" said another. "We heard you choked a Berserker to death."

"We’d like to learn."

"That’s really useful," said another.

"You can teach us now if you want."

Blake blushed deeply, a hundred thoughts started rushing through his mind, and body too, imagining all those women, most of which were nothing but towels, training grappling with him.

Blake felt a pull in his mind. And he heard someone approaching. He turned carefully.

Eir walked toward the group, her eyes solemn but icy, she spoke with an authoritative grace that seemed to cut through the air. "Ladies, I believe your attention would be better spent on your duties. Our Einherjar is practicing, and distractions are not part of the curriculum."

Sheepish grins replaced by meek nods, the Valkyries retreated.

Eir sighed and Brynhilde laughed by her side.

Blake cast a glance at Eir. What was she feeling? She seemed more aloof than usual. Was Brynhilde making her jealous? Well, what had just happened had certainly made her get up and kick out all the others.

"I am sorry I had not greeted you, Eir," Blake said, bowing his head. "I..."

"It is fine."

"Well," Brynhilde spoke by their side. "Rest up, Blake Olson," she called over his shoulder. "Tomorrow you’ll show me some of that jatsu jitsu. What a silly word that is."

"Brazilian jiu jitsu you mean?" deciding to finally correct her. "Well, sure."

"Alright." Brynhilde jumped to her feet. "Farewell, to you too, sister."

Eir nodded at her, smiling faintly.

Blake blinked. What was all that flirting from Brynhilde’s part, was she just playing around? Were they testing him? Brynhilde had made it clear that he had to prove himself as a warrior, maybe more than as a warrior, keeping up with all the expectations of behavior, but what did Eir expect?

"Eir," he said, looking straight at her.

Her expression was still still, serene. Those eyes were so pretty it was impossible not to get lost in them. Her thin lips, just with enough of a curve. She wore a varafeld, traditional deer fur, and a green smock under her thick strap dress, and the traditional tortoise brooches falling around her breasts. Those things were somehow sexy. And every time he looked into her eyes, Gods, it felt as if she knew everything about him, but she wouldn’t tell him.

"I want to thank you," he said.

"For what?"

"For bringing me here, really, it was really a foolish way to die. And... I don’t know what would’ve happened."

"Foolish? We have spoken about this, Blake Olson."

God, she was gorgeous. He wanted her close, he wanted to kiss her and cuddle and really make love.

What could he tell her? He could feel that she wanted him to say something. What if he told her that he was into her? That would be stupid, especially by Norse standards. What would a Norseman do? Put her over her shoulder and carry her to his tent? Maybe if he wanted Odin to disintegrate him Or should he do the opposite and ask for her hand or engage in some elaborate social protocol. After all, she was a goddess.

He felt a hint of a smile in his own mind, coming from her. How in the world was she doing that? Was he just going crazy?

"There’s honestly so much I’d like to know," he said. "So much. But it’s hard to do it. I have tried to get into the mindset here. Fight, practice, do my duty, but it’s like I’m a different person."

Could he just take her on a date and then flirt?

"Huh?" Eir narrowed her eyes. "I do not understand what you’re implying, Blake."

"I still don’t get why you brought me here. I mean..." And what you want from me, but he did not say that out loud.

She sighed and looked at him with those tender eyes, her serene, pale lips pressed against each other, her tiny upturned nose, her platinum hair like threads of fine silver, gracefully turning at the ends. A hint of red pulsated through her pale skin.

"The Norns called me to you," she said. "They know the whole world beneath. They know you, and called my attention to you. They know you called the Gods many times and..."

"As a scholar, I..."

"You revered the gods, although you did not believe fully. That was enough. Your forefathers instilled that into your soul."

He blinked. He remembered his grandfather, his love for Norse lore and family history. His Mother’s side was also interested in history and literature, although coming from an entirely different part of the world.

"I mean..." he shrugged. "Well."

"The Norns can look back and they can look forward in time," she said. "They cannot tell us all, for they would interfere. But they’ve spoken much about you. And... I believe I have said enough, Blake olson."

Eir leaned forward, sweet perfume emanating from her. Damn, she was delicious, were those divine pheromones or what? Those eyes like clouds on a storm fixed on him.

"They spoke of a man," she whispered. "The last man. The one who was to come, a descendant of Odin among many, a man who would rise from the dust and sit among the gods."

Blake felt his own skin grow pale. Part of him did not even conceive that those words were talking about him.

"The last man? But, what if it’s not me? Am I even the last?"

"Maybe, maybe not, but I’m sure this is about you. I was performing seidr that time, and I saw a face that I recognized when I saw you. You are the one the Norns prophesied about."

"Me?" Blake gasped.

Her cheeks turned a deep red, she panted slightly. "I’ve been looking for you for thousands of years, Blake Olson."

She turned her face away.

He felt a longing in her, an idea, a yearning that she had kept for centuries, something that she had waited for. Were these thoughts really coming from her?

Blake was speechless.

Had this woman, this goddess, been looking for him from before he was born? He had recited her name as part of his studies, always as a figure of legend, not a being of flesh and blood who could touch him, who could care for him, and who knew, maybe even love.

"I..."

"You have no idea how long I waited for you." She said.

"Eir..." he said softly.

She looked down, turned around and walked away.

"Wait," Blake said, as the woman left the clearing, regally, with her head on high, as if nothing had happened, and advanced into the forest.

I’m such an idiot.

Sorry for what? She was a Norse goddess, and he was a mortal from Houston.


Chapter VII – Skaldic Poetry

Blake wandered back from his meeting with the Valkyries, head down. Had he done something wrong? Had he failed Eir’s test? What if Brynhilde had tested him and now Eir was disappointed? Had he lost the chance to sit among the gods. Did he even want that?

He did not even turn to look at the sunbathing Valkyries. Maybe that’s what he should do, just to forget it all. Perhaps Bjorn and the others were right, maybe there was no chance for actual relationships and he’d be better off going the casual route.

No, both Eir and Brynhilde had shown some interest. He couldn’t just give up.

He wouldn’t give up.

A buzzing sound caught his attention. He raised his head. A few hectares of field spread before him; a longhouse with golden lintels, built like a Norse stave church. A solitary figure trotted in the middle, mounted on a white horse. Her hair, a cascade of gold, gleamed in the fading sunlight. Her stance was that of a huntress, noble and precise, muscles tight like those of a panther, and her ass looked gigantic on top of the saddle. She trotted and released arrow after arrow toward an arrangement of straw-men in the distance.

Blake halted. He’d never imagine a mounted Valkyrie archer. Did the Norse even have mounted archers?

She suddenly halted and turned her face toward him. Her wavy golden hair shook as if with a will of its own. She grinned widely and waved him to come closer.

Blake blinked in surprise. Was he just misunderstanding it all? Or did every woman in Asgard want to flirt? Part of him wanted to go back to the forest with the wolf-pack and stop worrying about women. But the other part had very different plans.

She guided her horse toward him and dismounted with a regal gesture.

He took another look at the woman. Anyway, another 10. She looked like a Hollywood star, with an air that reminded him of Galadriel, with the gold flowing hair and all. She had a homely look instead of the eerie and solemn look that Eir always carried, and unlike the WWE female wrestler vibe Brynhilde gave away. Blake smiled back and stepped toward her property.

A Norse dress made of green silk covered her body, along with the traditional silver brooches above her ample chest. This woman had more of a girl-next-door vibe. Her figure was much different. She had wide hips and a very narrow waist, a classic hourglass figure. Her cheekbones were high, her eyes large and light green.

"I’m Alruna. And you’re the one everyone’s talking about."

"Me?"

"Yes." She smiled warmly. "You’re the jatsu jitsu man."

"That’s me, I guess," he said trying to sound confident, then looking from side to side. "I guess jiu jitsu is the next big thing here."

"You have no idea," she said with a grin. "And the jatsu jitsu is not the only thing they talk about."

"Huh?"

"Ah, boy, everybody is making bets on how the opera will unfold. That’s how they call them, right? Those dramas."

"Soap opera you mean?"

"Soap? How?" she seemed confused for an instant, cocking\. "What does it have to do with soap?"

"Alright, alright." Blake shrugged. "What’s all this opera you’re talking about?"

The conversation was turning weird. Was it a language barrier? Since when did the Norse know about opera?

She turned around and sat cross legged on the grass, next to her horse, she stretched her back, hands on the ground, then let out a long breath.

"Come down, sit with me and let’s rest. Let’s talk," she said.

Blake shrugged and sat cross legged in front of her.

"So... I’m talking about that Wagner fellow. You know him, right? Is he still writing plays? I listened to some songs someone brought a short time ago. But Brynhilde hated that people back in Midgard were spreading rumors about her. You should have seen her when she found out. She’s been ranting about it for years."

"Eh," Blake blinked, then shook his head, trying to understand what she was talking about. "Wagner? I think he’s been dead for a long time and it’s an acquired taste, nowadays, not everybody listens to his stuff. Anyway, that’s not what I was asking about. I... Wait, you guys listen to music from our world?"

He looked at her.

She smiled again, warm and pleasant, and most of all, sincere.

"I talked to the last man who came, he would talk about that for hours. But that’s not what you want to talk about, huh? Nor is it what I want to talk about. You don’t know what’s going on," Alruna said. "I get it, you’re new, from a different time. Well, ask what you can, I’ll try to be helpful."

He sighed. There was something on his mind. Something that had bothered him lately.

"There’s something I should have asked a long time. I..." It was embarassing. "Can people here just read my mind? And can I read other people’s minds?"

"Well, the ones who gave you a [Blessing] surely can. They can’t translate exactly the words but they can feel your emotions."

"That makes sense," Blake gritted his teeth, suddenly feeling more naked than before. He felt a stab of shame in his mind. Did that mean Brynhilde could tell every time he was lusting for her? And Eir too? Did they both feel when he was lusting for all the other Valkyries. "But I think they should have told me."

"Why should they?"

"I’m here. It’s relevant."

"They brought you back to life, they make the rules. And I think they enjoy not telling you."

"Why do they do that? How do they see me? Am I just like their thrall, or something?"

"Not necessarily."

He looked at Alruna. Could he trust her enough not to tell Eir what he was thinking? In words, not just raw emotions? As far as he knew, girls always did this, go together to the bathroom and gossip, talking about who knew what else, and about men. Well, guys sometimes did the same thing in ways that girls didn’t like. Damn, could he trust the boys? They would laugh and not believe him, they would bully him playfully or just take him to do some wenching.

Blake cleared his throat. "Alright, so Eir and Brynhilde know what I’m feeling. What do they want from me? Are they just making fun of me. Am I just their new toy?"

"But you want more, don’t you?"

"Me? That’s not what I asked."

"If you do, that’s good," Alruna said. "I mean, everything is good. You have freedom, you have many options, but be quick because options might go away quickly."

He nodded understanding.

Alruna sighed. "I know many men in your time are soft, but I don’t mean you should be evil toward her. Just don’t hesitate! You are supposed to be a warrior, Brynhilde wants to bring that out in you, she’s told everyone. Make it clear, show them what you want and give them the option, whether to have it or not. You’re a warrior of Valhalla."

Blake nodded. "Eir..."

"Eir has talked about you since before you came," she said. "She’s never given a [Blessing] to anyone, she talked about you for years, imagined you as a great warrior. People respect her, but some see her as a child. She’s not a child, I know that. Some whispered in corners that you’d never be enough, that you’d be a coward and a fool. But you’re proving you’re not."

"Wait." Blake shook his head. He had been under scrutiny from even before he was born. They had these prophecies for how long how many hundreds of years, and possibly all the girls knew about him and had certain expectations. Seidr, that particular kind of Norse magic, was usually reserved for women and as far as he knew, it was taboo to even speak about what was seen.

And there was another burning question in his mind. "Is she really in love with me?"

"More than that, she believes with all her heart that your fates are entwined."

"Well, for Scandinavian people, you guys are not very direct."

"She’s given you all the signs!" Alruna almost pulled her own hair. "Ah, men, why are you like this?"

"What about Brynhilde?"

"Alright, I’m making this too easy for you," Alruna said. "Go, offer Eir your love, and later tell me what she says. I won’t tell them I spoke to you."

"Are they all just playing games?"

Alruna narrowed her eyes. "A game? It’s the most serious thing ever, and you’re here thinking and hesitating. I’m sure they’ve told you time and time again, this is Asgard, this is Ragnarok, these are the last days and you might have to make choices. If you take too long you will lose."

He knew she was right.

She sighed.

"So," Alruna said. "I hope that’s clear enough for you. Now, let’s talk about your time. So Wagner is dead. Tell me about music! I’ve heard of Beethoven, of Mahler. I’ve never heard their instruments, but..."

"No one else has come since Wagner’s time?" Blake asked.

"Eh," Alruna shrugged. "Someone came, but let’s not talk about him, I don’t like him anymore. As far as I know, no one else."

"Well, there are more pagans now, I think they might start coming here if they end up caught up in a war."

"If there’s time, perhaps. So, I heard wonderful things about this Wagner fellow. Can you sing one of his works?"

"I... have never seen them. I think my grandpa took me to the opera once. Big mistake. I don’t understand how I didn’t fall asleep."

"But people sing about us, don’t they?"

He shrugged. "I guess. Well, there’s heavy metal. They’ve got some songs about Norse culture I guess. There’s Viking Metal."

She placed a finger on her chin and looked up thoughtfully.

"Metal? Do they play music with metal objects?"

"It’s more complicated than that. But I guess some of them sing about Odin, Thor, and Valkyries every once in a while."

Blake narrowed his eyes. Maybe they were easier to play. He wasn’t a good singer but he had taken a few guitar lessons. He thought the Norse lyre wasn’t that different, as long as he played on one string.

"Rowena," Alruna shouted, turning toward her longhouse. A lady emerged from inside.

"Yes, my lady," the woman said.

Ah, Norse slavery, the thrall system. He sighed, it wasn’t pretty to look at.

"Bring that instrument that you-know-who brought us."

"Yes," the servant said, lowering her head. Alruna turned back toward Blake and grinned. Damn, her smile was beautiful, wide and warm, and those cheekbones gave her more of that cozy, homely look.

But the slave was bothering him. It had bothered him since he came. They ran around all the time, silent, bowing their heads and saying yes to everything.

"How did they end up here?" Blake asked.

"Who?"

"The servants?" he asked.

"Ah, they were sacrificed after their masters died."

Damn, the gods were cruel. Now that was a dark side to it all.

"So she..."

"She was my husband’s servant, from when we lived in Midgard."

Had Alruna once been a regular woman on Earth? And her husband... She was definitely married. Blake looked around. Was it all a set-up for a fight? Some Einherjar went to great lengths to start their fights and make them more dramatic.

Rowena emerged from the house smiling, holding, surprisingly, a Spanish guitar. It was tiny and marked, rather, signed, with names that sounded either Danish or German. They even had some signatures and dates. Did it say 1916?

"Wow," Blake said, baffled.

"Do you know this instrument?" Alruna asked.

"Of course I do," he said, stretching his hands to receive it. He plucked a string. As expected, it was completely out of tune. He hoped he remembered how to tune it. Ah, yes, he quickly selected [Skald’s Voice] and tuned the guitar.

Alruna leaned back, her massive chest almost popping out of her dress. "Well, young Einherjar, wolf of Odin, show me some of that heavy metal."

The first thing Blake thought of was music in the ears of the Valkyrie.

Plucking two strings, he played the first thing he learn on the guitar.

Then, he sang in falsetto, as high as he could. She opened her eyes wide as he played and sang.

"Aaaaahh, aaaaah... We’ve come from the land of the Ice and snow..."

"Beautiful poetry," Alruna said, clapping. "A heroic saga for the ages."

"How soft your fields of green, could whisper tales of gore..."

"You liked it?" he finally asked, after the song was over.

"Aaaah, aaaah," she tried to imitate the melody. "It’s like a war-cry. Show me more." She turned toward her servant. "Rowena, fetch me my lyre."

Alruna looked back at Blake. Damn, she was gorgeous. She had a gorgeous small and he loved how her golden hair curled upon her breast and hips.

"That was wonderful," she said softly. "I’d like you to show me more songs. And... Would you go with me one day to Midgard and see a performance?"

"I thought we weren’t allowed..."

"No, silly, we can’t go while we train for Ragnarok, but once the battles begin we will go out there to fight."

"In Midgard?" Blake asked, imagining horses flying around Houston, Jotun jumping around and breaking things.

"Oh, yes. So I really wanted to go with someone. I’d like to hear that music I’ve heard so much about. And this heavy metal you talk about."

Blake smiled. "I’m more into electronic music, I guess. But it’d be an experience. There’s a lot to see, if we have time, I’d love to show you around."

"Electronic? What’s that? Oh, Allfather, I’m excited."

Alruna paused for a moment, then looked back toward her longhouse.

"Blake, do you want to come inside?" she said with a genuine smile.

Blake hesitated for an instant, then nodded.

The inside looked like what a Norse home would look like, with interlacing wooden beams; neatly ordered tables, a wooden bed on the side. A large jug of ale stood next to two baskets, on the table. A wooden door divided the rooms. Cats pranced around the furniture, with strange features he had never seen before. One of them was completely white, with short fur and a fluffy point at the tip of its ear and a thick tail. The other one was orange and had a similar fluffy part on top of his head. They followed each other, as if going on an errand.

"So," Blake turned around, seeing a set of chainmail and a beautiful decorated helmet on display, along a cape with a man’s shoulder brooch. "So, this is your husband’s, isn’t it?"

She sighed.

"I thought you knew all about us," she mused with a grin.

"Not really."

She sighed, looking down.

"My husband was Egil, Odin’s greatest archer."

She paused for an instant.

"He passed a few hundred years ago. My children sit with the Aesir. They’re archers too, and great warriors."

"Egil... It sounds familiar."

"We met in Midgard, he was still a mortal, a great warrior. A great man." She looked at Blake. "None of his arrows ever failed. I fell in love and brought him here. Odin was impressed, and made us by him on Valhalla."

"I see," he said. Rowena, the thrall, was offering Blake a horn of mead, eyes lowered. Rowena was a Celtic name, so he assumed she had been taken somewhere in the British Isles. She looked young, with a square face and long brown hair. It saddened Blake to know that this woman had been serving for thousands of years. He took the cup with both hands and nodded at her.

"Thank you," Blake muttered.

It was uncomfortable to be served by someone who had been taken as a slave centuries ago and had no say in the matter. Blake tried to push those thoughts away. He understood the culture, but part of him wanted to change it. Could he justify that she was living basically in paradise? As a servant, though. And no matter what life was like nowadays, she had probably been taken from her family.

Alruna wouldn’t understand his concerns. Could he even say what he thought about it? Would he be wrong in trying to teach an entirely different culture that what they did was wrong? He surely didn’t want to adapt, but he couldn’t just bring it out of the blue.

Alruna looked back at him. "Are you okay?" she asked.

"Don’t you live with your children?" he asked nervously, sipping the mead.

"They’re hundreds of years old," she said with a grin. Her eyes sparkled, looking even more beautiful in the soft light. They were a bright green, like jade or emeralds, her pupils were dilated and welcoming. "They’ve got their own wives, their own troops. I am all alone here. Spending my days training with my bow, riding, and dreaming."

Rowena stepped back, quietly leaving the room where they were.

"And what do you dream about?" he asked.

Alruna stood up and walked right toward him. Her smile had changed, the way she looked at him had changed. She reached for his hands and sat on a wooden stool next to him. Her hands were warm, but he felt callouses on her fingers. That woman was a warrior, not a passive noble enjoying her days eating cakes.

"I welcome you to my home, Blake Olson. You are an intriguing man, and I am pleased to finally have you under my roof."

She walked closer standing next to him. Blake tried not to gasp. Damn, she was gorgeous.

"I sincerely hope you feel pleased in my home. I truly mean it."

Her body curved gracefully, her waist was thin but her hips were wide and her breasts as full as ripe fruits. He found himself desiring her more, his loins firing up.

He wanted her. Her eyes invited him like a moth to flame.

"Would you accompany me tonight?" she asked. He stepped forward, gazing at her intently and taking her warm hands. Even their touch made him shudder with warmth. She was no mere human but a Valkyrie, a lady of heaven.

She raised a hand. Her eyes were wide open, pools of desire, her fleshy lips parted open, pink and soft, her slightly tanned skin glowed in the soft light, and her hair was like waves of spun gold.

"Know my heart, Blake Olson, before you take me for a tavern wench, or a giggling fool. I am Alruna, daughter of Kiar. I am a Valkyrie of Odin, of high rank, and sit among the Aesir. If you play me you will regret your shame. But tonight, I welcome you in."

He leaned on top of her, overcome by desire, breathing softly, his arms feeling the fabric beneath her breasts.

For an instant, he thought of Eir and felt guilty. Eir must be feeling what he felt. Was she angry, sad? He searched his thoughts.

Alruna placed a soft finger on his lips.

"Don’t worry, let go," she hissed into his ears. "I know you’ve been wanting, I’ve seen how you look at me. You’re hungry, you’re a hungry wolf, waiting for meat after wandering the cold forests. And you’ve no idea how much I hunger for you."

"I want you so bad," Blake said, all the desires he had held inside for days blossomed like a poisonous flower.

And yet, he hesitated.

Could he do that to Eir?

Suddenly, she stretched her arms softly and pulled him toward her chest. His cheeks caressed the soft mounds from over her dress, he relished in them, he wanted more, he couldn’t stop, he wanted to feel them in his hand.

"Are you a man or a wolf, Blake Olson?" she whispered into his ear.

"What’s the difference?" he said, feeling his heart beat fast, lowering the straps of her apron, revealing the linen dress beneath, then rushing to unfasten its back. She moaned softly, pressing her body against his. She smelled so good, he didn’t know exactly what it was, flowery scents, lavender, rose, and other scents he did not recognize, but it made him desire her more.

He stopped, letting his hands go, thinking of Eir. If he was brave, if he was who he was supposed to be, he would stop. He leaned back, hesitant.

She reached for his hand and interlocked her fingers with his.

"Sometimes, for men like you, love is not a chain, but a tapestry," she said into his ear. "Great men may take many wives," she said, leaning back a little. "But great men," she said, pulling him closer by force. "...love with all their hearts."

She guided his hand close, toward her chest. Blake leaned in, shutting his eyes and leaning in, yearning for those lips like roses in bloom. He kissed her. Their passion grew, like a crescendo, like the climax of a Wagnerian opera, and her lips and tongue tasted sweeter than the nectar of life.

In between their heavy breaths, he leaned back, hands on the back of her dress, tearing it open. Lush golden hair fell over her chest, failing to conceal how massive it was; both reached their hands to each other’s bodies, unable to stop. Her eyes glowed in the soft light, inviting him in.


Chapter VIII – Gjallhorn

Blake woke up, turning around sharply as a loud horn echoed across Asgard, rattling his mind. Alruna was already getting up, naked by his side, and putting on her felt boots.

"What’s happening?" he asked, wiping the sleep from his eyes.

"Allfather!" she hissed, putting on a linen shift, her shapely body outlined by it, then reaching for a blouse of chainmail with short sleeves that reached down to her thighs.

"What is it?" Blake asked again, getting up, suddenly finding himself completely naked.

"The Gjallhorn," she said with anger and frustration. Moreover, it seemed like she was shaking.

"Oh, shit." He hissed. Bad news, terrible news. He had heard the legends. Gjallhorn would sound when Asgard was attacked, marking the beginning of Ragnarok.

Was it really happening that fast? A sudden cloud of fear enveloped his mind. It couldn’t be. He had barely trained for a few weeks.

"Could it possibly be a test?" he asked.

She shook her head, attaching her belt and her quiver, then reaching for another leather strap that held her sword. She was really preparing for war.

Then, she donned a gjermundbu style Norse helmet.

"Get ready," she said to him. "It’s not the time to fight naked. Take my husband’s armor, Rowena can help you."

"Alruna, is it really..."

"Don’t waste any more time," she said.

Blake got up and called Rowena.

In the meantime, he thought. What the hell had he done to Eir?

He felt guilty.

It had been amazing, though, maybe one of the best nights of his life. Alruna was crazy for him and had treated him like a god, but he... Why would he feel guilty, did he owe Eir anything? Well, she had brought him back to life, but he was not her slave.

What would she think? He had actually talked to Alruna and she talked like a human being, she loved and lived like a person. She stated what she wanted and didn’t go around acting all mysterious and expecting him to follow her expectations.

And yet, he missed Eir.

"My lord," Rowena gave him folded clothes and a shirt of riveted chainmail, and Blake put them on.

"I’m no lord,’ he mumbled.

He realized what he was doing. He was putting on Egil’s clothes, then, he’d walk right to the defense of Asgard, wearing them in front of Eir, Brynhilde, Egil’s children and Odin himself. Part of him hesitated. His own clothes were not proper, he’d left his actual armor at the camp, but...

Well, it was better to be honest, besides, he was Norse now.

He got an ax from the weapons shelf and exited the room next to Alruna.

"It’s time," she said under her breath. "Hail Odin."

Alruna brought two horses from her stable, saddling them hastily. Blake swallowed, he’d not ridden a horse like that before. He’d have a few hours of practice with the Einherjar, but he didn’t consider himself ready to be riding to battle, especially with a horse that could fly. He went through [Skald’s Voice] and tried to learn the theory of it, hoping it would be enough.

Alruna held her hand and tightened her grip, as if she didn’t want to let him go.

"Hope to see you again tonight." She leaned forward and kissed him in the lips. The world seemed to spin. He felt Eir’s emotions through the bond, and with it, a stab of anger; restrained and cautious, but anger nonetheless.

After mounting, the Valkyrie spurred and the horse trotted against the ground, then against the sky, rising in the air. Blake looked down. To his surprise, a dozen different riders emerged from the barns and fields. They rode toward the skies, their armors shining with the golden hue of dusk.

Was it really happening? Was time really coming to an end, or was he waking up from that dream, once and for all? He missed his old life on earth. Suddenly, no matter how good the camaraderie had felt, even Alruna’s hospitality and love, he was about to face a real challenge and he had to give his best.

He thought of Alruna. He felt connected to her, maybe just physically and emotionally, without the magical bonds he had developed with Eir and Brynhilde, but perhaps it made it all the more special. His thoughts went back to last night. It had been so satisfying. It felt like calming his thirst after a long march through the desert; but his regrets kept pressing on.

They rode the clouds, more Valkyries joining the fight, approaching the gates of Asgard. And what he saw by the gates made him shudder. He recognized those figures, tall men with pale skins and gray hair, either shirtless or wearing crude armor, engaging in battle against Valkyries and Einherjar. There, Blake beheld Odin riding on his mighty Sleipnir, a giant horse with eight legs. The god was holding his spear on high and shouting commands.

He felt a tug in the corner of his eye. He turned to one side, Bjorn was riding to battle too, he saw Blake, looking him up and down and noticing the armor, then cast a quick glance at Alruna. He nodded approval.

"You haven’t been wasting your time, lad. Good. Now come and let’s fight together!"

Blake nodded and spurred, to ride closer to Bjorn.

Eir was there, in a group ahead, surrounded by a troop of Valkyries and riding close to Odin. He felt like she was aware of him... But consciously ignoring him.

Shit, what have I done.

Was she jealous?

Then, Blake’s senses echoed warning. Something was moving, faster than a bullet. He turned around to see a giant coming down toward him, swinging a powerful mace He pulled the reins of his horse and spurred harder. Blake turned around, the horse barely avoiding the blow. The giant fell like lightning, while two Einherjar on horseback rode back and attacked the Jotun with their spears.

He heard a powerful voice booming in the sky.

"To me, riders to me!"

A mighty rider in a bronze cuirass rode, a red cape flowing in the wind and a powerful sword in his hand. Blake had seen him before, Tyr, god of war fighting in service of Odin.

A group of Einherjar rode toward him, falling in rank while blocking the attacks of giants jumping from the ground. Blake spurred, rallying toward the god.

"Fall in wedge formation," Tyr shouted, rising his sword. "Hail Odin!" he shouted, turning around and digging his heels toward a group of Jotun below. The warriors followed, forming an arrow, Tyr in the front while other warriors adopted the formation, and they descended.

A Jotun with long unruly hair rose, swinging a mighty ax toward the god of war. Tyr charged like a warrior of old, lacking any fear, reaching toward the giant, ducking through his defenses and striking with his long sword. The blade cut clean through the creature’s body, as though it were butter. The wound sealed like a cauterizing iron, dropping no blood and both halves collapsed to the ground. He focused on Tyr. Blake tried to read Tyr’s [HP] it was [930/930] and his Odr (Mana) [3/500]. Some of his gifts were blocked from Blake’s view, but he had dozens of them. And he wondered why his [Odr] was so low. How did that thing even work?

"Lad, you better stay close," Bjorn said next to him, riding on a black horse, ax in one hand and a shield on his left. He had full armor and a Norse helmet on his head. "The time has come, let’s ride, I’ll cover you."

Blake swallowed, nodding in agreement. Bjorn was right. He was thinking too much of himself and of the women, but it was not the time. It was the time to fight and defend the universe itself. He followed Tyr and his group, spurring hard. He had barely trained horse riding in the past days

Looking at his stats, he felt his confidence go down a notch. Bjorn still had way more [HP] than he. After his week at the Wolf-Pack, Blake was barely level 5. But with Eir’s gift, his knowledge was overpowered. He selected it, and braced himself.

In that very moment, a blinding light flashed before his eyes. He gasped just as a figure thrust a powerful spear into his stomach, sending a shockwave of pain that made him grunt in despair, almost to the point that he felt his throat was about to rip. He swung his eyes forward, toward his attacker. He gasped, his eyes shocked at the figure that appeared before him? Was that a Valkyrie? It was a woman with long reddish-blonde hair. She looked ever youthful as any other woman in Asgard, only with a long scar that crossed horizontally through her face. Blake let out a huffed grunt, feeling his entrails burn, his mouth spitting golden blood. The pain increased, he felt like his insides shook as the spear emerged from the other side.

His [Helm of Awe] buffer bar descended before his eyes, and so did his [HP], until it reached rock bottom and everything faded to black.

Blake was reborn next to the gates of Asgard, next to Alruna’s horse. He saw legions of Einherjar and Valkyries reappear by his side, and just as they did, frost giants raised their weapons and attacked them while unprepared, casting chains and nets to bind them.

Two frost giants lunged at him, one with a mace, the other with a spear. Blake ducked, lunging to the side and managing to cut into the giant’s ribs. The creature growled, clutching for his body, oozing icy blue blood. The other aimed his spear at Blake. He ducked to the side, raising his shield and intercepting the blow. The impact rattled Blake’s shield. He switched, using [Vali's Leap] to jump and strike at the creature. In the meantime, two other Jotnar jumped at him, their pale hair swinging as they descended, their musculature rippling with superhuman power.

Blake used his gifts wisely, he dodged one of the attacks, quickly reaching for the horse and mounting. Some of the Jotnar had passed the defenses, but hordes of Einherjar and other warriors positioned themselves to attack.

Blake gasped in shock as he discovered the Jotun strategy. They had taken the Gate of Asgard. Those Einherjar who were resurrected were dragged by groups of Jotun outside the gates and killed outside of Asgard. That would ensure their eternal destruction. He suddenly felt a real fear of not ever coming back. Where was Heimdall, the guardian at the gates? Had they killed him?

A figure ascended through the sky, floating, hands extended and long raven black hair fluttering in the wind, a tall man, with tanned and muscled skin. Blake narrowed his eyes. That blonde woman who’d kill him levitated by her side, a spear in her hand, stained in the golden blood of the Einherjar.

Blake felt a chill.

"Brother," the man said with a tenorial voice that echoed throughout Asgard, stretching both arms to the side. "I have come here, to right the injustices that have been caused against me."

It was really happening, the Jotun were storming Valhalla. And that was Loki, Lord of Chaos.

The battle ceased, an unspoken truce took place, and silence overwhelmed Asgard. Odin ascended through the skies, riding his massive eight-legged steed, his armor gleaming with silver and gold.

"You have been cast out, forever, and condemned for murder," Odin’s voice echoed through the heavens.

"Murder?" Loki’s tenor voice echoed in mockery. "How many murders have you committed, Odin, son of Bor, that you have not yet paid for. Behold, I am the punishment sent by the Norns, I am your death, and you will not escape me."

The Lord of Chaos let out a shrill laugh that reverberated into Blake's spine.

"My armies will win, and you know that full well," he continued. "We have awaited this moment from the morning of the world, and my purpose will be fulfilled, my vengeance will come... Asgard will burn!"

A horde of Jotun cheered.

Odin seemed impassive, his spear raised high.

"Fool," Odin’s voice was powerful, confident, deep and melodious. "Your stupidity shows. Your death will be a memory of shame. And we shall be remembered! Aye, we know the legends, I have seen my fate and that of this halls, and we are not afraid to die. We will die a thousand deaths, and yet we will fight on and drive you out from our homes. We will win in the end. Life itself will win. And today, this day, we’ll feast on Jotun blood!"

"Hail Odin!" Blake shouted, joining a choir of thousands of Einherjar.

Odin turned in his horse, in the heavens above, addressing his endless troops.

"Charge, for life and death, for the world to survive!" Odin shouted, aiming his spear forward. He spurred furiously. On the sides, hordes of Einherjar formed, blocking the Jotun’s path from all sides.

Then, the skies started to rumble. Clouds rushed as if drawn by heavenly chariots. A figure rode through the sky, a woman with fiery red hair, swinging a mighty hammer against the heavens. The sky illumined and lightning descended, striking Jotun after Jotun.

Blake looked down at the gates. Yes, the Jotun were actually managing to kill some Einherjar, but as long as they kept fighting and killing them, they’d have to retreat. Despite their numbers, the Einherjar were inflicting bigger losses on them.

He charged, dodging and attacking. Adrenaline rushed through his body, but he gave no place to fear. He was much more confident than ever before. To his surprise, after killing half a dozen Jotnar, he felt renewed energy. He summoned the runes in his mind to check his status.

––––––––

[Class Einherjar: Level 6]

HP: 80/125

––––––––

Then, Blake narrowed his eyes, he felt something in his mind, a call for help from someone he cared about. Dozens of Einherjar rode toward the blonde woman that had killed him before. They charged bravely with spear, bow and ax, but she moved faster than a hummingbird, faster than his eyes could catch. Blades clattered as horses and men were pierced, beheaded and torn asunder. Valkyries fell by her side as the woman chased a single Valkyrie on a white horse.

Eir.

Blake gripped his ax tightly. He couldn’t let her hurt Eir. He dug his heels and rode past the Jotnar that currently charged against him. He dodged lances and swords that swung toward him, as the blonde woman broke free from her attackers and charged toward Eir.

"Protect her!" Tyr shouted at his armies, pointing at Eir. "If she dies, we won’t be able to resurrect!"

Blake gasped. So Eir was the source of the resurrections. She was the goddess of healing, after all, now if the Jotnar targeted her, killed her and drove her outside the gates, anyone in Asgard could die forever.

Dozens of Jotnar surrounded her, pricking her with swords. She swung her sword with reassurance, but it was not quick enough. Blake watched her stats anxiously.

"Come on, boy," he said to the horse, digging his heels. "We can’t let them hurt her!"

In that moment, he felt a powerful tug pulling him back. An oversized Jotun had taken his horse’s leg and pulled it out of its socket. The horse neighed in agony.

"You bastard," Blake shouted, leaping from the horse and swinging his ax, striking the Jotun right in the forehead, his ax sinking into its depths.

Then, the giant fell backwards, almost lifeless, but with powerful hands gripping Blake’s forearms.

"You bastard," he looked back, just as the woman pointed her spear toward Eir. If she was resurrected and attacked, she would die. He looked back, the Jotun had a strong position at the Gates, for hundreds upon hundreds were coming in. Half of Jotunheim was at the gates.

The spear pierced through Eir’s body.

Blake felt her panic through the bond, it bit into the depths of his soul. No, he could not allow it. He saw the woman, floating mid air, as Einherjar tried to ride toward them. Now Loki himself stopped them, with a massive black sword, cutting through gods and horses like a fiery blade cutting through paper. Piles of dead descended to his feet and reappeared in the entrance of Valhalla.

Blake’s despair was overpowering, he looked at Eir.

And he understood, he felt clear emotions in his mind, of fear and despair. If she was taken and killed, millions would die.

"No!" he shouted, running toward her, way too far to reach her in time.

He felt her pain, her life force disappearing. Tears stung the corners of his eyes as her pain became clearer in his mind.

He should have been there.

Even Odin rode through masses of Jotun that jumped toward him.

Then, lightning struck, a red headed figure destroyed hundreds upon hundreds of Jotun, Brynhilde, the beloved Valkyrie, most powerful one, swung her hammer through hundreds of giants and reached her sister. With a powerful blow, Sigyn’s spear burst into pieces. Brynhilde turned with rage in her eyes, Blake could feel her, he could sense that righteous fury.

And then, Brynhilde felt pain.

What had happened? Blake could not see. But it was Brynhilde’s life force that suddenly decreased. Her emotions rang in his mind, deeper than before, feeling shame, pain and anger.

Eir’s boddy emerged again, resurrected.

What? She was alive, Blake could feel it, frightened, yes, but alive. But Brynhilde...

He felt her come alive, overcome with fear, despair, and righteous fury. Where was her strength? Why was she so afraid?

Suddenly, Blake couldn’t feel her anymore.


Chapter IX – Sisterhood

After Loki ordered his forces to retreat, they rushed out of Asgard through the open gates. Thousands of Jotun rushed out, as a powerful vapor surged like morning mist, covering the entrance of Valhalla. Blake followed Tyr’s signal, his mind still numb from what had happened, searching for the bond. He swung his ax repeatedly, fighting giants through the mist. For hours, they chased the interminable hordes through the sky, until the last one of their enemies had retreated.

Bodies of ancient giants littered the ground, most of them with no armor, blue blood staining their ripped muscles, their dusky gray manes scattered on the battleground. The Einherjar and gods of Asgard gathered to separate the bodies of their comrades.

But the turmoil crept up, men looking for their brothers and friends, Valkyries searching for their sisters. Outside the gates, the Jotun had piled the bodies they had killed. Although divine beings and not mortal men, it reminded Blake that one could die, and that this death, as far as he knew, was eternal.

Wandering, dragging bodies and preparing them for burial, Blake came across a vision that made him gasp in shock. He noticed Bjorn nearby, kneeling. Blake intended to greet him, until he noticed next to him, the body of a man, his head sliced, golden blood marring the heavenly gates, and a face hidden inside a helmet, cast aside as if something of no value. He recognized that unique hairstyle, and those eyes, although the expression had turned into the shocking pout of a deadman. It was Ulf.

"Oh, God above," Blake said, falling to his knees. Ulf had been of the few who had challenged him and befriended him. This reminded him that death was real, and it could be final. Even the Einherjar couldn’t escape it.

"It cannot be true," Blake heard from his side.

"Oh, brother!" Bjorn reached for his brother’s head. His eyes gleamed, he ground his teeth against each other, his shouts harsh with pain, but did not shed a tear. "Brother, not again, don’t die on me again! Don’t die on me! These demons, these demons, I will chase with my steel, and I swear on Odin’s spear that your brother will kill two thousand, and every last one of them will hear your name. Brother of mine, Ulf, they will know your name. I swear on Odin’s spear that they will know your name."

Blake did feel tears stinging the corners of his eyes. And something even darker lurked in him. Eir and Brynhilde. He could feel Eir’s emotions. She was scared, sad, but still there, Brynhilde, he could not really feel. He told himself that she could not be gone, it couldn’t be.

"Blake." It was Eir’s voice. Blake turned around, wishing to rush toward her and hold her tight. He saw her, her normally flawlessly straight hair now disheveled, eyes wide open.

Blake got back on his feet and ran toward her, wrapping his arms around her. She gasped for an instant, tensing like a cat. Then, she relaxed.

"Eir, I was so worried, my God I was..."

"They took her," she said in a monotone voice, eyes still fixed in the distance.

"My lady," Bjorn said, bowing his head. Blake stepped back.

"Eir, what happened? What happened to Brynhilde?" Blake asked urgently.

"The Jotun tricked her and took her with them," she said, looking up at him with deep worry in her eyes. "Can you feel her, Blake?"

"I think so," he said, unsure, trying to search his memories. Was she unconscious or dead? He struggled, but couldn’t feel for her emotions, although something remained in the back of his mind, linking him to her.

Blake saw a group of figures from the corner of his eye, like gargantuan shadows that marched through the field of the dead. They were the gods, inspecting the battlefield, Tyr at the helm, his wavy red hair shaking, a grim expression on his face. Vidar walked next to him, lips tensed in his angular face. He looked at Blake with disdain before advancing toward Eir.

"Sister, you’re here," he walked toward her, one hand still on the pommel of his sword. "Come," he stretched his arms.

"Vidar," she said softly. "They took Brynhilde."

Vidar shook his blond mane. "By the earliest ancestors, it is true, then. How could it happen? What happened to you?"

"She... Sigyn killed me." Eir declared.

Vidar placed his arms around her shoulders.

"But you came back, thank Mimir, you are back. You could return. If they had killed you it would have been terrible for Asgard."

She nodded.

"I was shocked, but I ran away, but Brynhilde..." Eir shut her eyes.

"Did you see her?" Blake asked him.

"Silence, dog!" Vidar shouted.

"She was resurrected shortly after," Eir declared. "They took that moment to capture her and bind her."

"Loki tricked her again," explained said. "He could replicate the illusion of Eir dying, Brynhilde saw it and tried to save her. That’s where they killed her too. Eir managed to escape, while they were busy struggling to get Brynhilde."

Vidar nodded, with a frown that made him look like a rabid dog.

"So did they killed our sister, Eir?"

Eir turned toward Blake.

"I can feel her still," Blake said. "She just regained consciousness. She’s weak, but she’s still there."

Vidar did not look at Blake, he looked back at Eir. "Our father will want to know that." He lowered his head. "Forgive me, sister."

Tyr stepped forward and raised his voice. "We shall continue our mourning and our funeral rites, and then, we all shall gather in Valhalla to hear the words of our father. Captains of the Einherjer, spread the news to your commanders."

"Eir," he stepped beside her. Blake’s thoughts went back to the night before. He looked at her, he cared for Eir, but he felt like a complete asshole, and more than that, like a failure. Could he just stop talking to her? Or should he try hard. "Please."

He looked at himself, wearing a strange man’s armor. His thoughts drifted to the previous night.

Eir was hurt, but still reserved and stoic.

"I need to talk to you, Eir."

What did he even want? Did he have to choose between her and Alruna? What Alruna had said made him bite his tongue? Maybe it was not the time, Brynhilde was somewhere out there, captured by those creatures.

"What can we do?" Blake said.

She faced him. "The Allfather and his sons shall plan for us, Blake Olson, now, take your men and prepare to honor your fallen."

Blake nodded softly.

"Eir," he said, looking back at her. Her eyes focused on him. What was she feeling? Even through her eyes, he could feel something, something restrained and kept on a leash.

"Blake?"

"Eir," he said, his feeling weighing on her. He was aware that thinking this way was perhaps stupid, but he felt like he owed her his life. And why deny it, he wanted to be close to her. "I need to talk to you."

That picked her attention, and yet it was not clear exactly what she was thinking. Her eyes were clear and bright, and Blake felt as if she could see into every corner of his mind, into all his desires, his yearnings and also his guilt.

Had she lost her? Had he fallen for Alruna's trap and lost his chance to be with that dream of a woman? Yes, Alruna had made him wear her dead husband's armor and he had accepted without question. Was he being paraded like a trophy in front of Eir?

"There is no time, Blake."

But those words sounded more regretful than sure. They felt like that. She wanted to know more, there was something she expected. Damn, why was she so mysterious?

"Exactly," he said. "We don't know if tomorrow will be the last day. Trust me, I fear for you and for everything. For myself above all. That is precisely why."

She looked at him attentively.

He continued: "I need to know who you are, why you brought me here. I need to really know, and above all, I need to know what you expect of me."

She said nothing.

"Well," he shrugged. "Maybe it should be clear. I admit I messed up. Damn, just look at me. I'm a fool, and I admit it. I can't justify myself. But I want to be more than that."

Eir swallowed. "It is not a good time to talk, nor a good place."

"Then let us talk when the time is good, let us get together and talk. Where can I meet you? I don't know Asgard very well, but would you come to me in the hills on the north? It's close to your place, and it looks beautiful."

He blinked. Had he just asked her on a date?

It was the least he could do.

She remained silent for a second.

If she doesn't agree to this, it's over, he thought. He'd stick to Alruna. No, it hurt, it did hurt to feel like that. And why did he feel so intimate with Eir? It was partly knowing that she was aware of all his emotions. That should have raised red flags, but instead, it made him feel closer, closer than he had ever felt even with his previous girlfriends.

If only they could translate those emotions into words. If only they could express what they really felt.

She wanted to be close, he could fee it through the bond. That dream Alruna had talked about, that Eir had. He did not deserve it, but it was there.

"There’s no time to visit the hills, but we’ll talk tomorrow, after we do all our duties. They will summon you, too, Blake, the Aesir will. They’re gonna need you."

He shook his head.

"Why me?"

He thought of Vidar. He did not want to be near the man. It seemed like he hated him with a passion.

"Well, don’t be silly; you have Brynhilde's bond," she explained.

"Yes," Blake shrugged. "What about the others?"

"What others, Olson, you're the only one who has her gift."

Blake narrowed his eyes.

"Wait. Isn't [Helm of Awe] common? Why..."

"Odin's daughters don't give their gifts so easily. But... Well, she gave you her gift."

"I don't understand, I thought Brynhilde just loves helping people."

"He gave it to some men who have died. It was hard for her and she hasn’t given it in a while."

"It means..."

"It hurts us if you die, if you really die. It hurts us forever. She has kept her scars for long, but she also worries for me. She knows I chose you, I gave you a gift that I have never given to anyone, and wants to make sure you live enough to protect me."

That meant Eir and Brunhilde had given him their gifts out of the blue, to him, a mere mortal, a guy from the 2020s, from Earth.

"Why me, just because of that prophecy?"

"I told you," she said sadly.

"You waited for me."

Eir's eyes gleamed with tears.

She looked truly hurt.

Blake leaned in slowly and wrapped her in his arms.

"Hey," he said gently, while she leaned her head against his shoulder.

"Now she's gone too," she said, tears flowing freely. "Now she's going to die too. It was not enough, it was not enough to have you."

"Eir," he said softly, holding her close. What could he tell her, that everything was going to be alright?

"I'll do my best, Eir. I... If I have learned something, the Norns never lie. We will make everything work out, I will give my best to be the best I can be. You gave me life, Eir... I will do all it takes to protect you from now on."

He hoped talking about the Norns did not make her feel worse.

She looked up, into his eyes.

"Can you be who I dreamed of?"

He sighed.

"I can only be myself, but I will try to be my best."

"She knew it," she said, wiping her eyes. "She knew it from the beginning. She promised she would help, she promised she'd help you become the best."

Blake kept his arms wrapped around Eir's body. He felt numb, he felt weak and overwhelmed. So his resurrection into Valhalla had been a thousand year old plot of bringing a random American boy into Asgard. Had he been chosen for something? But he was just a regular guy, he had always been, he could have never imagined himself as anything more.

A goddess cried on Blake’s shoulder, while Brynhilde’s emotions became alive in his mind. And what he felt made him shudder with fear and anger.


Chapter X – Breaking Point

Brynhilde awoke with ice-cold chains around her wrists, feeling stabs of pain across her back and legs. She raised her head and grunted, opening her eyes and finding nothing but darkness around her. She cursed in silence and tried to turn to the side. She felt chains on her ankles too. She tried to move, but it was not only the chains that restrained her. The space around her barely allowed any movement.

She gritted her teeth.

Not again.

She was sure she was inside some sort of a box, perhaps a coffin. Anger filled her soul. She took a deep breath and used all of her strength and gifts to try to break the chains. She employed [Helm of Awe], [Gift of Fury], [Berserk], but those chains were not made of earthly iron.

She grunted, thinking of breaking the box with a magic blast. But... something else was going on. She lifted her arms, bound at the wrists and felt at her neck. A spiked collar. She wrapped her hands around it, but as soon as she tried to break it she felt a jolt of pain surge through her body. The thing was magical.

She cursed.

She thought of what to do. Paying attention to her surroundings, she noticed voices, some arguing, some giving orders. The subtle movements underneath and the noises made it clear that she was on some sort of ship or vehicle, gliding through the skies or seas. She made sense of her surroundings and called her other gift, [View of Tyr], the speed of her thoughts increased sharply, through sound and vibrations, she calculated the steps where her enemies walked, giving her an approximate view of the place where she was.

She had one try, she could not break the chains, but she had enough coordination to fight with her arms or knees, and perhaps even jump out of the vessel. That’d be better than being in the hands of the Jotun.

She selected [Mjolnir’s Essence], a magic attack she had developed recently by absorbing a bit of Mjolnir’s power. It was a one time attack that drained her Odr, her magical energy. She calculated the energy required to break the box, if it was breakable. It was made of metal, hopefully not enchanted metal, and had tiny holes to make it breathable.

She concentrated, shutting her eyes and visualizing the runes of her spell. She breathed out and concentrated her [Odr]. Suddenly, the box burst into a thousand pieces, metal flying like shrapnel. Turning around, she saw two Jotnar guards, shirtless and carrying bronze spears, long gray hair over their shoulders.

"Hello," she hissed, as they jumped at her with their spears and one of them shouted for support.

She leapt to her feet, her ankles still bound together, but she had enough coordination to control the attack. She jumped at one of them with the impulse of her jump, aiming directly for his head, she headbutted him right in the nose. In an instant, his head burst into an explosion of blue blood, and his body collapsed to the ground, Brynhilde on top of him.

She turned in anger toward the other Jotun. In that moment, a horde of Jotun opened the trap door and poured into the room, armed with spears. Brynhild concentrated her [Odr], visualized the runes above her head and let out a burst of energy so great that it made her shut her eyes. The entire ship shook and the sound of thunder echoed around. She opened her eyes to find a room splattered with blue blood and the entrails of the giants.

She kept her last burst of Mjolnir’s Essence for Loki and his wife. She went down and leapt with a gift-assisted burst of strength, landing on deck. She noticed them immediately on the massive ship. Loki stood proud, a giant man, almost seven feet tall, black greasy hair down to his shoulders. His wife stood by his side, Sigyn, long gold-brown hair and a frenzied expression. The Jotun next to him was Hrymr, captain and high general of Jotunheim.

She smiled.

She knew the prophecies as much as the Norns and her father had revealed, she knew that maybe Loki would survive, but she’d relish in whatever damage she could cause him.

She closed her eyes, ready to concentrate and shout, not minding the dozens of Jotun that leapt at her with spears and swords at the ready.

The runes appeared before her eyes, she selected the last bit of [Odr] and concentrated it on Loki.

Suddenly, a burst of pain circled through her entire body, like the feeling of being crushed under the weight of the entire earth. She let out a scream that pierced into her soul and made her throat ache and feel as if it were about to tear in two.

Brynhilde ended up sprawled across the floor, panting, feeling completely numb and in a lack of control of her body.

"Welcome, my dear niece," Loki said with a slick smile. She tried to jump to her feet again, but another burst of energy paralyzed her. "I see you’re quite restless."

"You, scum, you’ll see what I’ll do to you," she said through gritted teeth.

"You?" Loki snickered, then looked at his companions. "My little girl says she’ll do something to me. I wonder what she’ll do."

"Just you wait," she hissed.

"For what? You haven’t got any Odr left and it won’t come back soon. I’ll make sure of that."

"Come on, boys," Loki said to a group of Jotun. "Don’t be afraid, she’s under control. Get twice as many chains and make sure she’s not able to move a finger. We’ll tie her to the base of the ship. Nice tricks you’ve got under your sleeve too. I didn’t know you could do that. You won’t, don’t worry, you won’t anymore, this collar around your neck is under my control. I forged it myself, got it reserved for your daddy, though, but it will be great to try it on you. It won’t let you play the same trick again. You’ll be my special guest tonight."

"You sicko, what do you want to do to me?"

"Many pleasant surprises. I’m glad you’re here, by the way, not what I planned, but it’ll be interesting. You’re famous in all the worlds, always improving, always getting better. The strongest of all Valkyries. That makes for an interesting experiment."

She gritted her teeth as a dozen Jotun pulled at her chains and forced her to stand.

"So, you know me, I like to try new things. I like to stir things up. Change things, turn them upside down."

And then, for the first time in many years, Brynhilde felt fear.

"Yes," Loki hissed like a snake. "What do you think, darling?" Loki looked at his wife, Sigyn. Memories rushed into Brynhilde’s mind. She was an Aesir, or had been, but had changed completely. Those eyes made her look like an entirely different person from the wise and energetic woman she had met. "Odin’s precious little daughter. His sun. Good sign, huh? He’ll surely send someone to find one so bright as you."

He examined her from head to toe. Brynhilde stirred, tried to headbutt him, but every thought of defiance sent pain throughout her body.

"You’ll no longer be the bright one, the mistress of battle. You’ll change, you will not be the strongest, you will see day by day as strength departs from your body and your mind, your beauty, your health, your skills, they will all flee from your body and soul. And your pride, no, no you won’t be a goddess of war no more. I’ll see you as less than a slave, less than human, less than an animal."

Brynhilde stared at him with hate. No, she wouldn’t yield, she wouldn’t fall. She was greater than him in every respect, and she trusted in her heart that she would not break. Never! She had been through many humiliations, betrayals, and she would never break... Again.

"Strip her and tie her to the core of the ship," he said, turning back. Then, his eyes drifted toward Sigyn, who was staring at Brynhilde with a deranged expression. She still held that spear in hand. Brynhilde had thought she’d destroyed it. Had it been part of their illusion to trick her?

"What do you think, love?" Loki said. "Do you want to entertain our guest, make her feel special?"

Sigyn’s wild eyes shifted toward Brynhilde, and then she licked her lips.


Chapter XI – Among the Gods

The Allfather summoned the generals of the Einherjer to the vantage point of Valhalla, where the one-eyed god seemed like a giant, two ravens perched on each of his shoulders, and his mighty spear in hand. His wife Frigg was by his side, regal and powerful in her gaze.

The people who surrounded Blake were much different. He now wore a custom armor, provided by Eir and her family. Few of his Einherjer comrades were by him this time, only gods and high ranking warriors. His [HP], his most noticeable stat, was negligible compared to theirs. Vidar was looking at him with contempt from the other side of the table, and he seemed more than upset at the fact that he was sitting next to Eir.

The One-eyed god’s face had changed. The entire room was quiet in his presence.

"Sons of battle," he said in a deep baritone voice, echoing across the hall, his one eye blazing with a fierce determination. The murmur in the room quieted as all attention turned to the Allfather. His ravens, Huginn and Muninn, cawed softly, their eyes scanning the gathered crowd. "We have surveyed our losses, and our intelligence. Loki attacked us head first, and despite the innumerable losses he took on his first attack, they reached one of their goals.

"When he failed to take my daughter Eir. It is obvious that it was a personal attack at me and my family, while covering his losses. He used new magic powers, more powerful than before, to conceal and confuse."

Heimdall stepped forward, pale and bright as diamond. Blake hadn’t seen him after the fight, but it was reassuring to know that he was alive.

Odin continued: "Heimdall shall select warriors and wizards to protect the Gate of Valhalla. We must develop new skills to break through Loki’s mist of confusion. But now..."

Odin jumped to his feet. His voice raised.

"They have taken my beloved daughter! Again, I lose her again. And this time she is in grave danger. I do not want to lose her forever."

There was silence and reverence, all the assembled warriors fixed their attention on him.

He suddenly lowered his voice, it returning to his low baritone again.

"We need her back. She is our most powerful Valkyrie. We need her back, not only am I, as a father, not willing to see my daughter suffer, but I know that she is worth more than a thousand warriors. They have also taken Mjolnir, which was with her at the time. According to witnesses, dozens of Jotun took turns to carry it, all at once."

"Shall we storm it, then?" Jarl Haakon, the medieval king, shouted from the crowd. "Shall we storm Utgard for a woman? How many thousands will you sacrifice for her?".

"Slience!" Odin’s words echoed throughout the hall, his shadow grew within the enclosure. "Jarl, you are accustomed to being a king, but you are not to the level of the gods. So quit arguing like that."

Haakon pressed his lips.

Odin’s freezing one-eyed glance scanned the room. "I will send select warriors to retrieve her, before they reach Jotunheim. I have been told that the Jotun are currently moving back toward their frozen home. There are some things that have not been revealed to me, but I shall send from among those who will be by my side in the prophecies, so that they may not fall this time. The journey will not be easy, but may we survive and prepare to continue our fight.

"My son Vidar shall go and captain this struggle. We need him for Ragnarok, and he is powerful, the prophecies name him as one of the champions in the Last Battle. I trust that he can retrieve my daughter. He will lead those Valkyries who stand by my daughter’s side, as well as a few dozen Einherjar."

"So few?" asked Freya, the blonde goddess of life, dressed in a green robe. She lead her own troops from the hall of Folkvangr.

"Oh, yes, we shall have magic by our side," Odin clarified. "This is not an onslaught, it’s a discreet rescue mission. We shall send spies with my magic. We know when dealing with Loki we cannot just rely on strength and power. He is expecting that."

Suddenly, Odin turned around, fixing his one eye upon Blake.

"Blake Olson, Einherjar of Odin."

Blake blinked. The entire hall, replete with gods and goddesses, had fixed their eyes on him.

"You are the holder of my daughter’s gift," Odin said. That encouraged murmurs, whispers and chatter, all of which circled around him. "You can guide us to her."

"I..."

"You will join my son Vidar in this quest."

Oh, Gods above. Vidar’s glance felt like knives that yearned to stab him repeatedly.

"I hope I can be of use, Allfather," Blake declared.

Vidar’s clenched teeth didn’t look promising.

Odin continued addressing him: "I see that despite your gifts, your level is still quite low. We’ve heard much of your knowledge. My son, you will meet with the chosen warriors and Vidar in secret meetings, training and planning this rescue. I need you to increase your level during this time. And not only with your Einherjar friends. Now that Brynhilde is not here, Vidar will instruct you."

This made Vidar smile pleasantly. It seemed like he was looking forward to torturing Blake.

"I shall just wait a few more days for more intelligence. I shall send my ravens immediately, and they shall serve as our spies. Now, the meeting is adjourned."

The Allfather tapped the floor with his powerful spear and got to his feet. Other Aesir did the same.

Vidar glanced at him.

"Blake," Eir spoke next to him, her hand soothingly placed on his biceps. She stared at him. "Don’t fear my brother, he would never hurt you."

"Oh, Eir, he’ll do it, and he’ll enjoy it."

"Blake, he would never hurt you willingly, I know he doesn’t like you, but he wouldn’t compromise the mission."

"He’ll just make my life impossible, fine."

"I won’t let him. Blake, he knows that if he hurts you, he hurts me."

"Then? Are you coming with me?" Blake said. "To rescue her."

"Father forbade it," Eir said. "But I will be here when Vidar trains you."

Blake nodded. He looked into her clear eyes once again. He was relieved that they’d be able to meet again. Damn, he was going to his death and he hadn’t been able to even kiss this woman. He had feelings, alright, that drew him to her, made him yearn to be close, to be somehow, united, and not just through sex.

She sat back, thoughtful.

"I’m thinking the same thing," he said. "I... Already sat among the gods, this room is at least half full of Aesir. Maybe..."

Maybe the prophecy Eir spoke about had already been fulfilled. Maybe he was going to die.

"Don’t say that," Eir said. "That’s... Not it... I know you’re here for much more. I know."

He sighed. Maybe that was it, he couldn’t stop thinking it. It was a death defying mission. He wanted Eir to come with him. There was no resurrection outside of Asgard, there was only eternal death, and nobody he cared about would ever remember his name.

He wanted to share some time with Eir, at least.

"Well, well, well," said a male tenor voice. Vidar was now in front of him, hands on his hips, his blond hair gleamed as well as his gray eyes. "Now I’m gonna take you, dog, for a walk."

"Vidar, you don’t need to treat him like that," said Eir.

He huffed. "He deserves it. So? We meet tomorrow, at the peaks of Nilfgar. There," he said, pointing at the highest peak in Asgard. "Before the sun raises."

Blake was about to voice a complaint. It was already near midnight. He’d have barely any rest. As a resurrected Asgardian, he had much better and more stable energy levels than a regular human, but that would still make a diference.

"Sister," Vidar said. "Send your pet home now. I want him to last at least one minute in battle before being mashed into a pulp."

Blake sighed.

Vidar glared at him.

"Address me, dog."

"I will be there, my lord."

"Very good."

It sucked to be treated like that.

"Now let’s go, Eir," Vidar said.

"Vidar," she said, raising her face. "I must to speak to him alone. And you don’t need to treat him like that. He’s my guest."

Vidar furrowed his brow. "He’s no guest, he’s the lowest creature in all of Valhalla. I’ve seen servants that are stronger than him."

"Vidar," Eir insisted.

Vidar snickered, placing a hand on top of Blake’s head. Blake had enough.

"Now, stop that, Vidar," Blake said.

Maybe that was a bad idea. But he was now among the Norse, and in any case, he could not just let people treat him like that, even if the people in question were gods.

"Huh," Vidar removed his hand. "This one barks, huh. Alright, we’ll se about it tomorrow."

He turned his face.

"Why is he like that?" Blake asked her.

She shrugged. "He’s hated you since before you came, before you were even born. I needed to tell you, don’t need to pick a fight with him, but don’t let him disrespect you like that."

Blake nodded.

"You’re right. I learned that among the Wolf-pack. But... Still, he’s no Einherjar, he’s a god. Should I treat him just the same? He’d kill me right away, and after I resurrect he’d probably hate me even more."

"Just don’t let him get inside your head. I know you are gentle and kind, you always look for the best in people."

"Do you know me enough to know that?"

She gave him a knowing look.

Blake shrugged. Well, she was inside his mind most of the time.

"Don’t kowtow to him just because he’s an Aesir. He’s just my brother."

"But I can’t be that defiant either. Or should I? Am I supposed to challenge him too like I challenge the Wolf-Pack?"

"You’ll know what to do, I trust you."

He looked at her. Did she really, after what he did with Alruna?

"Eir..."

"Come now, sister!" Vidar was calling at her from the grove ahead of them.

He had to think fast, there was no time, the world was about to end, anyway, he had to feel close to that woman. Or die trying. Maybe she did not want anything serious at all, maybe she did, maybe he had ruined his chances, but he had to find out.

"I must go now," she said solemnly.

"Eir, let’s talk tomorrow, after my training."

"Talk?"

"I think I don’t know Asgard very well," he said, clearing his throat. "Do you have a favorite place? I’m sure our training won’t last until sunset. I’d say the grove next to the lake. It looks great, haven’t been there, just seen it?"

He felt a warm feeling inside. It was connected to her.

"I suppose I like that."

It was working, Blake smiled. It was happening.

"Alright, then, let’s meet tomorrow."

The Aesir left and Blake walked down from that section of Valhalla and emerged from the main gate into the hills of Asgard. But a person stood right in front of the entrance, a woman with long golden hair, arms folded under her breast.

"Lord Blake," Alruna said, with a serious glance that seemed more threatening than Vidar’s. "Have you forgotten about me?"


Chapter XII – The Warrior’s Dream

"So?" Alruna said, raising an eyebrow. Her high cheeks, now warm and rosy, looked especially cute. Blake couldn’t stop his body from reacting. He’d been with her just a few nights before. He wanted her close, more than close. Her body was desirable as ever, with a lush hourglass figure, tanned skin, and hair like strands of gold. However, her eyes seemed as piercing as her arrows.

"You just sent back my deceased husband’s armor and don’t even bother to come by?" she said, placing her hands on her wide hips.

"I... Yes, I’m sorry Alruna, but we were busy. I was busy burying my friends and preparing for this mission."

"Always busy. That’s no excuse if you really care for someone. Anyway, I’ve heard you’re leaving."

"Yes, I don’t know when. But, well, Alruna, I really wanted to clear things up between us."

"So which is it," she said. "Do you care about me or not?"

"I really do."

She humphed, pressing her lips.

"Alright, Blake, it’s been nice meeting you."

"Wait, Alruna," he said, stretching his hand. "I don’t want to sound like a fool. I do want you by my side. I thought of what you said, but I need to clear things up with her."

Alruna was really interested in him, whether it was just a one night fling that she let herself get into.

"I want you,” he repeated.

"Do you really?"

Blake paused for an instant. "I’d like to get to know you more, but first let me figure out what’s going on with Eir. To tell you the truth, I feel like I betrayed her trust, but I don’t regret spending the night with you."

"Maybe I do regret it. Tell me, Blake, am I your second option? For I won’t be a second option."

"Listen," Blake stepped forward. He was tired of games. He was about to die, he had to stop playing. "Eir summoned me to this world, she saw something in me, she cared about me. I feel indebted to her. I need to talk to her and see how she feels. Then, and only after I clear the air with her, and if she’s okay I will get to know you better."

"Get to know me? Blake, you know me."

"We just spent one night together! We barely knew each other."

"And I haven’t spent the night with anyone in a long time. Don’t you understand? I wanted it to be special. It was special and unique for me."

She sighed.

"Things are not like they are in your world, Blake. Here, sometimes we don’t get a choice, we are just sent to fulfill our duty, our destiny. And what is your destiny, Blake?"

He shook his head. He wanted to ask her why she was so interested in him. What did he do? Was it just because of the novelty of having a man from the age right before Ragnarok? Because Eir had waited for him for so long? Or had she really seen something in him. He knew he wanted to ask her, but he could not bring himself to act like a fool in front of her, to devalue himself. It was not the time to be vulnerable.

Or was it?

"I don’t know," he said through gritted teeth. "I have a mission to fulfill, and I might die."

"I might die too," she said. "And you just learned it. I have lived with that knowledge for thousands of years. You would think it gets old, life seems eternal, it was like that for a while, but one day you hear that it is actually happening. That your eternal death is right around the corner. I want to live, I want to live and die in love. I chose to do it. I chose a young man who hasn’t lived through the centuries, someone who hasn’t experienced the pain of centuries."

"Alruna, understand, I like you a lot. I kinda feel like I need you, you are the only voice of sanity, the only person I can be myself with. With the Einherjar and the Aesir I have to act like a man from a thousand years before. Brynhilde is the same, with Eir, well, I can’t understand her well. But with you... I can talk to you. You’re maybe my only friend in this world, and the night we spent together... But we just met. How can you choose to fall in love with me so quickly?"

Was Alruna an overly attached girlfriend? He’d had some, it was hard, but... It was sometimes worthwhile.

"I like to learn, Blake. I’d like to get to know you, how you see the world. You are an incredible man, I can see that you are true, sincere... and brave. You have a wisdom about you, something different, a different way to see the world, and I want to learn from it."

That woman definitely knew how to talk and how to make him feel desired.

She continued. "In this world, in this age, fate has much power over us, we cannot choose the fruit of our acts, but we can choose to follow our hearts, give ourselves completely to them, and be brave enough to face the consequences. That is how I chose you, Blake Olson."

Blake blinked, he opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out.

"Talk to your princess Eir," Alruna said, facing away. "Tell her about me, tell her the truth, like I have told you."

Was this some kind of manipulation for Alruna to ruin his chances with Eir and stay with him? Blake knew that Norsemen did have many wives and concubines. Every child of Odin was with a different Goddess. But he could sense that it was still hard for women, he sensed jealousy between them.

In Earth, in the 2020s, most of the time, save for a few exceptions, being that open about what he wanted would end up with him completely alone. But he had to be truthful. He was not a coward, not anymore. But in any universe or realm, being truthful was always the best option. No matter the consequences.

Blake sighed.

"You have to rest," she said. "Come to me any time you need to talk. I want to be there for you, Blake. But now you have to rest and prepare. Be the best version of yourself tomorrow. And after you make up your mind, I’ll be waiting for you."

"I will try," Blake said with a nod, turning to return to the Einherjar’s barracks.

***

Blake awoke in the morning, gathering his armor and walking toward the hall of the Aesir, along the grove of trees where Odin directed his troops. He reached just as a golden sun rose over Asgard. The first person Blake noticed was Vidar, his shoulders shrouded on that blue cape. He conversed with Vidar. A few warriors and Valkyries remained by their side.

"Alright, boys," Vidar said.

The warriors arranged themselves in a circle. Blake counted seven Einherjar, all from previous eras, and three Valkyries, including Thrud, Alruna and Svafa. Thrud’s usual cheerful expression was replaced by a stern look. Haakon Sigurdson was there, and Eric Bloodaxe, a Norwegian king of old, was one, with long brown hair and icy blue eyes. He looked like a tough man, and the sagas attested to that. He could use his gifts to scan through the power level of his companions. He was a puny Einherjar with a mere Level 7, compared to Bloodaxe’s Level 56, Thrud’s Level 85. The others around them averaged at Level 38. He was by far the weakest, yes, [Skald’s Voice] made up for the mental accuracy and could help him develop a strategy for combat, Helm of Awe helped with his agility, but his raw strength and stamina were much lower.

Then, he noticed another man in the corner. He looked like he was in his late thirties, and wore his hair short instead of long. His chainmail fit well and he had broad shoulders, but was wearing round eyeglasses that seemed completely out of place. Blake blinked, he knew for sure that the Norse didn’t invent eyeglasses. Even the man’s facial features, with his narrower chin and long straight nose, seemed different from that of most Einherjar.

"Sons of Odin," Vidar said, stepping forward. "You stand here today to fulfill an important mission."

Blake noticed Eir approaching the clearing, her long silver hair had been arranged into two long braids, adorned with brooches of gold. Her dress was white and golden, with silver tortoise brooches hanging above her chest. She walked elegantly and sat on a rock. She looked as beautiful as ever. Blake swallowed, hoping he could concentrate on the meeting. But he’d been rehearsing in his mind what he planned to tell Eir, and more possibilities kept leaping into his mind.

"We, as sons of Odin, have fought and died over and over again, we have raised and perfected our skills to kill and avenge our fallen," Vidar exclaimed. "Except for a few of us."

Vidar blatantly stared at Blake for an instant. "We have experience in battle. But few times have the stakes been as high as this. Now, everything will change. We are at war now, with Jotunheim, and soon, with all the realms."

At that moment, a figure surged in the middle of the circle, a woman in dark green robes. Her face was youthful, with no wrinkles, but her hair was as white as snow. Blake felt some maturity in her that was not apparent. A glance at her stats showed him an Odr (mana) of [77/300]. He had never seen an [Odr] so high, and one that seemed functional and had some points in score. Blake figured that she was probably a Völva, a sorceress in ancient Norse lore.

"We shall venture forth and ride into enemy lands, thus, we shall infiltrate them with [Gladr], with the same magic they use." Vidar glanced at the sorceress. "Helga, mother of warriors, maidservant of Freya, may your magic raise our souls to realms unknown."

A sudden sense of drowsiness whirled around Blake, like an invisible mist. He suddenly felt himself floating adrift in the wind, being pulled away. The whole forest faded to black. Blake tried to turn, feeling the ax bound to his girdle and removed it immediately.

He found himself in a canyon of black stone that rose to the heavens.

"There he is," shrieked a monstrously deep voice, a growl like that of the cave itself. Blake raised his head and found four Jotnar above him, with pale, clammy bodies, huge stature and matted greyish hair, two of them held maces and the other two held spears.

What had happened? Had they teleported him? The Völva had certainly worked some type of magic on him. It was most likely a combat simulation, one that felt indistinguishable from reality.

"The little wolf cub is on his own," said one of the giants. "Poor wolf can’t escape the hunter’s spear."

Blake glanced at their power levels, runes surging in his mind around their heads. They were brutes with superior physical strength. Their class was [Jotun Scout], [Strength: 24]. Twice the strength of a powerful man. Blake was surprised at finding that their intelligence was comparable to that of a normal human.

Immediately, the Jotun leapt toward him like hunting leopards. Blake rapidly hefted his spear and shield. The first Jotun swung a powerful mace toward his shield. Blake selected [Helm of Awe], dashed to one side and blocked with his shield. The mace sent shockwaves through his arm. Blake swung his ax horizontally, catching the Jotun’s ribs and sinking it into him. An explosion of blue blood erupted from the Jotun’s side. His gleaming blue eyes shot open. The creature twisted, aiming for Blake’s head with his spiked mace. Blake managed to dodge.

His heightened senses alerted him to something, an enemy warrior was coming from the side.

Suddenly, he felt a jolt of pain cross through his side. The auxiliary bar of his [Helm of Awe] was reduced to almost half, as two Jotnar behind him withdrew their spears.

The first one swung his mace again, Blake blocked, turning and swinging his ax to trap the spears that swung at him. He moved rapidly to swing at one of the spear bearers, but the Jotun moved rapidly to the left.

In that moment, two more Jotun appeared from above, leaping toward the chasm.

Blake blocked, turned, struggling to concentrate on summoning [Skald’s Voice], but the giants were thrashing him. Another blow managed to strike his helmet, just as he blocked the incoming attackers, who wielded giant axes. One of them swung toward his neck, the chainmail around it slicing in two.

His auxiliary life force faded. His Helm of Awe had been reduced to nothing.

Blake ducked. He now had to resort to a strategy or he’d be dead. He crouched and swung his ax upward, managing to land in one of the Jotun’s necks and drawing a fountain of blue blood.

Another ax cleaved into his chain-mail, swung with superhuman strength, piercing into his skin.

[HP: 98/130]

Even though his life-force was still nothing to worry about, he couldn’t bargain with it, even relying on the assumption that this was a combat simulation.

He lifted his shield a second later than he should have, as a powerful mace rocked his skull, smashing into his flesh and bone.

[HP: 34/130]

That blow had been too powerful. Blake avoided the next blow, dazzled and with sharp pain shooting through his head, face and neck.

He scanned through Skald’s Voice, thinking of how to plan a strategy, but he had no idea of how to fight multiple opponents. No MMA he’d ever seen helped, and the choreographed movie fights he’d seen didn’t work without heightened senses.

He tried to remember his training as an Einherjar, but his entire face and head throbbed with inhuman pain. Even breathing hurt.

He leapt backward, holding his shield close as two Jotnar followed, their weapons at the ready. One of them threw a spear, mid air, Blake turned his shield to block, but with his injuries, his reaction time was now even below what was normal.

The spear cleaved right into his ribs and chest, piercing into his armor and his inner organs.

"No!" Blake shouted, as the rest of his life-force drained away.


Chapter XIII – Watcher

Blake found himself opening his eyes and screaming. His heart beat as fast as a galloping horse. He turned around, panting, on his knees. All the other warriors in his group lay on the ground as if sleeping.

"See what just happened." Vidar was on his feet, arms crossed. "You made a fool out of yourself. What do you think you are? We can’t have you endangering the whole operation with your weakness."

"I..." Blake blinked.

That thing had felt way too real.

It would be great for practicing and increasing his skills. Why didn’t they do it more often? Of course, he didn’t need to have Vidar yelling at him all the time.

"What have you learned among the Einherjar?" Vidar shouted.

Blake scanned the background. Eir sat among other Valkyries, eyes attentive at him, but giving no sign of even trying to come and defend him.

Vidar continued in an accusatory tone. "So tell me, are you able to fight or do you want us to carry you on a palanquin? Were it not for your bond, I'd be mad to send you on this mission. You’re too weak and fragile. Even with your bond to Brynhilde, you’re more of a hindrance than an asset."

"Vidar, alright, I got it, just send me back."

"No, I’ll not just send you back, I want you to know this is serious!"

Then, Blake heard a voice that sent a chill down her spine.

"What if he has someone by his side, with the purpose and protecting and teaching him?"

It should have been soothing and welcoming, but it was a shock to hear it there. Blake turned, finding Alruna in full armor, wearing chainmail over her dress, a quiver full of arrows, a silver bow across her shoulder and a short sword at her hip. A gjermundbu type helmet covered her forehead, shielding her eye sockets and cheekbones, chainmail behind, covering her braided hair.

"Alruna?" Blake asked.

Something happened in Eir’s mind, Blake could feel it. Was it jealousy? Yes, there was an urgent feeling, a slight anger, controlled, but present.

Vidar smirked slightly.

"You’re here? I’d say you shouldn’t be wasting your life on this dog."

"Vidar, he’s essential for this mission. You’ve seen him, you know he’s talented, but he’s been in Asgard for a few weeks. How can he compare to seasoned Einherjar and kings? He’s barely had training, and, what can I say? He’s way ahead in just a couple of weeks. Those brutes, the Einherjar barely know how to fight. They treat fighting as a game, just because they’ve been given the blessing of a Berserkers, they think they can fight the whole day without strategy."

"See? He’s hopeless," Vidar said.

"Well, let me be there to guide him."

Vidar looked back at Alruna.

"Well, let’s see if you can protect him." Vidar turned toward the Völva. "Mistress Helga. How is your [Odr]? Have you enough strength to send him back without disrupting the Dream?"

Helga barely nodded, raising her staff and chanting with an unnatural soprano voice. At that moment, Alruna clasped Blake’s hand.

Blake felt a pull once again, the universe around him turned dark. Once again, shadows covered his vision and he felt himself float into the sky. His HP had recovered. That part at least, was a relief. He appeared again in a rocky canyon that didn’t look at all like Asgard.

"Alruna!" he said. He was happy to see her. But he couldn’t help thinking that she was getting in between him and Eir. "What’s going on?"

"Blake, let’s talk later, you have to concentrate."

"I..." Blake cleared his throat and looked forward. "Alright. But what about Eir?"

Blake turned, attentive at any sound. The wind creaked among the cliffs above, and dark clouds drifted through the sky.

"Blake," she said. "I’m not here just to protect you. I’m here to guide you so that you actually improve."

"I guessed so," he replied.

This time, eight Jotnar appeared on top of the cliff, holding spears, maces and crude swords.

"Aha," said one of them, arms crossed over his ridiculously ripped chest. "Two Asgardian rabbits, ready to fall to our spears."

"Alright," Alruna said to Blake, looking up at the leering giants. "Check what you’ve got on your girdle."

Blake looked down. It was a small horn.

"Alert them of your presence."

Blake nodded and blew the horn. The note was loud and powerful, he did it again.

"Do you have Brynhilde’s gift?" Alruna asked.

"Yes," Blake said.

"We have to retreat slowly. I will hold them off, but it may not be enough."

Blake nodded.

The Jotun leapt at them with maces and spears. Blake took a deep breath and summoned [Vali’s Leap]. Blake jumped backward, managing to evade them by a few dozen feet and hiding behind the rocks.

"Alright," Alruna said, following him. She turned. "Those rocks can help us hold them off."

"So do I have to run away? Wasn’t it brave to fight them off alone?"

"Brave, yes, but you’ll definitely die. This is not trying to teach you bravery, but strategy."

One of the Jotun was close, jumping, arms behind his head, ready to swing his mace at Blake and shatter his skull. Alruna loosed a single arrow. It struck through the Jotun’s skull, piercing into his brain. The Jotun fell, all his life force drained.

"Alright, that’s enough action from my part. I won’t make it that easy for you. You’ve got to level up yourself."

Two Jotnar came at Blake. Blake prepared [Helm of Awe], blocking the first blow, ducking and sinking his ax in the giant’s stomach. Another giant was approaching, preparing to stab Blake with a bronze spear.

"If necessary, focus on one at the time," Alruna whispered. "Use your skills."

Blake closed up on his enemy, wrapping his arm under his wounded enemy’s soldier in a jiu jitsu move, he then pivoted his body, placing the Jotun in between him and the spear.

"Nice, a human shield," she said.

The Jotun was stabbed by his own companion. He collapsed in front of Blake. Blake pushed the body away, and prepared to block. He closed up on his foe, blocking with his shield. Two more were approaching.

"Finish him quickly. Can’t be on the defensive now," Alruna said. Blake slipped to the side, closing on the Jotun with the spear and striking him in the neck. One blow would not be enough, so he rapidly slid his ax to the side and swung into the Jotun’s ribs. The giant fell to the ground in a pool of blue blood, and Blake smirked at the experience points that were added to his stats.

"Very good, step back now," she said.

Blake summoned [Vali’s Leap] and lunged a few spans backward. Five more Jotun were approaching, anger gleaming their eyes.

"Five more?" he shouted. "Where are they coming from?"

"If you have to engage," she said. "I told you, try to keep them busy and away and fight one at the time!"

Blake jumped to one side. Three of them were quick to reach him. Another threw his spear at him. It flew as fast as a bullet. Blake barely had time to use [Helm of Awe] to dodge it.

"Very good," Alruna shouted. "That would have been strong enough to pierce through your shield and break your arm."

But Blake was not quick enough to stop the onslaught. Now, Blake had his back against a rock. Two Jotnar had surrounded him from behind, standing on top of the rock. He cursed. But he had to apply the same strategy, he swung to the side, instead of fleeing, attacking the most isolated Jotun. This one had a spiked mace, swinging it with both hands. Blake ducked first, then tried closed in. To his surprise, the Jotun’s attack was fast and precise despite the weight of his weapon. The mace passed by his helmet, then, the Jotun ducked and tried to strike at Blake’s legs. He jumped back.

"Where do this things come from? The Jotun that attacked Asgard were not this powerful."

Those two seconds of rest allowed the other three Jotun to come in.

"Maybe you need a higher level to match his speed," she declared.

"Then?"

"Keep yourself alive!" Alruna shouted. Blake stepped back.

Then, to Blake’s shock, a figure descended, swinging a powerful ax with the speed of falling thunder. Blake saw a blur of red. For an instant, he felt his heart leap in excitement and joy, thinking it was Brynhilde, but an instant revealed Thrud, daughter of Odin, smashing an ax into the Jotun’s head and breaking it in a pool of blood. More and more Jotun surged from the blackness.

"Wedge!" she screamed, flying back and swinging.

Wedge. A wedge. The words seeped into Blake’s mind. He turned around, noticing that his other companions were already by his side, killing Jotnar left and right. The wedge started to take shape, Einherjars, gods and Valkyries forming, with Thrud at the head, as the most powerful. Suddenly, the half a dozen Jotun he had faced turned into hundreds, all of them gathering around them and attacking wildly. Blake glanced with his attuned vision, seeing their power levels display. Those were twice as powerful as the ones who had invaded Asgard.

"Did you have this formation on your Einherjar groups?" Alruna asked, next to him.

"Yes," he said, quickly forming according to power level. According to this strategy, the strongest were in the front and weaker members stood on the wider parts of the wedge. Thrud advanced, smashing and slicing Jotun to and fro, her ax bathing in blood, as the warriors broke into the giant’s ranks. Being in the back didn’t mean he’d fight less, he already had four Jotun all for himself as he tried to stay close to the group.

"I’ll help you a bit," Alruna said, preparing her bow and arrow and shooting arrow after arrow. Each of them seemed to have been imbued with supernatural power, for they pierced deep into the enemy’s bones and seemed to explode from within.

Blake was ready to fight, he swung his shield, he dodged, he used his shield to parry and even to strike. He took blows to the head, to the sides, to the neck, his [Helm of Awe] was still present. The enemy warriors seemed to multiply on the spot. Now, a sea of warriors surrounded him, separating him from the wedge. He swung his ax. Turning his head, he could see that he was being separated from his group with every passing second, but Blake had not been the first one to be killed. Jarl Haakon had fallen, accosted by dozens of Jotun.

Blake continued swinging, blocking, his [Helm of Awe] decreased, but the enemy kept surrounding him. At a moment there were more than a dozen, all fixing on him like hunters on a rabbit. Pain surrounded his joints, the wounds, spears made way through his armor, into his skin, into his skull. His shield broke, and a powerful ax bit into his head. Everything faded to black.


Chapter XIV – Aftermath

The afternoon was an intense array of Warrior’s Dream simulations, each more difficult than the last. They engaged in complex operations, including riding a magical ship, attacking through the sea, and most of all, an infiltration mission into a system of caves. Blake’s level increased to 11 within one day.

Current stats are:

Name: Blake Olson

Class: Einherjar

Level: 11

XP: 430/1110

[HP]: 160/162

[Odr (Mana)]: 1/75

[Strength]: 18

[Agility]: 12

[Intelligence]: 15

[Reaction time]: 15

His health had increased by 25%, but some statistics such as intelligence and reaction time were much harder to develop. He felt like an all around better warrior after the activities.

"You all have passed and recovered," Vidar said. "But the Warrior’s Dream cannot be compared to the Jotun. It is true that we exaggerate the strength and number of our enemies, but they are not brutes and fools. In reality, their trickery knows no limits. The next few days we shall explore the Dream, fighting against their delusions and lies. For now, rest and meditate on your training. We shall meet tomorrow again."

Vidar unsheathed his sword and lifted it high, holding it horizontally.

"Hail Odin!" he shouted.

"Hail Odin," repeated the others. They picked up their weapons and dispersed. Blake prepared, watching Eir from the circle. What was she thinking?

"See you tomorrow, Olson," Alruna’s voice said in his ear.

"See you, Alruna. Thank you for today, you really helped."

"That’s what I’m here for," she said, before turning around and leaving. Which was it, was she acting aloof so that Blake had a chance with Eir, or was she trying to mark her territory? Whatever the answer was, once Blake’s glance fixed on Eir and he approached, he felt Vidar’s grip on his forearm.

"If you hurt my little sister, I’ll make you pay with your life. I don’t care if Brynhilde gave you a [Blessing] and that you’re useful. I don’t care. Understand?"

Blake blinked, stunned. He nodded.

Vidar pushed him with his shoulder and walked out of the clearing. Blake sighed. He looked at Eir, her eyes wide open and fixed on him, as if knowing everything before he even dared to say it. He approached her.

"Eir," he said.

"What do you want from me, Blake?"

Blake felt a tension through their bond, like the vibrating strings of a guitar or a lyre.

"Eir," he sat in front of her. Eir’s female attendants stood up to leave.

"I want to get closer to you," Blake said, looking into those cold gray eyes, into that wintry innocence. Something drew him in, pulling his mind closer to hers. "I want to get to know you."

"Do you really?" she asked.

Blake sighed.

"I got to know that you waited for me for long. Maybe I’m wrong, hell, for all I know we’re both wrong and mistaken, but I still want you."

"Why?"

"There’s no one like you. I know you care for me, and... I feel like I should make you happy."

"Just because you want to make me happy?"

"Because I feel you deserve it. I mean, do we have to explain love? I feel it and you know that... This... current of emotion that leads me to you, that makes me daydream of you day in and day out. This... desire to have you near. I feel it, and I know you feel something too."

She narrowed her eyes.

"I’ve never heard anyone speak like that. I... I would say you’re lying, that you’re just good at talking to women."

Blake snickered. He’d never think of himself that way, especially after whatever he’d just said.

"But," she said softly. "I know you’re sincere. At least in that part."

"And..." Blake cleared his throat. "You know there’s someone else, Alruna... I have to talk about her."

Blake felt a sharp, cold emotion in Eir’s mind.

"Do you want her more than me?" she asked sharply.

Blake turned at her.

"I’ll tell you the truth, Eir. I was always thinking of you. If you think I’m an asshole, maybe I am, but I want to clear things with you first."

He wasn’t good at talking to women at all. Perhaps, he was shooting himself in the foot.

"And I want you. That’s all I want to clear up. First of all, before anything happens, you will make that choice. I want you to make the choice for me, I mean... If I am to take other women or not. But I want you to be my woman now. No one else. I want to sit by your side, to be close, to be one."

What the hell was he saying? He’d never thought of anything like that, it wasn’t what he had rehearsed in his mind. But Eir was breathing fast, her head leaning backward and... Her chest was forward, inviting, she breathed deep.

Blake found himself leaning forward.

"So tell me, now you make the choice," he whispered, grabbing her hips almost involuntarily. She breathed heavily, eyes open.

"I want it!" she said, and it felt, through the bond, like a release after being chained for decades. "I’ve waited for you, Blake, yes, for centuries! I’ve waited for you longer than you’ve been alive, longer than your land, before your kin had a name."

There was silence, she had her eyes closed, breathing heavily, open, inviting, calling, demanding it of him. Her hips felt so fragile, so vulnerable, and yet so right. He pulled her gently toward him. Their lips touched ever so softly, like dew scented petals rubbing against each other after a gentle breeze. She wanted more, much more. He leaned in, brushing his lips against hers, kissing deeply. It was like the nectar of life, like drinking from a fountain after running in the desert. He wanted more of that.

Those kisses were heavenly. He leaned back, looking into her clear eyes, full of desire. She was smiling, her mouth open, breathing fast. She closed her eyes again and Blake kissed her more passionately, much more deeply. Their tongues met, softly at first, melting into each other, and it felt like being shot into the stratosphere. He felt her through the bond, exploding in joy and pleasure. Did she want it now? He didn’t want to do something that she regretted. But... yes, she was exploding with desire, and he wanted it so bad.

Ignoring where they were, he reached back to the buttons of her dress, pulling them open, then pulled it down, revealing her shoulders and half her modest and perky breasts.

"Blake, Blake!" she said, letting go of his lips.

Blake stopped, leaning back and looking into her eyes.

"Let’s go somewhere else more private," he said into her ears.

"No, Blake," she said earnestly. "No. Stop. Just stop."

He looked at her, she was pulling her dress back up, and attempting to pull the buttons together.

"What’s wrong?" he asked.

"I won’t give myself to you like that."

Blake blinked in surprise. "I thought..."

"So that you then leave and forget about me?"

"But you can read my mind," he said. "You know I really care about you."

She sighed. "I know what you thought. You thought of the emotions and desires you’re feeling now, and nothing about the future."

"I..."

"I am Odin’s daughter, her daughter in the flesh, I am a princess of the Aesir, I am not a woman to be toyed with, I am not a slave, especially owned by you. If you wish to have me, you must show me you’re for real..."

"You..." Blake blinked. Was that was she was asking? He almost chuckled. "Do you want me to marry you or what?" he asked.

"Yes," she said simply, directly. Blake’s jaw dropped.

Blake blinked in surprise.

"I..."

Her glance had changed after his reaction. She looked indignant. "I waited all these years," she said.

"Who said I wasn’t going to marry you?"

"You can’t lie to me," she said, crossing her arms under her breast."You haven’t even had that thought enter you mind."

"But, I mean... It doesn’t have to be now. We can get to know each other first."

"Don’t you fear your death, Blake Olson? Don’t you fear this mission? Well I fear it, and whether in life or death, I dreamed of you as my husband and my lord."

Blake sighed. "I’m not a lord."

"But the Norns are right. They never err, Blake Olson. They have foretold that you shall seat among the gods."

"I already did," he said with a shrug.

"No. Blake Olson, don’t be a fool, you haven’t been preserved for Ragnarok just to die again, a pointless "heroic" death. If you die, you will die a lord, and honored. Even if you die in this mission, I want you as my lord, lord of my household, lord of my land and chieftain of your own tribe."

Blake blinked. And he thought Alruna was a bit obsessive and attached. Yes, he knew that Eir had idealized him for long, but he had never seen nor imagined her expectations.

He sat for an instant, looking at the trees. Getting married?

She wanted to marry him. She had basically proposed, or... Well, made it easy for him.

Hell, was he being stupid. He wanted her, even in that instant where she had denied him, it had made him want her more.

"How would that work? I mean, the wedding."

"Speak to my father."

"Speak... to..."

He had never thought of marrying after his last failed engagement. Another obsessive girlfriend he had to leave because, well, it had hurt them both. He feared doing that to Eir. And now... This woman who had brought him to life again, wanted to marry him? What else could he do? He wanted to be close to Eir. No woman on earth, or on Midgard, even no women on Asgard could compare.

But speaking to Odin for his daughter’s hand was... Well, it was asking a god of war and storms for his daughter’s hands.

"Are you sure he’s not just going to kill me?" Blake asked.

"He might, but I’ll bring you back to life."

Blake nodded.

"Blake," she said. "Why do you hesitate? I thought you cared about me."

Blake looked at her. It felt great to be so connected, to be so intimate in their thoughts. Sometimes he couldn’t decipher her thoughts, they were just raw emotions. But he enjoyed it. It felt somehow sweet to share that much. It felt right.

"Friday is in two days," she said.

"Friday?" Blake blinked.

"Yes, Freya’s day, you can ask my father tonight and we get married on Friday. It’s our custom to marry on Freya’s day, for good luck and fertility, you know."

Blake’s jaw dropped.

"What? This Friday?"

"We don’t know exactly when your journey will take place. But I wish us to be married beforehand, just in case."

Blake felt what she wanted to say. He guessed she wanted them to be together before his departure, just in case it was to be a tragedy.

"And I want to give you more gifts, and blessings, more precious things," she said softly. Blake felt an extra meaning to those words. He looked at her, so sincere, so blindingly beautiful, so incredibly sexy, like a treasure behind a wall of fire. Was that what old school love felt like? The fact that she didn’t want him to go further than a kiss before marriage was, somehow, hot. Bizarre, though. He had barely kissed her. In any case, they’d do the rest in a couple of days.

Unless Odin killed him before.

He shook his head.

"How did you convince me to do this, this...? This is..."

Well, he was dead, in Valhalla, about to challenge Loki. Why not marry a Valkyrie?

Or two, he thought.

Blake could feel through the bond that Eir caught that thought. She didn’t like it, but she let it go.

Blake sighed.

"I wish I could think it over," he mumbled.

Again, it was Valhalla. He couldn’t stop. He had to do things the Norse way, throw himself with an ax in hand into action.

He was about to do the dumbest and craziest things in his life.

Then, he heard a noise behind him. He gasped. Was Vidar there? He probably wouldn’t like any of that and would be an ass again, or challenge him to a duel and make it painful.

Eir addressed someone in the clearing: "Friedrich? What are you doing?"

Blake turned sharply. A man was bowing in the middle of the clearing, clumsily leaning forward.


Chapter XV – Dark and Light

"Friedrich?" Blake asked.

"Huh?" the man raised his torso. He... Blake had seen him among the Einherjar. He was the one who usually wore eyeglasses, but he wasn’t wearing them this time. "Oh, my lady," he said. He had a thin face, a pointed straight nose, and narrow eyes. "I’m looking for my glasses, my lady. Have you seen them?"

"Do you mean the things you put on your face?"

The man had a strange look, he was muscular and lean, with broad shoulders that could not be concealed even with that Norse tunic, but his face was thin and unimpressive.

"Friedrich?" Blake looked at Eir. "He’s..."

"Blake, meet Friedrich. He came more than a hundred years before you..." she declared.

"Oh, a new one?" Friedrich asked. His accent sounded European. "Hello, stranger."

Blake knew that Friedrich was an old school German name. Had this guy fought against Grandpa Robert in the war? The man seemed to be in his late twenties. Blake hoped he wasn’t a war criminal. That would make the situation uneasy, and grandpa had not so fond memories about "those goddamned krauts". But no, a hundred years was more than the 40s. He thought whether he should bring it up.

"Where do you come from?" Friedrich asked Blake, in an accent that reminded him of Arnold Schwarzenegger, but with a thinner voice. Friedrich narrowed his eyes, focusing on Blake, and seemingly struggling to make out his features.

"Houston, Texas," Blake said.

"Oh, American. I always dreamed of going to America. Texas, huh? You’re a cowboy! Those cowboy novels sure are something. The Apache were mighty, huh?"

Blake shook his head.

"Well, Houston is not like that at all. It’s very green, a huge city. Where are you from in Germany?" Blake asked. "And how did you get here?"

"German? I am not German, boy. I’m from Austro-Hungary. I’m from Salzburg, city of art and music. We’re different, our sense of humor is better. Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart was born there. You know who he is, right? As for when I came, well, not long ago. During the Great War. 1916 was my year. Alpine front."

Blake sighed. So, World War I. That made him more curious.

Blake resorted to [Skald’s Voice] to help Friedrich find his glasses, but the guy didn’t remember dropping them anywhere, and all their efforts seemed futile,

"Are you sure you didn’t drop them on the way to your camp?" Blake asked.

"No, no," he said, turning around.

Blake focused on Friedrich’s statistics. He was stronger than him, yes, but not by much. His mental acuity was higher, on average, but his overall level was just [24].

"So, how’s the world looking in your time, foreigner? I think you’re the last man to arrive," Friedrich asked him.

"No news come to Asgard?" Blake asked.

"Every now and then, but we’ve been busy," he said.

"So, Austria," Blake said. "I’ve never been but it seems alright. They’ve got Arnold, they had him, I guess, he ended up in L. A. And... Sound of Music, and Mozart, like you said. How did you end up in here? Did you become a pagan."

"Well, you know Mozart." Friedrich shrugged. "You’re the first person I meet here that knows who he is. What is that Sound of Music? And which Arnold?"

"I... I’d love to explain," Blake said. "But we’ve got things to do with Eir. I’m curious about something you mentioned, though. What’s the Alpine Front?

"See," Friedrich said. "Oh man, nothing I’ve seen here as a varrior compares to that. I vas close to home, Alpine Front. The heights of the world, cowboy. I vas making maps for the terrain even then. The Italians were there, stupid war. Stupid everything, it vas hell, boy. War is stupid, no matter how you look at it. Boys die for the people on top, and at the end, no one vins. There are only losers."

"In the Alps?"

"Oh, cowboy. You’ve got no idea vat hell is like. It vas hell on ice and snow. I’ve died many times, trying to forget, but, I will never be able to. It vas a fight against the mountains, cowboy, and we both lost. Both armies lost against them."

Blake leaned back.

"So, you came here?"

Friedrich shrugged. "I was a heathen. I always looked to the forefathers. First it was through Wagner, through music. I studied them. A few of us started to vorship the old gods, there were new movements, some took a dark turn, some were pacifists, but ve vished to start a revival, so to say. And well, voila, I died in battle and was brought here. With my guitar."

"Your guitar? Did you happen to give it to Alruna?"

Was Alruna also sneaking around with this Austro Hungarian veteran?

"Ah, schönes Mädchen. You know her? She is interested in music."

"I do know her," Blake nodded.

"I gave her my guitar as a gift but she didn’t even give me a kiss. Some girls here are hard to get... Some."

Blake cleared his throat.

"Anyway," Friedrich said, turning around to look at the forest. Blake then noticed something peeking on the man’s trousers, something flat and glassy. He leaned in and snatched the glasses out of his pocket.

"Mr. Friedrich, I think this is what you’ve been looking for."

"Huh? Ah, cowboy, you’re good at finding things."

"Sure," Blake said.

"Ah, lady Eir, good to see you," he said, bowing reverently. "Vell, Blake, I’ll see you tomorrow and hope you can tell me more about the veld in... What year are you from, again?"

"2023."

"My gods, more than a hundred years have passed. I’m glad the world hasn’t ended yet."

"Yes, and as far as I know, your country’s doing fine. I’ve been to Germany, though."

"Ah, not the same,"said Friedrich. "Not at all. Remember our sense of humor."

"Alright," Blake said, looking at Eir. So far he hadn’t had examples of Austrian humor, at least from that guy. "I think we have to go."

She nodded, walking toward Blake and placing a hand around his forearm. Blake nodded and they walked downhill. Valhalla was close, a giant circular structure built of what appeared to be gold, with hundreds of doors on each side. To Blake it looked more like a stadium.

"This way," said Eir, leading him toward the main gate. That night, like every other night, Odin would come to his vantage point.

High ranking Valkyries walked around that area, among ornamented flowers. Blake felt his stomach turn. Was this really happening? Was he about to ask Odin for his daughter’s hand?

"Eir, listen, what should I do? What are the traditions I should follow not to mess up with your father, I... Honestly haven’t found much in what I’ve read." He said, going through [Skald’s Voice] and finding all the instances of Norse weddings he could find. As far as he understood, a dowry should be paid first, and there were instances of family heirlooms, especially weapons being shared. But he had absolutely no valuable possessions, except that Arabic pendant.

At that moment, something made Blake stop on his tracks. It was a shockwave of discomfort through Brynhilde’s bond. It felt like... pain, physical pain mixed with anger.

"Blake?" Eir asked. "What’s wrong?"

"Brynhilde," he said softly. "She’s hurt."

Eir reached for his hand, her eyes filled with concern.

"They are hurting her and she wants to keep standing," Blake said. "She doesn’t want to budge, she doesn’t want to show that she’s hurting."

Eir shut her eyes.

***

Brynhilde gritted her teeth, a collar around her neck and chains around her wrists. Sigyn stood by her side, holding her chains, as a horse pulled their chariot through the icy black roads of Utgard, the capital of Jotunheim. Snow poured from above. Brynhilde stood still, naked and collared like a slave, but proud and defiant. Her red hair cascaded over her body like waves of fire, her posture was firm, her eyes filled with defiance, despite the hundreds of giants leering and cursing her name. She swore she would never let go of that spark.

They paraded her across Jotunheim, a prize, a token of victory over the Aesir. Behold, they have taken their strongest Valkyrie! Odin’s favorite daughter has been taken captive! But she remained steadfast, eyes focused forward. She wouldn’t be broken, she knew she would fight on and die in battle, not as a slave.

Thousands of Jotnar surrounded her in their streets and markets. It was a nightmarish place compared to the lush beauty of Asgard. There was no green in those lands, only half-dead forests inhabited by wolves and trolls, covered in perpetual snow. Their city was built with black-red limestone, with gargantuan buildings and strange pyramids, shrouded by hills and mountains covered in eternal snow.

They were an ancient race, all relatives and ancestors of the Aesir – even she had some Jotun blood – but they had lost the [Essence of Renewal]. They were now fallen gods cursed to despondency. They couldn’t progress like the Aesir, they couldn’t ascend to higher levels nor resurrect, However, they had kept the other [Essence]. And there were millions upon millions of them.

Thoughts entered her mind, defeatist thoughts, glimpses of weakness, but she pushed them away immediately.

And Sigyn, mad Sigyn, once a wise woman and cunning warrior, delighted herself in swinging her whip and striking Brynhilde. Dented with wolves’ teeth, made of leather and iron, it struck Brynhilde’s back, pain seeping into her skin, a spectacle for the Jotun. But she didn’t make a sound.

After a few scourges and thick drops of golden blood that sprinkled on her naked feet, Sigyn was the one to break. She grunted in anger, flailing her arms and striking Brynhilde in the back of her head with her spear. It came as a shock, but Brynhilde swallowed the scream, grunting it in pain.

Sigyn struck her again. Brynhilde turned slowly, her brow furrowed, casting Sigyn a cold glance. Sigyn twisted and struck her in the face. Cheers erupted on the roads.

Sigyn screamed, raising her spear and striking her with its handle, on the ribs, around her arms.

Brynhilde gritted her teeth and didn’t let out a single whimper.


Chapter XVI – Go Ask Odin

Odin sat proudly on his throne, two wolves on each side, their heads between their legs as though they were tame dogs. Frigg sat as a queen by Odin’s side, her face as beautiful and ageless as that of any Valkyrie, her eyes serene, even serious. Around them, the Aesir and high ranking attendants bowed and serving horns of mead before them. They talked in low voices, sorrow permeating their syllables.

Then, Odin’s single eye gazed discerningly at Eir and Blake as they passed through the Aesir’s tables, Eir’s arm around his. Suddenly, Blake couldn’t just feel Odin’s eye on himself, but that of all the Aesir, soon, of the entire Hall, many hissed whispers and more. Odin’s eye was attentive at Blake, as if he were calculating the distance before throwing a spear. Servants made way as both Eir and Blake stood before the Allfather’s throne. Blake dropped one knee to the ground.

"Allfather," Blake said, raising both arms above his head. "King of the Gods and of all this, I come to you as a servant..."

He swallowed. The world whirled around him, his heart hammered like a war drum.

Blake’s next words came in a stutter: "I have come to ask you for your daughter’s hand."

He did not dare look up.

There was silence. The entirety of Valhalla seemed to quiet. There was no sound except that of a horn of mead being placed on the table in the distance. Eir’s warm hand around Blake tightened. He shut his eyes, expecting to die. What the hell had he been thinking the past couple of hours?

"Oh, Mimir, my kin," said a booming baritone voice. "Finally."

Blake raised his face, blinking, not knowing whether in surprise or in shock.

"You’ve no idea how long this child has kept us waiting," Odin declared. "Of course. My two-thousand-something year old daughter is finally getting engaged. How can I say no?"

Blake had never seen the god smile. He sat there, as if waiting for an answer.

"Come on, boy, you don’t look happy, cheer up. I’ve been waiting for this. I’ve been keeping all the gifts prepared since the Norns let us know about you."

Blake shook his head. What was happening?

A murmur of approval rippled through the gathered Aesir and Einherjar, a wave of sound that washed over Blake and Eir, affirming Odin’s words.

"Of course I agree, our joy however, may be short as you must prepare," Odin said. "But we shall do it. Let us cheer for one night, in the midst of my pains as a father."

"Thank you, father," said Eir, lowering her head.

"Come, my child," the one-eyed god said to her, placing a massive hand on her shoulder. "I know you have waited for this, and the Norns would not have it any other way. You are the treasure of Asgard, I trust your wisdom. I admire your unwavering heart, your duty-bound will, a will of the hardest iron! And so shall I bless this wish of yours."

Odin now stood in front of Blake, and although they were basically the same height, the god seemed to tower over him by magical power alone. That single blue eye was as deep as the sky, knowing so much and telling so little.

"And you, Olson, you are the last man."

The last man? Did it mean that no more would come to Valhalla? But there were pagans nowadays. Blake couldn’t believe that title referred to himself, it made no sense, or gave him too much importance.

"You are a brave man, and you have struggled against your weaknesses, but you are rising above them. May you grow in pride and valor."

Blake bowed his head slightly, thinking of what to say.

"Thank you, Allfather."

"May it be known!" said Odin, lifting a mead horn from the table. "That my beloved daughter will marry, may there be a feast in Valhalla for one day. And then, we shall depart again. May there be joy in the middle of our sorrows. Hasten, for the time is short before the end. Ragnarok is here, let us feast one last time before we ride."

"Skal!" shouted a chorus of thousands..

Odin looked at Blake again.

Blake cleared his throat. "Allfather, I thank you deeply. But..."

"You are concerned about Brynhilde?" asked Odin.

"Yes, Allfather. She is being tortured and humiliated. I don’t know what they want of her, but she resists bravely, with every ounce of willpower she has."

Odin nodded softly.

"They must reach Jotunheim soon," Odin said. "It may only get worse from here. I have sent out my ravens to find their way and to find their weakness. When they return, we shall be ready to fight."

Odin stood closer to him.

"In this life there is glory and pain; savor each as much as you can, for we don’t know when it is the last time. I believe my daughter wants you to marry this Friday. It can be arranged. By the end of this week, you shall marry my daughter and join this household. May the blessings and gifts you receive help us in our quest."

"Thank you, Allfather," said Blake, trying to hide his nervousness. "I’ll do my best."

Blake returned to Bjorn’s table. The entire Wolf-Pack greeted him and treated him to jugs of mead and ale. Blake knew there would be no tradition involving best men as in the modern world, but they had their own ideas, it seemed, which including challenging him to fights. Blake wasn’t really in the mood, but he welcomed the drinks.

What was happening? The whole of Asgard knew about him and basically, of his engagement to a celebrity, or a royal. He was happy, he felt close, he felt Eir’s emotions, her happiness. The girl was ecstatic. Blake turned, searching for her among the crowd in the vantage point. She was already staring at him with a warm expression as other Valkyries and companions of her approached and talked to her.

"Boy," Bjorn said, placing a hand on Blake’s shoulders. "Now that you’re rising up, you’ll have to fight the good fight. You must take care of yourself out there. You’re already a wild wolf, a wise one. I really look forward to smashing your skull and beheading you again, for old time’s sake. So don’t forget about us, come train with us every once in a while."

"Huh?" Blake mumbled. "You’re too slow, old man. I bet your ax can’t even scratch me now. You won’t even notice when your head is on the ground."

"Huh?" Bjorn grinned, his brow furrowed, as he pulled his ax out of his girdle. "You think you’re pretty tough, huh? I taught you everything I know, you owe me respect."

"I’ll give you respect when respect is due," Blake said, hefting his own ax.

Alright, now that it was all said and done. Why not a little sparring session? Blake had raised his level by a few points that morning. And Bjorn had been training jiu jitsu and incorporating some of it with his Berserk. Blake hadn’t been able to touch him recently. `

The wolf-pack and others joined shouting "fight, fight, fight," from behind them.

Bjorn got up and rolled his shoulders backwards.

"Now, seriously," Bjorn said, looking at Blake in the eye, as another warrior offered him a shield. "I wish Ulf was here to see you. He’d be proud. You take care of yourself there, you’ve got to come back so I can kill you again."

"We’ll see about that," Blake said, receiving a shield. Weapons were always more efficient, but grappling moves were becoming difficult especially with axes. Blake knew that he needed more weapons with himself.

Bjorn immediately started shaking and rolling his eyes. His strength levels increased tremendously, his muscles tensed, veins bulged. Runes whirled around him, displaying the words Berserker.

Suddenly, Thrud was by their table, grinning, cross legged on the table and sipping on a jug of goat milk, a white mustache forming on her upper lip. Her hair was unruly and wild. "Alright, Bjorn, my boy, show this man a lesson. Teach him that he has to take care of my aunt Eir or he’ll suffer."

"Yes, my lady," Bjorn howled the words through his teeth.

Bjorn attacked. Blake prepared [Helm of Awe], ducking and barely avoiding Bjorn’s rapid charge. Bjorn twisted, arm stretched, swinging his ax with the strength of a bull. This time, Blake had no space to dodge, he raised his shield and the ax pierced into its wood. Bjorn pulled it back and, without missing a beat, swung at Blake’s thigh. Blake selected [Vali’s Leap] and jumped high, managing to avoid the strike and landing on a table.

Bjorn didn’t like it, he grunted like a maddened wolf and leapt toward the table, swinging his ax, moving as fast as a beast on the hunt, with ax swings that although seemingly wild and unruly, were precise and sharp. Blake tried to dodge and to close in, charging at Bjorn. The Einherjar was quick with the shield and blocked effortlessly.

Blake decided to try what he’d done before, close in and apply a grappling technique. He feinted, pretending to attack Bjorn’s head, before lunging and attempting a take-down. What happened next was what Blake always feared, he took an ax to the face. It was so horrible that even Thrud looked away. Blake’s [Helm of Awe] descended to zero.

Bjorn had been training.

Loosing [Helm of Awe] made Blake feel naked, once again, and Bjorn being [Berserker] was always scary. It made him twice as fast and twice as strong, besides being completely desensitized to pain. He sometimes wished he had received that gift. Turning his head, now with slower reflexes, he wasn’t quick enough to dodge Bjorn’s ax. It cleaved into Blake’s head, sending sharp pain and making him dizzy.

[HP -33]

[HP]: 113/162

Pain pulsated through his entire upper body. And yet, Blake couldn't give up. He gathered his strength and attempted a double leg take-down. But Bjorn had learned to sprawl, and now reached for Blake’s neck with a guillotine choke, one accompanied by superhuman [Berserker] strikes to the back, and finally, to the head. Blake struggled to reach for [Skald’s Voice] clear his mind and find a grappling counter for a guillotine choke. He remembered that he had to hold one of the wrists down, reach up and move his weight to one side, but the blood flow to his head was being stopped.

Blake died, and was received again into the gates of Valhalla. He had come a long way, but he was still far from the perfect warrior. He knew, however, that he could always improve. And he would.


Chapter XVII – Days to Remember

What was happening to Brynhilde? He wanted to concentrate on his training and his upcoming wedding, but her pain surfaced over and over in his mind. He had been training all morning. Alruna had congratulated him briefly. He wondered how she was feeling. She accompanied him during his training, helping with strategies and giving him directions, but she didn’t ask about his betrothal. Friedrich, however, greeted him and acted friendly.

Eir was nowhere to be found. Blake didn’t want to ask Vidar, nor Alruna. He asked a blue-eyed dark-haired Valkyrie named Svafa, who was training along with the crew. She hadn’t seen her either. And the wedding was supposed to be the next day. The thought baffled Blake completely. And here he was, killing and dying in the Warrior’s Dream, supposedly, getting married the next day.

After the session, the Wolf-Pack came to the forest, led by Bjorn and accompanied by a group of Valkyries from Freya’s hall. None of them were dressed for battle. Instead, his comrades wore formal Norse attire, with colorful tunics and capes, while the women wore long dresses and tortoise brooches.

"What’s going on?" Blake asked.

"Aha, lad," Bjorn said, carrying a large wooden crate replete with jugs of mead. "We’ve come to celebrate. And see who is coming to bless you."

Blake took a glance at the group of Valkyries, all gorgeous blonde women in silks and golden capes, jewelry adorning their necks and chests, many carrying lyres, flutes and tambourines. They advanced together before standing aside and making way for their leader. Blake gasped, noticing a woman, fully naked except for a necklace made of pieces of amber. Her hair was blonde and so long that it almost reached her feet, shielding her full breasts.

"Hail, Einherjar,"she said with a soothing voice. "I am Freya, and these are my closest servants, ladies of healing and great sorceresses. We have come to celebrate and bless you."

Blake blinked, surprised and stunned. He decided to drop on one knee.

"Hail to you, my lady," he muttered nervously.

This was very weird to him.

"Lift your head, Einherjar. For I have come to bless you and your union with a daughter of Odin."

Blake stood up, lowering his eyes, both in reverence and embarrassment.

"My lady, I am honored," he said softly.

"Look at me, Son of Odin."

Blake nodded, lifting his eyes softly, trying to avoid looking at her body and being disrespectful. Why did she have to go around like that? She looked him in the eyes. Hers were deep green, focusing intently on him. There was a strange and uncomfortable, motherly quality about her gaze. "May your union be fruitful," she said in a reverent and melodious voice.

And what did she mean by fruitful?

He was too young to... What was he thinking? He was dead. Bjorn had told him that women just didn’t get pregnant in Asgard. Many Einherjar and Valkyries had tried but were unable to. Was that blessing just part of tradition to symbolize the couple’s fertility?

It would be awkward to ask that question there, in front of everyone.

"Time is coming for us all. The Norns have spun the thread in its entirety," Freya said softly. "Our fate is sealed, and if Fate wills it, may they survive this war and go on, replenishing the world."

Blake looked at her. He knew that part of the prophecy, or at least, according to the sagas, Freya would survive Ragnarok. Maybe that’s what she meant. If everything went well and they survived, he and Eir would probably have children.

"Now,"she said. "I have brought my daughters and servants to dine and dance with you tonight." She stepped aside and allowed her companions to join in. Someone carried a lyre, another woman started singing in Icelandic, a high pitched, eerie voice, with verses about love, some quite sexual and explicit.

Bjorn lit up a bonfire, and the women started dancing and playing their instruments, casting massive shadows in the tree trunks. Bjorn’s wolf-pack started serving mead and other drinks. Freya herself, however, offered Blake a mead that he had never tried.

Its aroma was glorious, like a mixture of nutmeg, cinnamon, honey and yeast. It was delicious, nothing like he had ever tasted before. The mead itself was strong, but he could hold his liquor much better now.

Soon, he saw Bjorn dancing with two girls, waving his hands about and repeating a Norse song Blake had never heard. Lyres echoed behind them, played by silent Valkyries with garlands of flowers around their foreheads. As the night grew darker, the songs became slower, the female voice lower, more seductive and dresses started coming off.

Drinking another mouthful of Freya’s mead, Blake walked back to a corner and sat under a birch tree. He didn’t know if Eir would be jealous, maybe she would, maybe it was their tradition, but he wasn’t really interested in dancing. He just hoped that Eir didn’t have to go through anything like his. Thoughts started popping into his mind.

He had another horn, and then another, feeling the buzz hit him harder than before. It was even stronger than the stuff he usually drank in Valhalla. He tried to get up, but his legs felt heavy and disconnected. Women danced naked with shirtless warriors, moving sensually, and soon giving in to kisses and caresses. He leaned his head back against the tree.

"Lad," Bjorn stumbled toward him, horn of mead in hand, dropping his massive weight next to Blake. His voice was slurred and slow. "Blake, why aren’t you dancing? Look, these girls have all come for you, the boys came for you. Everybody... They’re... They’re here for you, lad."

"Bjorn," Blake said, his mind a blur and emotions swelling in his chest. "Bjorn... My friend. Brother..."

Tears filtered through Blake’s eyes, snot bubbled in his nose. He was in love with three women, wasted and alone. All those who cared about him couldn’t understand him at all. Did Bjorn understand him? He didn’t, but despite that, Blake had to tell him. He had to tell him or else he’d cry, or perhaps he’d cry either way.

"I love her, Bjorn," Blake slurred. "I love her, and Alruna, and Brynhilde." Suddenly, Blake burst into laughter, tears flowing more abundantly. "I love them all." He laughed. "How can... How can I marry them all? What if... What if they don’t get along?" He began crossing his arms frantically. "What if they... kill each other?" Then, tears surged again. "I don’t want them to die... And what... What if they kill me?"

That thought made him pause, he didn’t know whether to laugh or to cry.

"It’s alright, boy," Bjorn posed a hand on Blake’s shoulder. "It’s alright, you will manage, they’ll... They’ll take care of you, kid. Women... Women are always up to something, they can make you stronger, make you powerful and bold, but if they feel like you hurt them they will break you. But your boys will always take care of you. If... You... You got good girls. They’re good, you... You deserve them... And more. I love you, brother. You... You are like my brother."

"Brothers," Blake mumbled, leaning forward, horn in his hand. "I... I never had a brother."

Bjorn faced him. Blake could see sincerity in those icy blue eyes.

"I... Do you want to be my brother, lad?" Bjorn asked slowly.

"You had one, Bjorn," Blake said, his head dropping to the side. "Ulf, Ulf... How? Why? Shit, man. These motherfuckers took him."

Bjorn gritted his teeth.

"My Ulf, my ever strong beast of a brother is gone. I curse those devils, and I will kill them again."

Bjorn paused, as if he had suddenly realized something to great to describe. He stared at Blake with eyes wide open.

"Lad," he hissed hurriedly. "Would you... would you be my brother?"

"Yes," Blake stuttered. "I’ll be your brother. Yes... I never had a brother."

Suddenly, Bjorn leapt to his feet. He pulled his ax from his girdle and raised it over his head.

"Hear me!" he slurred. "Hear me, oh Valkyries and Einherjar, hear me Freya!"

The crowd’s eyes fixed on Bjorn. The lyres stopped, but a few drums kept beating.

Blake blinked, swaying to the side, wondering what the fuss was about.

Bjorn raised his voice. "Here, today I bear witness that Blake Olson, Einherjar of Odin shall be my brother."

Another Einherjar lifted Blake to his feet. Blake stepped forward, staggering and almost falling to one side. Bjorn grabbed him and pulled him toward him.

"Come, oh Valkyries," Bjorn said, his breath smelling of alcohol. "And witness my oath!"

Many of the Valkyries grabbed spears. Blake gazed around, stunned and drunk. They held them up together over Bjorn’s head, forming an arch.

"Come here, lad," Bjorn gripped Blake’s forearm.

"Huh?" Blake mumbled.

"Witness, gods of Asgard, how from this day, Blake and Bjorn shall be blood brothers."

"Skal!" shouted the naked Valkyries.

Bjorn slammed his ax into his own forearm, ripping up his veins and spurting golden blood. Then, he reached for Blake, who was too stunned to move. When Blake realized what was happening it was too late. He tried to wiggle out, but couldn’t stop the ax from breaking into his skin and sending a jolt of pain into his mind. Bjorn then pressed his open wound into Blake’s, and a strange blue light coalesced between them.

"With this rite," Bjorn said. "Let our blood be mixed. My blood shall flow into yours and yours into mine."

Blake gasped, trying to pull away.

Bjorn continued: "By this rite, from now on, we shall be blood-brothers."

"Hail!" repeated the others. Blake stepped back. Suddenly, the massive Norseman let go, then leaned forward and wrapped his arms around Blake. "Brother!"

Blake remained still, pain pulsating through his wound. The Valkyries had dropped their spears and had returned to bandage their wounds and give them mead.

"My brother!" Bjorn said. "I will be there to guard you, and I’ll be there for whatever you need."

"Thank you," Blake mumbled, still stunned, without any idea of what had just happened.

***

Blake awoke in the tents of the Einherjar, past midday. It was his wedding day. Getting up, he heard a female voice, talking with Bjorn and the rest of his wolf-pack. He got to his feet immediately, seeing Alruna, Rowena, Bjorn and the others sitting close to the fire.

"Good morning, sleepy-head," Alruna said.

His mind went through the blur of what had happened the previous night. Pain still pulsated through his arm. He looked and found rudimentary bandages around it. Had he sworn as Bjorn’s blood brother? Well, the arm proved that he had.

"Bjorn," Blake said, shocked.

"Good morning, little brother," said the Norseman. "Today, you marry into the household of the Gods."

Blake stood up, and despite being a resurrected Einherjar, pain pulsed through his head.

"Come, we have made something for you," said Alruna. She offered him a set of folded clothes. "Put it on." she said.

Unfolding the clothes, he revealed a red woolen tunic with gold embroidery at the hem and collar. Among the Norse, this would amount to a high quality tuxedo. He nodded thanks and put it on.

"Nice," Alruna said with a smile, presenting him with a silver mirror. "Now that’s the most handsome Lord in Asgard."

Blake could barely recognize himself. The detail around the neck was beautiful, and although he would never think of marrying in red, it made sense in Norse culture.

"Did you make it for me?" Blake asked.

"Well," Alruna said, looking down. "We have magic nowadays, it helps us finish the work faster."

"I’d like to know about that," Blake replied.

Bjorn placed a massive hand on his shoulder.

"Blake, my brother, you don’t need to worry about this now. It’s a day for you to be praised and remembered."

"And Blake," Alruna interjected. "Don’t forget to give Eir her gifts."

Blake sighed, looking at the Arabic pendant on his neck. "Well, she saw me stealing it. Is it proper to gift it?"

"Here," she said, turning around. Blake blinked in surprise when he saw a tiny furry creature on a small pillow.

"A cat?"

The kitten purred, bobbing its head. It seemed a few weeks old. He was more of a dog person, but kittens were cute sometimes. He’d never seen a breed like that, it was perfectly white, with a moderate amount of fur on the body, heavy fur on its tail and fuzzy mass of fur at the tip of its ears.

"I thought you’d read our customs," Alruna said. "The perfect bridal gift, especially a specimen such as this. I myself took care of the breeding for generations."

"Right, your cats."

"They’re the cutest! I’m sure Eir will love them."

There were many cat ladies among the Norsemen, Blake thought, starting with Freya and her giant cats, according to legend. Were they even real?

"Also, Bjorn has something you can offer your bride." As she said that, the Norseman turned to a corner of the tent, lifted a large chest and placed in front of Blake.

"It’s one of the treasures of Lindisfarne," he declared proudly.

"Bjorn, you shouldn’t have," Blake said.

"Nonsense, lad. Ulf and I were there. Our furious revenge began those days, our revenge against the Christians for breaking the Sacred Tree."

"I know of that, Bjorn. You even told me in detail how it took place, but... It’s not mine."

Blake cleared his throat, holding on to his reservations on the subject.

"Nonsense," Bjorn said. "You’re part of my family now."

Bjorn unlocked the chest, revealing. There were dozens of gold and silver coins, along with Anglo-Saxon jeweled crosses. The price in Blake’s World would have been in the millions.

"And how... did you bring all this to Asgard?"

"It’s on my burial mound." Bjorn said.

"What is buried among one’s possessions can be replicated in Asgard," Alruna said. "In case you didn’t know."

Blake nodded.

"It’s a worthy gift for a lady such as yours, isn’t it, brother?" Bjorn asked.

"Much more than that," Blake declared. "I think millionaires and royalty in my world would pay a fortune for this."

"Well," Bjorn placed a hand on his shoulder. "No wedding can’t be complete without an exchange of swords."

Bjorn extracted something from his leather bag: an iron sword with a narrow cross-head and an emerald adorning its hilt.

"Bjorn!" Blake said, looking up at him with a serious glance.

"This shall pass from brother to brother."

"This was Ulf’s sword!" Blake protested.

"And Ulf has passed," Bjorn said.

"I can’t take it, Bjorn."

"Take it!" Bjorn’s voice suddenly grew gruff. "You’re my brother, aren’t you? Do not offend me with this attitude. A true warrior’s wedding requires a family sword. May this blade guard you and honor your descendants."

Blake sighed, hesitating. He stretched out his hand and grasped the handle of the jeweled sword.

"Very well," Bjorn said. "Ulf would have been honored."

Alruna smiled pleasantly and then placed a hand gently on his wrist.

"Would you let me comb your hair?" asked Alruna.

Blake cleared his throat.

"I mean, I don’t have much hair."

"It hasn’t grown much, but allow me. You’re already the most handsome man in all of Asgard, but I can give you an extra touch."

"I... don’t know what to say to that."

"I can shave the back of your head, if you’d like," she said.

"Oh no, please no," Blake said. "I’m okay with growing my hair. Just..."

"Please," she said, extracting a comb from her purse. "I’ll just style it then. But I brought you some perfume too, but you’d have to take off that robe again while I prepare you."

"Alright," Blake said, preparing to remove the robe.

"You may leave us while I prepare him," she said to Bjorn.

He took a deep breath as Alruna passed her comb through his hair, then added some resin to style it. She also placed a necklace with Thor’s hammer around his neck and recited an incantation. Thor was dead, but the transition persisted. Meanwhile, his thoughts drifted to Eir, trying to read her thoughts. She seemed both happy and nervous, with a certain urgency in her actions. As far as Blake knew, her sisters and friends were preparing the location, the vantage point of Eir’s estate, at the heights of Asgard.

And then, thoughts of Brynhilde came back. She was awake. Her ordeal was about to begin again. Blake knew they had to be on their way soon.


Chapter XVIII – Chains

Brynhilde awoke to a world of pain, still bound and chained with her arms straight for days on end. Her legs were also bound at the ankles. Sleep only came after enduring the stabs and lashes from Sigyn, by lying down her head for a few hours. She had tried every trick imaginable to escape mentally, envisioning herself in different places or as someone else, but the pain always returned.

They knew she possessed enough strength to break through walls and ceilings, so they used magic chains that stretched from the corners of the room to restrain her, and that collar around her neck seemed to have adapted to her thoughts, sending shock-waves of numbing pain every time she even thought of using her [Blessings].

Her dry Aesir blood stained the floor, appearing golden even after coagulating. They had drained her nearly to the point of death but let her live on for their sickly purposes.

Sigyn tormented her, treating her worse than a slave and demanding she beg for mercy. But Brynhilde would rather have her tongue cut off than stoop to that level. Now, the door opened, she lifted her head to find Sigyn standing there once again, eyes open wide in a deranged expression.

"Hello, little niece," Sigyn said with a sickly grin.

Brynhilde slowly raised her head, a surge of pain shooting through her neck and reverberating across her cuts and scars. She despised seeing herself in such a state.

Then, the pain began once more. Sigyn started by stabbing her in the ribs with a short dagger. With a grunt resembling that of a rabid animal, Sigyn taunted her.

"I hold your life in my hands," she hissed into Brynhilde's ear, holding her golden spear in her other hand. "No matter how high your life-force is; I could kill with this whenever I want."

"Kill me then," Brynhilde hissed.

She knew she wouldn't. Loki had plans for her.

Sigyn grunted, annoyed. "Haven't you had enough?" Sigyn sneered. "Are you ready to beg on your knees and become our slave?"

Brynhilde looked at her, panting, involuntarily rolling her eyes.

Sigyn slapped her with the handle of her spear. Brynhilde gasped, holding in the pain.

Behind them, the iron door opened. Brynhilde's eyes shifted upwards. A figure with black hair entered, and she felt a surge of anger and disgust. Loki walked in, his black mane cascading over broad shoulders covered with a varafeld. His chest and neck were bare, and he wore woolen trousers and boots.

"What is happening here, niece?" Loki asked softly, hands behind his hips. Hrymr accompanied him, a worthless Jotun whose skull she could have crushed with her bare hands if given the chance. Now he saw her naked, wounded, and helpless. This couldn't be the same Brynhilde, the proud and courageous warrior. But it was. She daydreamed constantly of breaking free, praying for an earthquake to shake the chains and shatter the walls. But the biggest problem was that damned collar that seemed to have adapted to her thoughts.

She lifted her head, determined not to cry or break, no matter the circumstances. She had told herself countless times that she would rather die. She called upon her inner strength, yearning for death as a warrior, as a hero, as the great Brynhilde charging into battle.

"Release me," she pleaded, devoid of pride, trying to conceal her intentions. "Let me go."

Sigyn's crazed eyes darted toward Loki.

Loki took a deep breath.

"So, the Allfather's favorite," he remarked, stepping in front of Brynhilde and looking her up and down.

"Release me, and I will do as you wish," Brynhilde said, her voice sounding nasal.

"Beg," Sigyn hissed.

"Please," Brynhilde said, sighing.

Sigyn leaned in and grabbed Brynhilde's neck, breathing heavily. "That is not enough."

"Should we make you swear an oath?" the Lord of Chaos said. "You are honorable, unlike me, who likes to play around with words."

"Beg!" Sigyn shouted again.

"Please, give me a chance," Brynhilde said.

"Alright," Loki said, looking at Hrymr. "You, Brynhilde, shall not be known as an Aesir anymore. It's a long name anyway. Your new name will be Kisa, and you will be a slave. Say it!"

Brynhilde could not sink that low. She would never. She would rather endure punishment every day of her life.

"Ha, you'll get there, don't worry," Loki said. "You'll get there naturally. Check your power level. We, the gods, will never die of hunger. We are much more than mere mortals, but you have no food to feed your muscles, your magic power, your life-force itself will drain. You will remain here, for as long as Ragnarok lasts, losing power and progress a day at a time. So beg, say that you will be a slave, and we might, we might come later and let you run around. Life will be nice. Hrymr's told me you'd be cleaning the chambers of the noblemen. Not that bad of a life, huh? But that collar will always be around your neck, reminding you that you were born to serve the true rulers of the Nine Worlds."

Then, a gruff voice broke the silence. It was Hrymr.

"Come on, just brand her and be done with it."

Loki grinned, looking at the gray-haired giant.

"By the way," Loki said, turning toward Brynhilde. "We don't need you to serve me and my wife. No, you know us too well, it's too personal. So I've decided to give you as a gift to my friend Hrymr. From now on, you'll be his property. He'll be free to use you for cleaning, serving, or take you as a concubine. Whatever he likes."

A stab of disgust ran through Brynhilde's body and mind. She gritted her teeth in anger.

Hrymr moved toward her, a sickly grin on his face.

"Did you hear that?" he asked her, his thick eyebrows tensing over his unnaturally bright eyes. "You're mine now, to serve me."

Brynhilde lifted her chin and spat in his eye.

Hrymr grunted and howled, unsheathing his sword.

"I'll slice you in two, slut!" he whirled, lifting his sword and slapping her with the side of his blade. She grunted, keeping her teeth gritted, her lips pressed, not muttering a word. "And don't you ever look me in the eye again."

Hrymr turned back and stared at Loki. The Jotun snickered. "Now do me a favor, and brand my property."

Loki grinned like a sadist. "It'll be a pleasure."

"No, no!" Brynhilde pleaded, a very visceral fear emerging in her mind. A scar in Valhalla would fade immediately, but those made in the other worlds would remain forever. All the scars of her time with Sigyn would be visible to all.

Loki grinned with pleasure. She hadn't seen that expression for a thousand years, since Baldur's death, the crime that condemned Loki and his wife. He removed [Laevateinn], his magic wand, black as onyx and carved with a coral pattern. It transformed in his hand, unfurling and stretching, turning into a branding iron with a fiery point. On its tip, a Haglaz rune (ᚺ).

"Please, don't do that," Brynhilde yelled. "I'll be a servant in this fortress, but please don't. Look at me, man! I'm your niece!"

That mark would never fade, the mark of servitude, of being owned. She wasn't that; she was a goddess, a noblewoman among the gods, and that mark would forever mar her skin. The pride she once had in her scars would now become everlasting shame.

She could not be anyone's possession, especially not of a vile creature like him.

Loki laughed with delight, one arm on Sigyn's hips, the other gripping the branding iron, smoke billowing from its tip, both of them appearing ecstatic, as if they were admiring a landscape. Hrymr watched with a pleased smile, having wiped away the spittle from his face.

"No, no, no," she squirmed and twisted, desperately trying to escape as the scorching branding iron seared into her skin.

And for the first time in a thousand years, Brynhilde cried.


Chapter XIX – The Price of Love

Blake was led in a carriage along with his closest friends. He tried to distract himself by asking Bjorn about his adventures, but he inevitably started talking about Ulf... Blake couldn’t keep up. It wasn’t just the wedding. There was pain and uncertainty growing in the back of his mind.

What was going on with Brynhilde? Blake had gotten used to the waves of emotional distress that he associated with her. There was a continuous stream of sensations, that didn’t translate into pain in his mind, but like little shock-waves. He had figured they meant that Brynhilde was being tortured. He had told Odin and Vidar, and they said that the ravens should be back soon with more accurate information.

Suddenly, he felt an explosion of pain through the bond. Pain, not only through the flesh, not those vague pinpricks and waves; it was something that burned like a fiery blade and shook Brynhilde’s entire being.

He suddenly screamed, his neck and body tensing. He shifted rapidly.

"Brother!" Bjorn shouted, trying to hold him down. Blake turned around, reaching for his ax, but he didn’t have it on him. Alruna and Bjorn grabbed him by the elbows.

"Blake!" she exclaimed. "Calm down."

Blake screamed, feeling himself loosing control; his muscles urged him to jump out of the carriage and follow wherever the bond lead him.

"Hold on," he said through his teeth, like a rabid dog. "I’m coming, Brynhilde!" he screamed.

There was silence in his mind. Like an answer through a sea of tears. There were no pin pricks anymore, no sharp pain in Brynhilde’s body, just a scar left upon the surface of her soul.

And Blake’s fists clenched in rage, trying to swing wildly at nothing, hoping, wishing with every fiber of his soul, to punish whosoever was hurting her.

"Blake, calm down!" Alruna ordered.

"They’re hurting her, they’re hurting her!" he managed to scream. "We can’t stay here, we must protect her."

Had he ever cried like that since he was a child? It was humiliating, but it was worse to let it happen.

"Calm down, Blake!" she said again. "What do you want to do? Take your horse and ride to the edge of Asgard? Jotunheim is far, it’s not easy to reach and even if you managed to reach its shores, you wouldn’t even make it past the walls of Utgard."

"How can I marry now? How can I pretend to feast and enjoy."

"It is life!" she said. "How can a man plant a field when his wife is sick and dying! How can the Sun give life when others die."

"I love her!" he shouted, breathing hard. It made Alruna lean back.

She reached for his hand and held it.

"I know you do," she said. "And I’ll be there with you to help her. But we can’t just go now. Please, we go in two days. You need to marry Eir in case anything happens. Live today, we have enough concerns for tomorrow."

"It’s not enough. We... We can’t let her suffer like that."

That pain had broken him too. It had made him lose his temper and almost break down and cry like a child. Bjorn... What did Bjorn think of him?

"I have seen a man like you cry," the blond Norseman said. "Whatever they’d be doing to the lady must be unforgivable."

Blake lowered his head.

"And I wont forgive."

Bjorn placed a hand on his shoulder.

"If you say so, my brother, I’ll be there with you. I’ll be there by your side, fighting, so that you’re not alone."

"What do you mean, Bjorn?"

"I’ll go with you."

"It’s dangerous!" Blake said.

"Well who the feck am I? What the feck have I been born for if not for danger! I ride all the way to Jotunheim with you this very moment, if you so wish it."

"Blake," Alruna said. "We’ll be by your side. But we can’t just go, we must prepare. If Bjorn joins us, let him ask Vidar, and let him be acquainted with the mission. Vidar is planning meticulously according to the wisdom of the Norns and the ravens."

Blake nodded, teeth clenched. The physical pain of Brynhilde had subsided, but she still wept. Could he send her a message? He tried to communicate, to tell her in his mind that they were preparing to visit her.

Alruna held his hand. "Come back, Blake, come back for today and prepare. You need Eir’s gifts to continue. You need her full support. You need to finish with this other duty of yours and then give your full attention to Brynhilde."

Then, the carriage stopped. The clearing next to Eir’s farmstead had been adorned with hundreds of blossoming flowers, particularly cowslips and daisies. There was an arch with a section of turf and flowers that lead into a clearing and a waterfall.

Bjorn placed a hand on Blake’s shoulders. Blake got up and stepped out of the carriage, his legs trembling.

"Please, Brynhilde, hold on, we will soon go and get you," he said in his own mind, as he made way through the path of rocks, up toward the clearing. The circle of trees made the scene soothing. He tried to push the thoughts of Brynhilde away, but his concern prevailed. He saw a small stone menhir in the middle. Eir stood right next to it, eyes lowered, her hair braided impeccably with pink and yellow flowers studded in between, and a brass jeweled crown around her head. That had to be her bridal crown. She looked gorgeous, like the moon itself. Every thought drifted away from his mind. Their eyes met, and so did their thoughts. She was calling to him, to rest from everything else, to give her the day and the night, to be hers for that time, to take refuge in her as she yielded herself to him.

Blake tried to focus on it. He felt that, somehow, Brynhilde was comforted by his thoughts. She let out a thread of hope into his mind.

That woman was incredibly strong.

Blake looked forward, remorse still seeping into his mind, but trying to focus on the day.

Odin himself was standing next to Eir and Frigg. Blake looked around, finding a group of high-ranking Aesir standing close to her: Tyr and Vidar, as well as Vanir such as Frey, Freya.

Alruna placed a hand on Blake’s shoulder, signaling him to kneel. He did so, starting with his right knee.

Then, the voice of Odin boomed around them. "Blake Olson, son of Clyde, son of Robert Olson, descendant of Odin. You have come here as a free man, asking to join my child as her husband. What do you bring to this household?"

Blake cleared his throat. His first word came out as a squeak, but he pressed on.

Bjorn placed the treasure chest in front of them and opened it. It was full of pieces of gold and silver, amulets, jeweled crosses, medieval coins and brooches of various metals.

"I have brought the treasures of the ages." Blake slid a trembling hand through the contents of the chest. "Silver and gold, from eras long past, from raids that will be remembered for centuries."

Odin looked pleased. A smile curled on his long white mustache.

"Very well." Odin said with a nod.

Bjorn handed Blake his brother’s sword. Blake received it with both hands, and bowing again, presented it to Odin.

"My family sword," he said. "From my blood brother Ulf. With this cold iron, I swear that my family’s sword shall be always in your debt and in your service. With it, I shall protect your daughter from a thousand enemies, and whosoever raises a hand to hurt her, shall lose a life. This I swear along all my kin."

Odin seemed impressed. He took a quick look at Bjorn, confirming that they had become blood brothers. And that poem had been well prepared, considering Norse sensibilities.

The Allfather turned around, signaling his wife Frigg to step forward. She held an object, wrapped in leather and wool.

Then, the Allfather spoke: "It was not on the Norn’s account that I should lose this relic, but what you have offered has impressed me." He unwrapped the bundles, revealing a Norse sword that shone like new, it had pattern wielding and a runic inscription in the center of its blade. The hilt was entirely emblazoned with gold, with an emerald on the cross-head, straight as it was common among Norse swords. The runes spelled out the word [Gramr], which meant Wrath in old Norse. Blake felt a chill through his spine. He had read about a sword with that name in the Völsunga. That sword had slain the dragon Fafnir.

Blake was speechless as he held hilt and blade in hand.

"This blade is a treasure, which I may give freely to the chosen of my beloved daughter," Odin said reverently.

Its cutting power was tremendous. Blake hefted it. It also held something he could not decipher, a strange energy he could not identify. Through his readings of power level, he guessed that it increased some of his skills. He even felt his [Mana (Odr)] increasing slightly.

"Thank you, Allfather," Blake said, more solemn and grateful than before. "I shall put it to good use."

Odin nodded, stepping back, and letting Eir come forward, who smiled eagerly and gazed at Blake with what he could only describe as devotion. She eagerly stretched her hand, Blake stretched his hand and Odin joined them together, letting them rest over the short Menhir. Eir’s delicate hand reached around his forearm and he did the same. The Allfather then extracted a red rope and slowly wrapped it around their wrists, binding them together. He then moved to their palms and ended by tying their thumbs together.

"As this rope binds your hands into one, I unite you in body and mind."

"In your name, Allfather, under your watchful eye, under Freya’s blessing, may all the gods witness our blessing. I vow to be true, to protect you, to cherish you through summer warm, and winter’s cold."

Eir’s eyes shone, her pupils were dilated, bright and loving. She spoke softly. "Under the watchful eye of my Father, under Freya’s blessing of fruitfulness, I vow to stand by your side, sharing joys and burdens."

Thrud approached carrying a goat, a bell tinkling on its neck. She placed it next to the menhir. Blake’s eyes drifted swiftly. She next to them as another Valkyrie with long blonde braids approached with a bowl and a branch of fir.

Then, Thrud drew the ax that hung at her waist, and with a swift motion, chopped off the goat’s head.

Blake flinched as thick blood poured into the bowl.

No Norse wedding was complete without an animal sacrifice. Thankfully, as far as he knew, they would cook and eat the goat for dinner.

Thrud grabbed the branch and dipped it into the bowl. She lifted it, and immediately sprinkled it on their robes. That was a well attested custom, although foreign and strange, and the blood would surely never wear off and leave something to remember.

"Thor," Thrud said. "May my father Thor, wherever he is, bless this union with strength; may these children be born strong and brave."

Odin pulled the red rope with a swift motion, and offered them a single horn of mead from a wooden table.

He passed it to Blake, who grabbed it with both hands and took a sip. It was sweet, slightly tangy and satisfying. He passed it to Eir, who grinned softly and lowered her face, eyes still fixed on Blake as she took a sip.

"Skal, to this new clan!" Odin said raising his own horn. A chorus of voices repeated it, soon erupting with cheers and a loud applause.

The goat cooked quickly, perhaps prepared with magic, and was served medium rare, with Eir and Blake taking the first slice and sitting together. Again, the meat was slightly gamey, hut Blake was getting used to it. He especially enjoyed the fatty cuts around the ribs.

The Aesir themselves came to ask him about his life before reaching Valhalla. Vidar sat quietly with three of his wives, eating liver, of all things, and didn’t even address Blake.

Eir and Blake sat together, receiving gifts from different gods, among them, more properties in Midgard. Eir was all smiles. In fact, Blake had never seen her so happy. He was surprised his wedding had gone so well. Just like in any other wedding, the air was soon overwhelmed with loud music, song, and wine-fueled laughter.. And much rejoicing. Until night came, and the guests started departing.

She held his hand, it was warm and filled with eagerness. She looked him in the eye. "Should we go?" she asked softly. He could feel the want in the back of her mind. She had intentionally waited and now was ready to let it all out.

Blake looked back at the stave building before him. He couldn’t believe that it belonged to him and his new wife. He was married. Could that really be happening? And to the most beautiful woman he had ever seen.

"Let’s go," he said too, stunned to speak. Eir’s hand clung around his more tightly, more eager. She stared at him with wide and beautiful eyes. She needed him now.

"Well," Blake said, raising from his table and lifting his horn one last time, drinking the last few drops. "I thank you all for you coming and blessing our union. I hope to ride along with you in our next battle! Until next time! Skal!"

He felt a tinge of embarrassment, but turned around as soon as the attendants had finished drinking. Alruna was gone and Bjorn was laying like a drunken log against a tree. Eir wanted to get the hell out and, through the bond, he could tell that she couldn’t wait to have him.

He looked at her, her cheeks had reddened, eyes wide open, bright, fixed on him.

"You can’t wait, huh?" he mumbled.

She simply shook her head, a complicit smile on her lips.

"Let’s go."

He took her by the hand through the edge of the forest, to his new property. He pushed the door open, to find lit torches carried by Eir’s servants, a trail of flowers leading up to their bedchamber, also adorned with flowers and mistletoes.

Blake smiled. She had meticulously prepared for her big day. Blake sighed fondly, let go of her hand and instead, reached out and lifted her. She smiled, surprised, as he now carried her in arms. Her eyes were intent on his, and he felt tenderness and care through their bond. She had waited for that moment for ages, and she didn’t need to say it.

That joy was contagious. Blake stepped forward toward the chamber door and pushed it slightly. Their servants had prepared a bed adorned with flower petals, to a section of candles and figures of Freya and Frey next to the bed, to bless their fertility.

Blake placed her gently on the bed, as the door shut softly behind their backs.

Eir was panting, eyes wide, lips parted.

"My lord," she said softly, opening the dress from behind. Blake leaned in, hands on the bed and gave her a reverent, passionate kiss. She kissed him eagerly, letting out a moan as his hands rested on her hips. Her emotions surged through the bond as he reached for her dress. She was ecstatic. It was beyond anything he had ever felt, her joy, her pleasure, her connection to him. It was like being beyond this world and truly being one. And with just a singe kiss, she was almost exploding with pleasure.

"My lord Blake," she repeated, as her dress came off. She moved, vulnerable but ravenous for his love, revealing a perfect body with long legs that seemed more delicious than a roast after a day of hunger. Her chest, slightly bigger than a handful, a sharp pink against pale white, delights that she had reserved for him after thousands of years. "Please," she begged. "Let me be yours tonight."


Chapter XX – Love and Monsters

Blake leaned back on his pillow, grinning widely, hands behind his head, while Eir rested her head on his chest, eyes closed and a wide smile on her face. Blake ran his hand through her gorgeous hair. Her braids were gone, and her hair was messy and incredibly cute. He got lost looking at those big gray eyes.

Those were the eyes of a happy wife. He didn’t even need the bond to know how much she loved him.

They had made magic that night. Nothing could compare to feeling what she was feeling through the bond, experiencing her utter excitement and pleasure, especially the many times they climaxed together. It was not just an ego-boost, but it made him feel a closeness he had never experienced with anyone. He could feel how much she desired and cared for him, and she was sure his feelings and sensations were as clear as day to her.

No time he’d ever done it in Midgard, not even the time he’d been with Alruna could compare to that experience.

She lifted her head and kissed his lips. She gave a long satisfied sigh.

"Can we go again?" she asked sweetly, leaning on top of him, a woolen blanket covering them both.

Blake smiled, turning around, just as the first tendrils of sunlight filtered through the curtains.

"Oh, crap. I’d love to, Eir, but I’ll have to get ready soon."

"Please," she said. "I know you want it! Aha! You do!"

"I do... but..."

"Uh..." suddenly, she cleared her throat, also looking at the window. Her expression had changed drastically, as if she had forgotten something important.

"What’s wrong?" Blake asked.

"Blake, I really have to tell you something," she said.

"What is it?"

"Forgive me for not telling you earlier, but I wanted us to enjoy our time," she said. "I wanted to have you completely and have your entire attention."

"Well," Blake shrugged. "What can I say? You really had it! And you’ll have it for the rest of the day, I tell you."

She giggled uncomfortably. "Well, here we go. I made a promise to someone and..."

"Whatever it is, you don’t need to hide it. I want you to start being open with me, and I’ll try to do the same."

There was something slightly negative in Eir’s mind, something she wasn’t necessarily interested in talking about. Blake could feel it, but she felt it was necessary.

"You want to marry Alruna, right?" Eir said.

It was like a bucket of cold water.

"Eir, is it the time?"

"Yes," she said. "Because I’ve been talking with her and she wants to do it. She just wanted me to discuss it with you."

Blake felt cold.

"Blake, I understand if you want to marry her too. You’ll travel with her, anyway."

He was speechless. Well, at least she was communicating openly.

"Eir, I appreciate that you care about it, but... what do you think about it? I can tell you don’t like it that much."

Blake did not want to break her heart, he was determined not to. He had to be sincere, but he knew it sometimes backfired. The last thing Blake wanted was to hurt her.

She suddenly looked serious.

"This is her plan," she said. "She wants me to accept her as your sister-wife."

"Is that a thing?"

"If we both marry you and have similar status, yes. I can accept her into your household. But I retain rights as your first wife."

"First wife? Sister-wife? Does that even exist? And what rights would that entail?"

"Of course it does! But only kings and high-status men have multiple legal wives. Most men and chieftains just have one wife and as many concubines as he desires. And, I would have priority in your household, my decisions would have more weight, especially when it comes to manage properties and resources..."

"Eir, is all that thing about status and priority really necessary?"

She continued: "She would bring all her property too. I would be the second in command of the household, and she the third. We’d respect each other, support each other, support you. It will be challenging for you too, but I’m sure it will make you a better man."

Blake sighed.

"First of all. Is it okay with you if I have more wives?"

"It’s just the way it is. As long as I get your time and attention. I would be first. I don’t care if you look at other women. I don’t like it, but it’s the way it goes."

"Would you rather have me only married to you?"

"That would be nice, but it’s not practical."

Blake raised an eyebrow.

"Why?"

"Because you’re always looking at women, Blake. You’re not a man for one woman. You have all that love stored inside of you and you want to give it freely. I’m not so selfish that I’d force you to give it all to me. It’s not natural. And... well, I... happen to know the future. A bit, at least."

Blake blinked in surprise. Those first two sentences could sound like an accusation, but he understood how it worked in her culture. And the rest was a lot to take in.

She shrugged. "I’d rather you have proper wives and not go around sleeping with prostitutes or concubines. Besides, this is a great chance to increase our wealth and our properties."

"Eir. I... understand, but I do not like this idea of hierarchies. If you’re giving me this chance to marry others, I’d like us to be equal. All of us. Besides, talking about hierarchies, you’re Odin’s daughter, and one of his favorites; you could have all the property you wanted."

"No, Blake. Asgard is limited and most of the property is passed down through inheritance or marriage. Our father has already divided his inheritance, and he has granted much land to others he esteems. He can’t just take it away from people."

"Well, I didn’t know this side of you," Blake said slowly. "I mean, I get it, but I hadn’t heard people talking about property, inheritance and all that."

"That’s imagining that this will survive Ragnarök," Eir said calmly. "But if we are one big household, we can have more people and family in them. That will make us more powerful and have more influence. A big family is always better. You can have more children, and they’ll all be part of our clan."

Blake blinked repeatedly. He was growing dizzy with this talk about property. But Alruna... "As long as the family gets along," Blake said.

Blake turned around, lying on his belly, hands placed forward.

"You don’t seem excited," she said.

"Listen," he faced her. "I love you Eir, I’m happy I just married you. This is like my wildest dream. And..."

Blake hesitated. He thought of the night before, confessing to Bjorn that he loved Eir, Alruna and Brynhilde. All three of them. Truth comes out when you’re drunk.

"But why are you acting like that?" Eir asked. "I know what you’re feeling now. I know you love her. I know you miss her. I can feel it too. It’s annoying, but there’s a way for us to solve it on which we can all be happy. Don’t you want to make Alruna happy too?"

"This is so strange, Eir, this is so much different from what women in my time usually expect. Or, maybe it’s me."

"Blake, I know you love her. You don’t need to stop yourself from that. I understand it, it’s not a crime in my culture, it’s, actually, the way things are."

"Because I don’t want to be the type of man that breaks women’s hearts. I’ve seen much of that."

He remembered his dad and how he hurt his mother. He empathized with him, of course. He tried to. To his late mother, however, he was the devil.

"That’s to an extent inevitable, Blake. We can’t keep everyone completely happy, but why not be yourself? Why not take what your heart desires and do your duty at the same time? I can also accommodate and use it to my gain. I have the man I always wanted, why not increase my property for what’s to come. Why not have a stronger network?"

"See? That’s so different from my culture. And, you... You see it so much differently, you thought your duty was to marry me, I think. That’s what I understood, through all these years, you dreamed of it, you made it your goal."

"Blake, I felt it in every part of my soul. It’s not just something I was raised to do."

"It’s strange. I..."

"I don’t like that you’re hesitating so much. Take what is offered."

Blake sighed, thinking of how different it all was. It was exciting, and somehow felt right. After all, he loved them both, even Brynhilde. He was crazy about each one of them, and it was acceptable in their culture.

Thinking it over. What an offer! It was almost unbelievable.

He was soon to embark on a dangerous journey, but those two goddesses had faith in him. Faith in what? In those prophecies they never talked about?

Maybe he had to trust.

"Let’s do it," he said.

"In fact," Eir declared. "She’s been preparing everything since yesterday, along with my servants, to marry you tonight. It was a surprise for you. She doesn’t want to go through all those traditions. She’s done it before and thinks it’s not a big deal. That’s what she said! She just needed you to confirm."

Blake didn’t know what to say. That was a lot to take in. Marry him tonight? Was this a Vegas type of situation.

"Aren’t weddings supposed to be on Friday?" he asked, shaking his head.

"She doesn’t care."

Blake nodded thoughtfully. Now Alruna knew what she wanted and took it without hesitation. She was definitely determined. But why him? Was he really that handsome? Did all high ranking Valkyries have attachment issues? Being handsome was not enough to turn him into a good man. Was it all just because of those prophecies?

He wanted to take care of them, he wanted to make them feel loved, but he was afraid of breaking their hearts.

Eir continued: "She’s promised to take care of you in Jotunheim. It’s the least she could do. I have only asked one thing of her."

"What?" Blake asked.

"She can have you throughout your journey, but tonight, after the ceremony, I will have you for myself all night long."

***

An hour later, Blake stood alongside his troop in Odin’s clearing. A throne had been set in front of them, where the Allfather rested with his spear against the ground, the ravens once again on each side of his carved throne.

Alruna stood by Blake’s side, her golden hair bound into a tight knot behind her head, bow and arrow slung around her shoulder, holding her helmet in one arm. She gave him a complicit smile, her high cheekbones reddening, and she whispered: "Ready for tonight?"

Blake felt himself blush, facing her. "You really prepared everything? Alruna... Aren’t weddings supposed to be on Friday? And there’s a lot I’m supposed to do."

"Of course," she said into his ear. "Everything’s ready. Don’t worry about any of that. I don’t care much for tradition, anyway. All I care about is you and I being married. Bjorn and Thrud are gonna take care of all the formalities."

"Well," he said, shrugging. That was a weight off his shoulders, at least. "I’m looking forward to it all."

She immediately took him by the hand, holding it tight. She had done it before, during the battle at the gates. Her green eyes sparkled with true love and devotion. There was no bond between them, no [Blessing], just the raw emotions of two human beings. And her grip on his hand said something she couldn’t say with words, at least in that moment. It was her way of saying I love you, I wait for you, I desire you with every cell of my body, and a hundred other things.

"Is everybody here?" Odin asked in his low baritone voice.

"Friedrich, where’s Friedrich?" asked a dark-haired Valkyrie, looking around.

"Is it the man who’s always late?" Odin asked again. He snickered. "Why are we letting him join us again."

"He’s good at cartography, father," said Vidar.

"What do I need that for, if I have my ravens?"

"He is quite good, Father. He can do mapping on the spot. He’s the one I chose to help with that other detail."

"I see," Odin declared, his single eye scanning through the troop. He cleared his throat and rose from his throne.

Odin’s voice was low and solemn. "Two days from now, some of you shall march into the axis of the world, the ice realm at the base of the Nine Realms. I have entrusted you all as my best, as trustworthy warriors." His eye fixed on Blake for an instant. "I chose you travel to Jotunheim and free my beloved child. I have lost her many a times, each time more painful."

Suddenly, Odin raised his voice.

"So don’t you fail me, or your shame shall be eternal! Whoever survives will remember your shame. Go and triumph, or go and die, but do not surrender."

There was silence in the clearing. Odin regained his calm again.

"I have gathered some intelligence. We know of the current state of Jotunheim, and of Utgard, the city where my child is being held. Although my ravens were not able to penetrate into the depths of the fortress, we have knowledge of its outsides, its security, and the best way to infiltrate it. We shall prepare the maps tonight, and Vidar will reveal parts of the plan once we are near, so as not to compromise them."

"Understood, Allfather," the crew answered in unison.

"Blake," Odin said. Blake felt a shockwave through his body.

"Y-yes, Allfather?"

"Have you felt my child through the bond?"

"Allfather," Blake said, lowering his head. "I understood that she had been tortured, I... I felt pinpricks in my mind for days, but yesterday there was something else. A shock of... pain, that left her crying, I think, or at least, the pain was so great that it left a mark on my mind for many hours."

"What?" Odin’s voice morphed again. He got up and in an instant, he was standing right in front of Blake. "Something that shocked my daughter, Brynhilde, out of her mind? Something that made her cry! Why did you not tell me! We were together all day..."

"Allfather, I... I am sorry."

"You are sorry?"

Blake swallowed.

"My child is being tortured and you’re sorry? Will you be sorry when she dies? Don’t you understand, the amount of pain and humiliation that could have caused her to feel that way? Don’t you know what she’s been through, without shedding a single tear? And you’re sorry? Will that ever be enough?"

"No, Allfather," Blake tried to regain his composure. "She is calmer now, but whatever happened hurt her a great deal. I feel a growing fear, though, it grows gradually, but it’s there."

"Loki," Odin whispered under his breath, much calmer than instants ago. "Cursed be he, my own blood-brother, treasonous viper. His intent is fixed on breaking her will, bit by bit, lie by lie." He looked at Blake again. "Don’t fail me, son. I trust you can keep her calm and reassured through the bond while we approach. I hurt that child many times in trying to help her and correct her."

"Now, this was enough for today," the Allfather declared, hands on the back of his head. "I see we have a new recruit." He eyed Bjorn. "I have heard good things about you too. May you join this troop in victory."

"May you be hailed forever, Allfather," said Bjorn with a gruff voice and a slight nod.

"Well," Odin went back to his throne and sat, one arm leaning on his spear.

Vidar took command immediately, walking forward, accompanied by the Völva.

"We have a new soldier on our side. His level and experience are considerable, so we expect him to pick up quickly. Today, we shall face some of the dangers that we may face on Jotunheim, monsters and illusions." He faced the Völva and nodded to her.

"Have you ever done this?" Blake whispered to Bjorn.

"A few times," Bjorn whispered back.

"Why don’t we do this more often instead of making us fight in the same old forests all week?"

"Because this magic, lad, uses a lot of [Odr], and [Odr] is more precious than gold."

"What?" Blake narrowed his eyes.

Vidar hushed them sharply as the woman started reciting her spell. Blake took a deep breath as indescribable shapes started coalescing and his soul seemed to ascend into another plane. When he blinked again, he was in a valley, surrounded by a rocky canyon.

"Alright," Bjorn said, hefting his ax. "What’s going on here?"

Alruna appeared by Blake’s side. Apparently, this particular quest, he was allowed to start with his friends.

"This dream is different," Blake said, looking forward and scanning the ground. "There might be monsters here, so we might have to be wary and track whatever prints or signs we find."

Blake had not even turned completely when his senses tingled. He turned back, just to see Bjorn walking toward him, swinging an ax and striking him in the neck. Blake hadn’t even activated [Helm of Awe], nor used any of his gifts. When he was about to turn, reaching for his ax, two consecutive arrows pierced into his chest and neck. A third one went through his eye. Blake screamed in utter pain, trying to summon [Helm of Awe], but Bjorn, or the illusion that pretended to be him, reached and struck his head off with an ax.

Blake awoke once again in the clearing.

"Another one," Vidar chuckled, arms crossed. "How come you never learn?"

Blake shook his head. "Alright, another illusion, the Jotun are tricky. I get it. Send me back."


Chapter XXI – NPC

Blake stepped back into the Warriors’ Dream, and appeared in the canyon, standing next to Alruna and Bjorn. Those were surely illusions. He turned around, extracting his ax and turning around. He also selected [Helm of Awe] and [Vali’s Leap] to heighten his reaction time and HP.

"Alright," Bjorn said, hefting his ax. "What’s going on here?"

Blake twisted rapidly, using his assisted Leap to swing closer to Bjorn and swing his ax at him, slicing through his stomach.

"Blake, what are you doing?" Alruna asked, her voice turning to horror. Blake turned around, just as Bjorn, with Blake’s ax still inside him, twisted his own ax to strike him. Blake’s instinct responded rapidly. He crouched and tackled the fake Bjorn to the ground, extracting the ax with one hand, then pinning Bjorn’s ax hand with his knee in a jiu jitsu move, and slicing him in the neck.

This illusion was much weaker than the actual Bjorn.

The fake Alruna didn’t reach for her bow, she unsheathed her sword and swung at Blake while he was down. Blake used [Vali’s Leap], jumping ten feet, swinging toward her and tackling her. It felt wrong to attack Alruna, but as expected, she tried to stab him.

He turned around, dodging her blade. Damn, it was hard to even hurt her. He tried to pin her to the ground, using his grappling techniques. He reached for her wrist and twisted, making her drop the ax.

But she headbutted him, he barely managed to dodge when she extracted a knife from her belt with the other hand and stabbed him in the eye. Blake stepped back. Thankfully, [Helm of Awe] had helped him reduce the damage.

The fake Alruna was on her feet. He held a hand against his own eye-socket, then leaned in, knowing that he couldn’t fail this time. He told himself that this creature wasn’t Alruna. He rushed forward, swinging his ax, while she immediately leapt backward, removing an arrow from her quiver and loosing it.

Blake was quick to lift his shield and block the arrow. The fake Alruna, however, didn’t hesitate, she charged at full force, unsheathing the sword at her hip. Blake parried with his shied and swung the ax from the side, feinting then attacking from a higher angle. She tagged the fake Alruna in the arm. She countered by punching with her shield. Blake ducked, slipping toward her right side and attacking from below and into her jaw.

Doing that felt horrible. The fake Alruna collapsed to the ground, a thread of blue blood -Jotun blood- emerging from her open neck.

[You have leveled up!]

Current stats are:

Name: Blake Olson

Class: Einherjar

Level: 12

XP: 11/1210

[HP]: 135/164

[Odr (Mana)]: 5/75

[Strength]: 18

[Agility]: 12

[Intelligence]: 16

[Reaction time]: 16

His [Odr] had increased since receiving [Gramr] as a gift. It hung at his waist on a new scabbard, but he hadn’t even tried to use it. He had never filled his [Odr] bar, and at first had thought he would never be able to. His [Odr] remained constantly at 1 or 2. Now, it had increased to 5, and he thought there could be something to it.

Colors around him whirled, as if he were being swallowed alive into a kaleidoscope. He appeared, surrounded by copies of himself fighting each other. It felt bizarre to see himself staring in anger, an ax in their hand. He was stunned for an instant as his clone leapt forward and attempted a swing at him. He blocked with his shield and struck his opponent’s arm, then his neck. He killed one with two powerful swings.

Then, he heard a female voice. Raising his head he saw not one, but a group of Alruna’s fighting each other in a circle. At least five of them, all engaged in combat. He thought the original one would have the advantage, but the mess of it all and the fact that five copies of himself were on his heels didn’t help.

"Alruna!" he shouted, slicing through another one of his clones in the eye, dodging, ducking and slipping from another ax. A choir of Alrunas responded calling his name, others said over here. Blake rolled his eyes. The other side was much worse, with a group of Bjorns killing each other like absolute savages.

Blake stepped forward, just as an Alruna saw him and got ready, aiming an arrow straight at him. That wasn’t the right one, that was for sure.

"Alruna!" he shouted, just as one of his own clones stabbed him in the back, reducing the buffer that HP his [Helm of Awe] provided. Blake whirled angrily, pushing back with his shield and swinging with his ax. Another blow struck him in the back of the head, where the helmet didn’t touch.

He really needed Alruna to help him. He tried to read the power levels, but it looked like a mess of runes and uneven powers. Alruna had to be the largest one. He thought he saw her but lost her again.

"Alruna!" Blake said, blocking, swinging and trying to move over to where most of her clones where. "Alruna!" he repeated.

Suddenly, a sharp pain, rang in his neck. They struck him again, and this time, his [Helm of Awe] buffer had reached close to its limits.

What was something that only the real Alruna could know?

"Alruna!" he shouted quickly. "Sing the song!"

There were noises, gasps, dissonant songs that he had never heard,.

"The song I sang to you!" he repeated.

He blocked another blow, swung and struck one of his clones, when a familiar melody started echoing among the chaos of battle. Blake ducked a spear, lifted a shield, and tried to push his way through the crowd of clones. Other, deceitful clones tried to imitate her, to drown her in noises and screams, but one melody prevailed. Immigrant Song.

Her voice rang louder, Blake swung, parried and blocked, clenched his teeth and received cuts and bruises. He reached the first fake Alruna, who swung a replica of her sword. Blake swung upward, catching her arm with her ax, then headbutting her. He swung ax, dodging once again and slicing another one right in the face.

Then, his eyes met with the right one, her mouth open, reciting the chorus of the song. Blake selected [Vali’s Leap] and prepared to jump. He emerged like a superhero, flying out of the melee, flipping in the air above and landing closer to Alruna, swinging his ax.

That voice, the voice of his beloved was only a few paces away. He turned, striking at the face of a fake Alruna, then walked forward, eyes fixed on the real one.

The real Alruna smiled, just as she thrust her sword through the eyes of her clone, then withdrew it.

"Good to see you," she said, ducking and striking another one of her clones.

"Glad to see you," Blake replied.

She ran closer to hi and stood with her back pressed toward his.

"I guard your back, you guard mine. What do you say?"

"Let’s do it," Blake answered, getting ready. He blocked an ax strike and swung his ax upward, striking the neck and chin of a clone, then striking the same enemy in the face. It was a bloody mess of blood and maimed flesh and not pretty to look at, but he kept going.

They’d killed about half of their attackers. Now they had a better chance not to defend each other’s back. Blake used his shield to block an arrow, then to punch at his opponent

"Should we find Bjorn?" Blake asked, panting and blocking strikes that came from both sides.

"Definitely," Alruna answered.

"Let’s get closer to him!" Blake announced, shifting his feet toward that side. "Bjorn!" he shouted.

Bjorn was actually doing a good job at killing. There were six left, and all of them were bent on killing the real Bjorn. Alruna ran along with Blake as soon as there was room for them to flee.

Blake arrived, killing Bjorn’s copy by attacking him at full force from the back, and Alruna cut his neck with her sword.

"Is it the real you?" Blake asked the most likely candidate. "Tell me, where did you get that treasure?"

"Lindisfarne," Bjorn answered through gritted teeth, eyes frenzied and wild, as he punched the neck of one of his clones, grabbed his trachea, and pulled it out with his bare hands.

Blake blinked in shock and disgust. The gift of [Berserk] gave some creative ideas, that were definitely not pretty to look at. Bjorn was a fury, grabbing another one of his copies, holding his mouths and separating the jaw from the teeth. The Jotun by his side, if he had been real and not an NPC created with the Völva’s magic, would have surely ran away.

At the same time, Bjorn had zero regard for his own wounds. He was bleeding severely, and golden blood leaked from his chainmail.

There were two of Bjorn’s clones left, and four more enemies to consider.

"Should we wedge and call it a day?" Alruna asked.

"Aaargh!" shouted Bjorn, ignoring her idea, twisting his body and striking Blake’s clown right in the face with his ax. It sunk deep inside his face and collapsed to the ground. But Bjorn kept swinging wildly into that face. Blake averted his eyes, and concentrated on

"Right," Alruna said dismissively, turning and thrusting her sword into the belly of Blake’s likeness. The clone was surprised, eyes bulging in shock. She removed her blade and slid it into his eye. The copy screamed and collapsed, sliding off from Alruna’s dripping blade. "I’m talking to an animal."

One last clone, a likeness of Alruna, was moving slowly because of a wounded leg. Bjorn jumped, arms stretched, dropping his ax, tackled her and started punching with both arms, then headbutting her.

It was a horrible thing to see, especially seeing that she looked like Alruna. He averted his eyes and couldn’t keep looking. This was the kind of thing that gave people PTSD. He could take killing her copies, even slicing swords through their eyes, but that was too much.

"It’s alright," said the real Alruna, holding. "It’s just an illusion."

"Man, that’s..." He turned, feeling an instant wish to vomit. And he did, finding himself shaking.

Alruna kept a hand on his shoulder and leaned forward to comfort him.

"It’s tough," he grunted, panting and trying to regain his instincts.

She held his hand firmly.

Bjorn panted. Blake turned back, noticing Bjorn fall face first on the ground, only stopping himself right before falling, by resting on one knee.

"That was mighty hard," Bjorn said.

"I’m tired too," Blake said.

"You don’t understand," Bjorn huffed. "[Berserk] takes a toll."

"But you finished them much faster than us."

He sighed, sitting on the ground. "Maybe I should keep it for when it’s most important. Now, for example."

Bjorn pointed at a cave near the canyon where they stood. Something echoed, something inhuman and shrill, accompanied by the noise of metal dragging across the ground.

"Oh," Alruna said. "That can’t be good."

Something emerged from the cave. It looked like a snake, but the proportions were wrong, it was just too big. Blake felt like his soul had been kicked out of his body as a dragon emerged from the cave and landed in front of them, covered in scales, with two membranous wings that spread out of its back, making it as large as an airplane. Its head alone was the size of a car.


Chapter XXII – Fire

"Alright, boys!" Alruna shouted. "We’ve got to fight this thing!"

Bjorn pulled himself together, it seemed like he still had a bit of [Berserk] in store. He grunted, tensing his muscles and shouting like a wild beast. Alruna got ready, knees slightly flexed, her sword forward.

Before Blake could think of something, flame burst out of the creature’s mouth. The three lunged out of its path and hid behind the rocks, the air around them becoming like a furnace. Blake feared that his hair would catch fire. He breathed in, feeling hot air entering his nostrils, telling himself that it was an illusion anyway. Monsters were different, as far as he’d heard; they had much higher stats and life-force than normal Jotnar. He focused to visualize the dragon’s HP: It was [340/340]. Higher than his and the [HP] of any Jotun but far from the power of a god.

Suddenly, the dragon’s flame halted.

"Now what?" he asked both Alruna and Bjorn. They peeked from behind a rock.

"One of us should keep him distracted while the others attack," she said.

"What are the odds?" Blake asked. "Have you killed a dragon before?"

"Yes," she said. "In the Warrior’s Dream, and with a more experienced crew, no offense. We should really get to work and kill it, because if not, we’d have to go through the whole test again and I don’t want to go through that."

"Same here," Blake said. "So, you said distract it. How do we do that?"

Bjorn jumped over a rock, facing the dragon, raising both arms high, holding the ax on his right.

"I’m here, you filthy animal!" he shouted, just as the dragon opened his mouth again and spat fire directly at him. The Norseman delivered a powerful leap, jumping over the dragon. The creature looked upward, flame following him like water pouring from a pressurized hose, trying to burn Bjorn to a crisp.

Bjorn prepared mid air, holding his ax in both hands and getting ready to swing downward. He whirled once, curling into a ball mid-air and striking the dragon’s head.

Blake noticed a dent in the dragon’s power level. Tiny and inconsequential when compared with its life force.

[Dragon has been hit: HP-5]

[335/340].

5 points. Bjorn had barely scratched the creature. The dragon didn’t like it. It grunted like a devil, twisting its neck like a massive fish out of water, trying to get Bjorn off his forehead.

"That looks terrible," Blake hissed.

"Could be worse," she said, as she strung her bow and prepared to shoot. Bjorn was thrown to the side, bouncing off the rocky ground and grunting.

"Now, I have more experience here," Alruna said. "Do what I say. You have [Vali’s Leap] so you can jump faster than Bjorn. Distract the monster and get out of the way before the flame hits you. It’s fast but not as fast as you."

"Alright, let’s try it," Blake said, determined to win.

He activated [Vali’s Leap], leaping over the rocks like the hero from a Chinese martial arts movie. "I’m doing it," he said.

"Hey, filthy animal!" he shouted half-heartedly, just as the dragon saw him and opened its massive mouth, revealing thousands of sharp teeth. Blake immediately leapt toward the other side of the canyon, as fast as a bullet. He braced, whirled mid-air, crouched as soon as his feet touched the rock wall and launched himself toward the opposite side.

Alruna loosed an arrow, then another, managing to reduce the dragon’s life by twenty points. They could probably win if... Blake was in shock once he saw his clothes catch fire. It had been only a thread of flame, pain started searing into parts of his flesh. He leapt to the ground and started rolling down there.

"Blake, come here!" she shouted. The dragon was eyeing him again. She prepared and loosed two arrows.

"Fenrir’s mouth!" she cursed.

Blake turned, jumping to his feet and then using [Vali’s Leap] to jump back toward Alruna. Pain accosted his sides.

"Is Bjorn dead?" Blake asked.

"Yes," she said.

Blake threw himself to the ground again, attempting to roll.

"Come here," she took out a waterskin from her girdle and doused it on Blake.

"I’ve only got one arrow," she said softly.

"Crap," Blake hissed through gritted teeth, wanting to take off his armor and all his clothes and douse himself in water. He knew the pain was temporary, but it hurt like hell. He hissed again, when a shadow seemed to blot out the sun. Both of them looked up, to find the dragon’s head directly over them. It opened its mouth, making the air burn like the surroundings of a giant oven.

Blake’s instincts kicked in, in one move, he grabbed Alruna and jumped with all his might, taking her across to the other side of the field. Both crashed against the ground.

"Thank you," she whispered quickly and kissed him in the lips, before pushing him behind a rock. The dragon’s flame was quick to pivot and approach them.

Blake crouched behind the rock. Alruna was behind another.

"So your arrows can hurt him, don’t they?" he hissed.

"A little."

"What if you aim for the eyes?" he asked.

Alruna smiled.

"I knew you’d understand. Yes. But, I need you to distract it again."

Part of Blake wanted to complain and give up. He was sure he had first and second degree burns throughout his body, blisters that made him ache with every move. But even though it was an illusion, he had to keep going. He pushed those thoughts aside and held on to his ax.

Alruna looked at Blake’s belt.

"Eh, Blake, you’ve forgotten something very important."

"What?" Blake grunted.

"You have a magic sword. Use it!"

Blake looked down at his girdle. The golden hilt of [Gramr] shone brightly, with embedded jewels. He immediately made a connection in his mind. [Gramr], according to legend, had been used to slay dragons. But how? He’d been swinging it that morning. It was sharp, yes, but what magic did it hold?

Blake cast a glance behind the rock, replacing his weapon. Then, he leapt over the rock.

"Here I am, you stupid animal!"

The dragon seemed to have understood because its nostrils flared red, yellow eyes burning with fury; it gave a powerful groan and prepared to spit an avalanche of fire.

In that very moment, Alruna prepared and loosed her very last arrow. It struck the dragon right in the eye, and the creature let out a deafening shrill, writhing and turning, before letting out a wild torrent of fire.

[Dragon has been hit: -38]

Blake took that time to prepare and leap upward, imitating Bjorn’s gesture, unsheathing [Gramr], holding it aloft and swinging downward as he landed. The sword seemed to cut into the scales quickly.

[Dragon has been hit: -10 HP]

Blake gasped. It was truly magical. The blade started glowing with a blue light, like the flames on a gas oven. Was his [Odr] increasing too? He reached for one of the dragon’s spikes, grabbing it with one hand while he thrust the sword into the creature’s neck. It slid through, lowering the dragon’s HP by ten points. Blake decided to sit, and try to thrust the blade deep within, ensuing more damage.

The dragon, of course, started to flip and turn violently, Blake held on and swing at the dragon’s neck again. The dragon stretched its neck in pain. Blue blood started to pour from its wounds.

And the blade illuminated more.

"Interesting," he said, swinging again. Then, he realized something else; each time he struck, the brighter his blade became, the greater the damage.

Thinking fast, Blake decided to slide the blade through the creature’s neck, side to side. Blood started pouring like a waterfall.

[Dragon has been hit: -12 HP]

[Dragon has been hit: -14 HP]

He stared at the sword, trying again to swing and thrust. He started to feel a buildup of energy. The dragon moved in pain, letting out another thread of fire.

Blake looked down, noticing Alruna leaping, at the dragon’s feet and thrusting her sword into its side.

[Dragon has been hit: -14 HP]

[Dragon has been hit: -18 HP]

[Dragon has been hit: -16 HP]

[Dragon has been hit: -14 HP]

Blake kept swinging, building up his own sword’s power, until he felt a tipping point. He thrust it into the back of the dragon’s neck, holding the blade in both hands. It felt like punching a drill into a blender. Blue light kept building up, until a blaze of light exploded in Blade’s sword and he was thrown off the dragon’s back by its momentum. It sounded like a car crash, and Blake himself crashed against the wall. The dragon grunted and groaned, blue blood spurting and painting the rocky ground.

[Critical hit: -84 HP]

Alruna kept swinging at the dragon’s wound, over and over, until its lifeless head dropped to the ground with a thud.

Alruna panted, leaning on her sword. She looked at him and raced toward him.

"Blake," she said, wrapping her arms around him.

"I’m fine," he said, stumbling back and returning the hug.

She looked to the sides, then leaned in to kiss him. She reached for his face and pulled him closer, hissing his lips over and over, breathing harder.

"You were amazing," she shouted, before reaching down and kissing him again. "I can’t wait for us to be together tomorrow," she said in his ear.

Blake closed his eyes and kissed her again, leaning forward and grabbing her waist, pulling closer.

"We’ll fight by day," she whispered into his ear, pressing her forehead against his cheek. "And every night, I can’t wait to make all your fantasies come true."

Blake leaned in and kissed her. That’s the kind of girl he needed for that journey; one that always had his back.


Chapter XXIII – A Gift

Out of respect for tradition, Alruna had to leave first and wait for Blake at her own home. Blake was biting his nails, and part of him thought of how surreal it all was. He was about to get married for the second time in a week. The first time had been scary, though, especially asking for Eir’s hand. This time, not having to ask any relative of hers was a relief.

He couldn’t stop thinking of how lucky he was. He was one hundred percent the luckiest man in the universe. Both women were 10s, of literal divine ranking and origin, and immensely talented and powerful. They genuinely loved him. But at the same time, he felt a world of responsibility upon his shoulders. He couldn’t just be Blake, the archaeologist or the guy who needed to find a job and make money. He had to be a brave warrior, kill giants and do it bravely.

Both women were so different from each other. Eir had seemed a mystery to him, always trying to be proper, stoic and mellow, but deep down, always yearned to be loved and to hold a man who loved her, and to feel like she belonged to that man. She had wanted it to be Blake from even before he was born.

Alruna was something else. She was much more expressive and adventurous. But he barely even knew her. She was interested in Midgard, in traveling, in Blake’s time on earth, and in experiencing new things. She had yet to tell him her story, but it seemed like she had even picked his previous husband from Midgard. The man, however, had resurrected into Asgard and died again during an expedition with Odin.

Alruna was intense; she was mature and knew what she wanted, but if she wanted something, she’d do arrangements to have her way. Blake hoped he could handle that, and feared a Fatal Attraction type of situation, but then again. What did he have to loose?

He reached Alruna’s homestead, surprised to find a crowd and decoration. They had lit flames all across the field and set a long table, now hosting dozens of people. So much for wanting a private event. They had built an arch and adorned it with garlands of flowers, and even a giant beer-barrel that seemed to be the attraction of the evening.

"Alright, boy," Bjorn placed a hand on Blake’s shoulder. "Two weddings in three days. Both for you. You’re one lucky fellow."

Blake looked at the blond Norseman and laughed. "I can’t believe this. It’s like a dream."

"More than a dream, it’s life after death. Now go on and snatch that woman’s heart again. Go on, don’t be lazy."

Blake stepped down from the carriage. Everybody stared at him and raised their horns and jugs, screaming skal. He noticed members of his wolf-pack, who greeted him with slurred voices and tapped on his shoulders.

He advanced toward the table, unfamiliar faces coming to greet him and lead him to Alruna’s home. He was offered horns of mead and meat. Two blond men approached them. They looked like male models, with curly golden hair falling to their shoulders and features resembling Greek statues, wearing nobleman's clothes and swords at the waist. Were they twins? They looked exactly alike.

"Father!" they both said mockingly. "Father!"

"Hey, take care of our mother, boy!" said one.

"Take good care of her!" said the other.

Blake gasped, unsure of what to say.

"It’s alright," one of them mumbled, placing a hand on his shoulder. "Just don’t make a fool of yourself or we’ll come looking for you."

"I’ll do my best," Blake finally muttered.

"But it’s alright," said one of them. "You have a grand adventure before you, you’ve got to take care of yourself too."

"Are you good at hunting?" said the other.

"Are you?" said the first. "Come hunt with us after you come back if you’re as great as they say."

"Sure," Blake said, scratching his head. Suddenly, he felt another hand on his shoulder.

"Behold, the man," said a cold male voice, pressing on his shoulder like a stern teacher about to admonish a student.

Blake paled and turned around, facing an older man with square features. "It seems you have forgotten to ask for your bride’s hand."

Blake gasped. Was that man Alruna’s father? She had mentioned him as Kiar, just in passing. It was a man with short blond hair, wearing a red toga, looking much more like an ancient Roman than a Norseman.

"My lord," Blake lowered his head, trying to follow custom.

He shrugged. "My daughter is old enough. I do not have responsibility over her anymore, but it would have been a required gesture."

Oh, snap. Now he was in trouble. He’d been stupid to assume that just because Alruna didn’t care, it didn’t mean that others would expect the traditions to be followed.

"I apologize, Master Kiar," Blake said, stating his name.

"Well, a bit late for apologies, isn’t it?"

Blake had messed up. He should have come up with a retort, a respectful retort, instead of just bowing.

"I should have done it, but as you said, your daughter is a grown woman, she’s been married, owns her own property, and sits among the gods."

"I see," Kiar replied, holding his horn of wine below the waist. "Well, I do not intend to cause a scene, but be aware that I am offended by your omission. I agree about my daughter, but you have blatantly ignored your bride’s father, Blake Olson."

Part of him wanted to blame Alruna, but he knew it would have been expected of Blake to reach out, culturally speaking. He sighed.

"And how can we sort out our difference?" Blake said, trying to keep his calm. Blake noticed the man’s power level. He was monstrous, definitely Aesir and not just a resurrected warrior.

"A duel, after your return. If such a return is ever to take place. And I will not conceal the fact that I used to wander much in Midgard. I settled there for a time as well, and did my time. I am interested to see this wrestling of yours."

Blake nodded.

He wasn’t afraid of dying again in Asgard, in case Kiar decided to finish him in a sportsmanlike way, but if he was vengeful, he could take some time to make Blake feel real pain. The problem was, Blake wouldn’t be able to tell until the duel itself.

"Then, we shall do it," Blake said, trying to taunt him with what he’d learned at the Wolf-Pack, while at the same time being respectful. "You’ll be surprised to see what... advances, we’ve had in Midgard, as far as wrestling is concerned. No one can match us."

Kiar laughed.

"We’ll see."

In that moment, someone started tapping a jug with a spoon. Blake turned, surprised to see Bjorn taking the lead as everyone quieted.

"Welcome, friends of the bride and of my brother Blake. Hope you all get to meet him, if you haven’t. Go challenge him to a duel. He loves it! Gotta try his wrestling style, he got me the first time, and he was level one. Truly a thing to see. I never thought a rookie would get me."

Some clapped, others, especially the men, elbowed each other and eyed Blake. He’d have a few duel requests, and if he was unlucky, people who’d want to do it then and there.

"Well, he’s got much to learn," Bjorn said. "Still a weakling, overall, but he’s growing. There, I am glad to have a brother in him."

Blake sighed. He’d never think he’d have a friend like Bjorn, a brother even, but the man who had tried to kill him the first day had grown on him. Like all the Norse, he could be rude, loud mouthed, offensive, but he was really there when he needed him, and really gave the best without expecting anything in return. He had done so much for Blake, and Blake had started to feel like he really owed him. It was not in Blake’s culture to be so welcoming. He’d have to do something for him, he had to help him somehow, and not just fight by his side and watch his back.

"And," Bjorn shouted. "Well, the man had chosen the way of marriage, and decided to marry, not one, but two high born ladies in one week. Either he know how to position himself or he doesn’t know what he’s doing. Anyway, I wish him the best. I’ll know he’ll keep getting the best Fate has to offer. May Freya bless their union. May Thor’s hammer protect them. May they live forever. Skal!"

"Skal!" shouted the crowd, lifting horns and jugs, some laughing.

Then, came the time to speak for Alruna. Blake was surprised to see Thrud stepping forward, holding a jug, her red hair messy and unruly, and a tint of pink on her cheeks.

"Thank you Bjorn. Bjorn is also a good catch, if anyone of you girls are looking. Well, not that you don’t have a reputation already, Bjorn. Maybe one of you can tame the wild bear, if you dare."

The men burst out laughing.

"But now let’s talk about a wolf that’s been tamed. Twice in a row."

More laughter ensued, Blake lowered his face and snickered. "Nah," she continued. "This guy, Blake. At first I was like, what’s this kid Eir brought, out of the blue, after a hundred years of no new Einherjar. He must be terrible. He’d never held a sword in his life. She kept saying she’d seen great visions. Honestly, I wasn’t convinced, but, hey, look at him, he’s impressing everyone. And, this is gonna sound weird, but he reminds me a lot of my dad. My dad was the best man in the world, everyone said it. Odin said he was almost as good as Baldur, but a better fighter. To me, no matter what others might say, my dad was perfect. That’s why they called him protector of mankind. He had some innocence about him, that people sometimes took advantage of. But if he found out someone wronged the people he loved, he’d hack them in two. I can see that in Blake."

A few cheerful murmurs erupted in the crowd, along with muted claps and nods.

Thrud continued: "And much more has already been said about my friend Alruna. Let me say: what a woman! She’s kinder than anyone I’ve met. She always reaches out, and she welcomes people with her heart. And she’s the best archer in the universe. So watch out. Let me tell you all, Blake is one lucky bastard. Twice over. My dad would have been proud of him. You know how he was, everybody’s best friend. Cheers, and congratulations to the couple."

Another round of applause and wine.

Then, another bell ensued silence. Bjorn dragged Blake toward the arch, and the people made way, surrounding him and leaving a path between the arch and the doorway. Norse lyres started echoing, along with fiddles and drums.

"They’re coming, lad," Bjorn whispered to him. Blake turned, raising his head and feeling a stab of nervousness. The door to Alruna’s longhouse opened. Two servants made way, and what he saw melt his heart and made him feel like an absolute king. Alruna and Eir stepped out of the doorway, dressed in their finest gold-embroidered silks. Eir had her hair loose, and Alruna wore flowers in her hair and a bridal crown of silver. They walked, arm in arm, both looking at Blake intently, pleasant smiles on their faces. It was his day, and despite a slight hint of jealousy, he could feel her love and devotion in Eir’s mind. She was determined to make it work.

And he didn’t need to have a bond with Alruna to feel how much he loved her, he could just tell by the look in her eye, her sincere smile and her teary eyes. Both women advanced toward the arch and stood in front of Blake. He tried hard not to cry.

"Here," a male voice broke the air. "Thereby, I offer this sword, treasure of the ages, and give it him to my son in law."

Blake gasped when he recognized Kiar’s voice. He hadn’t brought any gift. He didn’t have another sword to give.

Kiar made his way from behind the bride, holding a sword in both hands. It resembled a Roman Gladius, with a short blade and an even shorter cross-head, but beautifully carved and with gold at the pommel. There was no magic in it, as far as he could tell, but he knew that in Midgard it would be worth millions. He received it with both hands.

"This, we offer to you," said Bjorn from behind him. Blake looked at him. Bjorn winked, walking forward with Ulf’s sword. Again. "This is the sword of our father. Halvar. Now, as blood-brother to Blake Olson, I share this sword with you."

Bjorn elbowed Blake, and he started to recite what he had prepared for his first wedding: "With this cold iron, I shall swear that my family’s sword shall be always in your debt and in your service. With it, I shall protect your daughter from a thousand enemies, and whosoever raises a hand to hurt her, shall lose it. This swear I and all of my kin."

Kiar nodded, receiving the blade.

"May our families guard each other," Kiar declared.

That part was over, at least.

Eir stretched her hand with a smile. Blake reached and stretched his. His chest was swelling with love and joy, he felt like he was about to explode in happiness as Alruna stretched her hand and joined it with him, with Eir holding them both together.

"I, as the first lady of this household," Eir declared, sliding a red band around their hands, over their thumbs and fingers, then tying them both together and placing her hand softly over both. "Gladly accept Alruna into my home."

Blake’s heart beat fast.

Eir continued. "As this rope binds your hands into one, I unite us in body and mind. In the name of the Allfather, under his watchful eye, under Freya’s blessing, may all the gods witness our union."

Blake spoke the words: "I vow to be true, to protect you, to cherish you through summer’s warm, and winter’s cold."

Alruna cleared her throat and spoke with a slight nasal tint:

"Under the watchful eye of the Allfather, under Freya’s blessing of fruitfulness, I vow to stand by your side, sharing joys and burdens."

"So be it," Eir said, withdrawing the band, as the guests clapped and cheered. In that moment, another Valkyrie advanced, dragging a goat by a rope. It was Svafa, the dark-haired Valkyrie Blake had seen at the Warrior’s Dream.

Blake sighed, anticipating that part. The Valkyrie stood in front of the trio, her face expressionless, she lifted her ax and proceeded to sacrifice the animal, pour the blood, sprinkle their clothes, then take the animal away to skin it and prepare it. Blake wasn’t sure if the ritual did anything, but, at least, they’d have fresh meat for dinner.

"Welcome to my family," Eir said softly to Alruna. "Please take care of my husband on your journey."

"I’m honored, my lady."

"I’ve told you already, call me Eir," she replied. "That’s what Blake would like."

"I apologize, Eir," Alruna said softly.

Blake looked at them and held in a sigh. He really hoped they would get along.

"You two are wonderful," he said. "This truly has been the best day of my life."

Alruna sighed gladly.

Eir said. "So our wedding, yours and mine, wasn’t the best day of your life?"

Ouch.

"That... That was the best day, but..."

It was gonna be harder than he imagined.

Eir noticed Blake’s uneasiness. She turned toward Alruna.

"So," she smiled. "I’ll have him tonight, then. I’d also like to speak to you on your home before the evening is over. We must finish the arrangements of our properties and possessions.

Alruna blinked. "Surely the lady, I mean... I’m guessing you don’t want to administer it all, do you?"

"Of course not," said Eir. "We are one household, anyway, but I have an eye for organization, and I believe I am more interested in farming. From what I’ve seen."

"It’s all ultimately under my command, isn’t it?" Blake said, raising an eyebrow and considering. "Or under your names?"

"Technically yours, but you told me I was going to manage it, didn’t you?"

Blake opened his mouth. It had been on their wedding night, and Blake’s mind had been on other activities.

"I own nothing but this farmstead," Alruna explained. "My sons inherited the rest of my husband’s property. Everything I own, you can see it now. As far as cattle, I have told you. And the cats of my home as well."

"It’s still a vast area in Asgard, but do you intend to exploit it?" said Eir. "I understand you raise domestic animals in the barn. Of course, it’s your property, I don’t intend to change that. But if you only have two male horses like you said, and such a wide field, I can bring in more cattle and produce more."

"We’ll discuss it with Blake," Alruna said. "I use the field to practice my archery and riding."

"Well, I have more land inside Asgard that can help us. I wish we had more time to discuss," Eir said."As soon as you two come back, let’s start organizing the land and also the inheritance for our children."

Children? Blake felt himself go pale.

As far as he knew, and from what Bjorn had said, people didn’t get pregnant. He had assumed they didn’t, but hadn’t asked why. But the Aesir had borne children over and over. And Eir seemed really intent on having them. She stared at him, apparently sensing his confusion.

"By the way," Alruna interrupted them. "I have a gift for you, my husband." She said with a smile, reaching for Blake’s hands and holding them.

"Tell me."

"It’s something so precious I’ve kept for so many years."

[You have received the Blessing: Egil’s Accuracy]

Blake gasped, feeling his power increase, and hefting the power in his mind. He felt his consciousness expand, and his eyesight focus, as if a sniper scope had been added to himself.

"You’ve never practiced archery before, but this will boost your skills temporarily and take them to superhuman levels," Alruna declared. "It’s really a gift of love from me."

"Thank you, Alruna, really."

"And now, we’ll be bonded," she said into his ear. "So you can’t hide your emotions."

And Blake could feel hers. She was burning with desire.

"You feel what I feel now. And, I’ll let Eir have you tonight, but from tomorrow on, you won’t escape me. Get ready, I can’t wait," she said, licking her lips. "Yes, I’m thinking of that other giant sword of yours."

Blake blushed, and Eir did the same, lowering her eyes.

"Let’s get some honeycakes before Thorfinn eats them all," she said, surprising both Blake and Eir with kisses in the cheek.


Chapter XXIV – A Night to Remember

Eir and Blake walked hand in hand through the forests and gardens of Asgard, the moon shining brightly above them, along a tapestry of bright stars.

Blake placed a hand around her hip.

"Come here, babe," he said, gently pulling her toward him. She shut her eyes, waiting for a kiss. Blake gave it to her. It brightened her mood and he felt it through the bond. She smiled, leaned forward and kissed him again. "Last night was so good!" she exclaimed. "It was a dream come true," she said. "The best night of my life. And tonight..." She stared at him mischievously.

Blake could feel her excitement through the bond, exhilarating, warmer with every step they took toward her chambers.

Again, Eir was breaking character and slipping back into the sex demon from the previous night. It was crazy how much closer they had become in just one night. She stared at him with bedroom eyes sliding a finger gently through his chest. "The whole day I’ve been thinking of what I want you to do to me. And I can’t wait for you to surprise me again."

She rolled her eyes in pleasure, recalling last night. Blake could feel her melt in her mind.

"I love surprises." Blake said with a wink. "We’ll get creative again, you’ll see."

"You have no idea, Blake Olson. I’ve had so many fantasies in my mind for so long. Too bad we only have this night until you return. I won’t let you sleep again. I’ve got everything planned. You’ll remember this night throughout your journey, you’ll see. Master..."

"Can’t wait," Blake said eagerly.

Blake reached his hand around her hip and slid it down, suddenly grabbing firmly.

"Please," Eir moaned, while Blake leaned into her face and kissed her again.

"Here," Blake crouched and grabbed her by the hips, lifting her, then carrying her across his shoulder. She gasped at first, then giggled, walking up the stairs into their room.

***

Eir’s head rested on Blake’s naked chest. The Arabic pendant he had taken from the mound the day he died lay on his chest. Eir told him it looked good on him, especially when making love. It reminded her of the day they met.

Blake was tempted to keep going, but he had important things to ask. She was looking at him with curious eyes.

"What is it?" she asked before he could even ask.

Blake sighed, looking at the perfect woman around his body, a wool blanket covering their bodies. Life was just too good, even with all the fighting. He would miss it all, and he would really miss her.

"It’s been a wild ride," he said. "I mean, I just got married. And I’ve got to leave in a few hours, without knowing if I’ll ever come back."

She leaned her head over his abs, shut her eyes and kissing them softly.

"I’ll miss you," she said, making eye contact again. "And you’ll always have my bond. It’ll be there, in the back of your mind, reminding you of how much I love you."

"Listen, Eir. There are some things I want to ask. First... All this about your property, about Alruna’s."

"We discussed it with her," Eir admitted. "It’s the only legal way to keep expanding our possessions in Asgard.

"That again. Why did you marry me, Eir? Why exactly?"

"Well, it is because we both love you, and want to marry, you know that well. But economics are important too. Especially with what’s coming."

"I guess so. Plus all those prophecies you barely talk about. But for now, I mean, you have it all. I know it’s scary, it’s the end of the world and all, but, what if we lose it either way. More than that, what if we don’t survive. And I don’t like all that talk about hierarchies. I don’t want my home to have that kind of dynamic. Our opinion must count all the same, whether it’s Alruna’s or yours, or mine. We can just... sit down and talk about what’s best for everyone, and not having my other wives kowtow to you and act as your servant."

It had been uncomfortable to see Alruna addressing Eir like that. He understood in that culture there were social hierarchies too, he couldn’t change their culture, but he hoped he could do something, especially if he wanted both his wives to be happy and hold an equal status.

"I almost sure that you’ll survive," she said. "And of a few more things. And I didn’t say that her opinion doesn’t count, but there’s an order and hierarchy for everything! It is how the world functions, isn’t it, Blake? I have yielded to your suggestions of having her address me by name."

Blake sighed. "We’re mixing two different topics. Let’s focus on this, first, because I’m about to go. One of your arguments for me marrying you, Eir, was telling me that I could die."

"Well, there’s a tiny possibility that I’m wrong about the prophecies," she said, shrugging. "That I misunderstood the visions. That’s also why I insisted on spending the night with you today, so that we can produce an heir."

"An heir?" he cleared his throat. "Wait, wait... That’s another thing I’m asking myself. You insisted on getting married, to get a binding contract between you and Alruna, and now you’re thinking about heirs? I thought we Einherjar couldn’t get anyone pregnant."

"No one explained that to you?" Eir asked, lifting her chin and resting it on her forearms. "Einherjar and low rank Valkyries can’t. By that I mean, resurrected mortals can’t impregnate resurrected mortals. We’ve tried different types of magic, but we just can’t get it to work. Only the Aesir can do it. And the Jotun, but that’s another story. But luckily, Aesir and resurrected mortals can get pregnant every so often." She smiled. "So, I hope all the times we’ve done it the past couple of days, I really hope I got your heir inside me already."

Blake felt himself go pale.

"Wait, what?"

Was that why she had insisted on getting married so quickly, in particular before he left? Eir wanted to survive Ragnarok, set up a household and have an heir under her name. She didn’t know if Blake would survive Ragnarok, she wasn’t even sure if he was going to survive Brynhilde’s rescue. She had just used him as a sperm donor, trying to make sure to get impregnated.

"Were these..."

"I’m lucky we had our first night together during my fertile days," she explained happily.

"Eir..." he mumbled, eyes fixed in the distance. "I think you should have discussed this with me before."

"Well, if one gets married, one expects a child, don’t they?"

"Ah... Well, not necessarily, where I come from, at least."

"Why do you feel like that? Isn’t it something beautiful? Why are you cursing in your mind?"

"Eir, these are really great news... But..."

Anyway, Blake couldn’t be sure that she was pregnant. There was just a possibility, that she would be. Blake turned on the bed and rested on his side.

"I know what can cheer you up," she said. "Let’s do it again."

"Eir..." he whispered. "Having a baby is a wonderful thing. But..."

"Then why do you sound so distressed?"

He tried to calm down, to tell himself that this baby would have it all, and not go through the problems that couples had in Midgard, of having to provide, fearing complications, etc. This baby would have everything it needed. Oh, wait, the end of the world was just around the corner...

But Blake couldn’t get the shock off his mind. He had acted out of love and lust, but these women had their own material goals in mind as well. They were not dishonest, or were they?

"Eir, this is wrong," Blake said. "I cannot keep up with all the societal expectations and all. Don’t do this again. Even Alruna’s wedding. I know you thought of it as a gift and a surprise, and I appreciate it, but these are important decisions. We should talk about them."

"What do you mean talk about it? Men and women get married to have children, don’t they?"

Blake sighed, hand on his forehead.

"Where I’m from, children are very important and it has to be ensured that they’re wanted and get the best. Believe me, Eir. It makes a big difference in how the child grows up. What if I die out there? What if I’m never there for him?"

He knew from experience what it felt.

Eir looked shocked. "Blake, I... I’m sorry, I thought..."

"We’d make the best out of it, I’m sure. If we work together, if it happens. But you must tell me what you’re planning, especially if it’s something that big."

Blake knew he had the biggest responsibility. He didn’t want to leave like his dad. If he actually ended up having kids, he wanted to make sure he’d give them everything.

"I will... Not do that again," Eir said. "I will tell you what I’m planning. This was just a misunderstanding, Blake. I thought you’d expect the same thing as me."

Blake nodded.

"It’s solved by talking," Blake said. "Have you talked about this with Alruna?"

"I haven’t talked about this, but it’s only natural in our culture. The firstborn would ideally come through me, your first wife. He’s gonna get everything a child can hope for."

Blake sighed.

Eir leaned forward, resting her hands on the bed and stretching her hand.

"I love you Blake, know that I have loved and waited for you forever. And you’ve been even more than I ever expected."

"Eir, I know you’re sincere. But this still comes as a shock."

"Do you love me?" she asked softly. He could feel the devotion and sincere affection she felt. He could tell by just looking into those precious gray eyes, dilated and true, that perfect smile and those tasty lips.

"Of course," Blake answered. "All I’m saying is, there are some things I couldn’t just guess, that I wish you should’ve talked about more clearly. I can’t always understand the subtext."

"Well," she said softly, placing her cheek against his pectorals. "That’s only natural, between men and women. We are always a few steps ahead."

"I should’ve remembered that," he said, leaning his head back on the pillow. "But seriously, Eir, we’ve got to communicate better."

She turned around, wrapping herself in his arms.

"But you know well how much I love you," she said softly. "You’re my man, my lord, and my everything now. I’ll cherish you and serve you, make you happy when you’re sad, love you and every part of your body. I’ll be waiting for you, Blake, again, but this time will be of hardships and pain. I’ll comfort you when you’re in pain, even from afar, and I expect the same of you. Please understand that."

"I can feel that, Eir," he held her closer. She leaned in for a kiss. He gave it to her, but she wanted more, she leaned forward, her long hair brushing against his chest, he held her by the hips and kept kissing, their tongues touching softly, then more intently, as he held her even closer and tighter.

She gave a sigh of satisfaction. "I just can’t get enough of you." She leaned on the side. "I almost wish you didn’t have to go."

"I must," he said.

Her eyes drifted toward one side. He could feel a tinge of worry through the bond.

"How is she?" Eir asked.

"She’s happy for us," he said. "I think so, because I think she received my emotions and responded to them. The shock of what happened a few days back hasn’t left her. She gets worried from time to time. Eir, someone hurt her badly. It makes my blood boil, it makes me want to kill whoever did it with my bare hands."

"Do it, Blake. Do it, I will reward you a thousand times. No one who hurt her like that deserves to live."

Blake nodded.

"You’ll do great, you’ll see," she said. "You will bring her back, I am sure of that."

"I hope so," Blake said. "My level is still lower than anyone in the group, though."

That made Eir sigh.

"I do not particularly like that humility of yours. You don’t need to brag, but it makes me feel like there’s something wrong with you. You defeated a man with more than twice your level. Don’t you think that’s admirable? It proves that you can do much more than what your level indicates. There are limitless possibilities to what you can do. Can’t you just see that, Blake?"

"I..." It felt just unnatural to brag like that. He’d done it before playing a part, or so he thought, but it felt weird to do it to someone he cared about. "What else have you seen in my future? Are you sure I will come back."

"I cannot tell you everything," she said. "I don’t want to curse myself and ruin everything."

"Why is there such a taboo around declaring the future?"

"Because people sometimes misinterpret it. It is a hard thing to know, it is scary, overwhelming. Many go mad from it, or act unlike themselves. Some even think the knowledge is what caused the death."

"Who has gone mad?" Blake asked. "And if it’s fate and it can’t be changed, how can it cause death?"

"Then it was fated for the man to know and die that way."

"It’s kind of a paradox. I mean."

"Whatever it is," she said. "It’s a scary thing. Imagine if you knew the day of your death. Wouldn’t it fill you up with fear? Wouldn’t it change the way you act? It’s just wrong to know it. Even Odin is overwhelmed with it and chooses not to think of some things. He, who sees it all, who knows all that will come to pass, chose to forgo and focus on the now. That is the way to live."

"First of all. Hell, I don’t know, maybe it would even motivate me more. It could help me plan, I don’t know. Is that the only reason reason?"

"Life was never meant to be like that. It’s ruins the point of life. Few have been trusted with that knowledge, and prophecies serve as a guide."

Blake shook his head.

"I don’t get it."

The sun was already piercing through the curtains, making Blake flinch and shut his eyes.

He cursed under his breath. He hadn’t slept at all, and he’d have to get ready soon. She looked down at Blake’s abs and kissed them, sticking out her tongue and closing her eyes.

She cleared her throat.

"Would my master allow me, once more?" she asked, eyes wide open. "Please?" She slid her face lower on his abdomen.

He leaned his head back, placing both hands behind his head.

"Hmm... You’ve been a bad girl all week, haven’t you"

"I’ve been very, very bad," she said softly.

Eir was really into that. She liked to act like a naughty servant girl, desperately begging for her master’s attention.

"Alright, show me how much you want it," Blake said, running a hand through Eir’s hair. She liked the gesture, and leaned in to rub her face against his hand.

Blake hadn't thought of that, but he enjoyed the attention, especially coming from such an incredible woman like Eir. It was an ego boost. He tried not to think about it, he hadn’t chosen those women, they’d chosen him, but it had felt so good to see two perfect divine beings waiting for him at a marriage arch.

He could feel through the bond that Eir wanted to make those last hours unforgettable.


Chapter XXV – Drakkar

Saying farewell to Eir was surreal and sad. Blake held her tight to comfort her, but she would hug him even tighter and weep louder.

"I waited for you for so long, please, take care of yourself," she said in between sobs. "Please, don’t die. My husband, please don’t die!"

He didn’t think he deserved all that, and hearing that word didn’t make it any better. But he knew for a fact that he’d miss her, so he held her tighter and ran his fingers through her hair.

"Remember," she said, wiping her tears with her sleeve. "Don’t skip meals, but don’t forget to spare some of your rations in case of an emergency. And remember, the Jotnar are tricky."

"I’ll do my best. And I’ll return home to you and hug you again," he said. He felt like he was lying. No matter what the prophecies seemed to give away, he didn’t have an idea what to expect.

"Please," she said. "Please take care of yourself."

Blake wanted to express what he felt. They'd shared so much intimacy and a magical bond, so he knew he shouldn't be shy around her. Despite some hesitation, he cleared his throat, held her hand and spoke:

"You’ve been the best thing that’s ever happened to me," Blake said sincerely. "I bless the day on which you found me, and brought me here. Here I have something to fight for, something greater than myself, and you being by my side is the greatest treasure I could find."

She quieted at that, looking up at him, her cheeks red and dampened with tears. Blake wiped them softly and leaned in to kiss her.

"I’m glad to hear that," she said, pressing her head into his shoulder. "You go out there and be the best."

Then, she turned to Alruna, standing right next to them, having tied her golden hair into a braided bun, holding an iron helmet next to her chest.

"And you," Eir said. "Take care of our husband. Watch over him and don’t let anyone hurt him."

"I will," Alruna said with a slight nod.

Blake couldn’t stop thinking of how lucky he was. Both women were 10s, of literal divine ranking and origin, and immensely talented. They genuinely loved him. But at the same time, he felt a world of responsibility upon his shoulders. He couldn’t just be Blake, the archaeologist or the guy who needed to find a job and make money. He had to be a brave warrior.

Alruna accompanied him and Bjorn to a different section of Asgard, which he had never been to before. Past the cluster of small hills that adorned the edge of the realm, there was a peculiar port where the water emitted a rainbow-colored glow. Despite its flamboyant hues, the water still managed to reflect the golden sun of Asgard. To his surprise, there was an actual ship situated at the water's edge, complete with a tall mast, tightly bound sails, and an intricately carved dragon head at the bow, which boasted exquisite craftsmanship and beautifully scaled reliefs. When Blake heard that they would be setting sail, he initially thought it was a figure of speech.

In total, the troop was comprised of sixteen people, counting Vidar as the commander, Helga the Völva, a few Norse warriors with great statistics, some of whom were already very well known, and others that Blake had met during the training. Eric Bloodaxe was there, a man with light blond hair, along with Jarl Haakon. He was muscular, sporting a goatee and a shaved half of his head. There was a certain Halvar, with sandy brown hair, and the famous Thorfinn Karlsfreni, who had an extremely long ax and was in the act of eating a honeycake.

Thrud was among them, and greeted Bjorn as one of the warriors she had chosen herself and taken to Valhalla. Beside her, there were two other Valkyries or female warriors. Blake hadn’t interacted with them, but one had striking dark brown hair arranged into two tight braids, and gleaming blue eyes. Svafa was her name. She had been there during the Warrior Dreams.

Friedrich was already waiting for the crew, carrying scrolls and an old school backpack that Blake assumed was with him when he died during the war.

"Warriors chosen for this mission, step forth," said Vidar, one hand resting on the hilt of his sword. A table had been set next to him. "Very well. Everybody’s here. Now, there are some things we have kept for you, some information that you might want to know."

Vidar removed the canvas that covered the table, revealing a number of boxes, each with five flasks.

"What is that?" asked the dark-haired Valkyrie.

"This is the [Mead of Renewal]. Each one of you will receive five flasks. It will restore your life-force, or [HP] by 25%. It has been distilled with the most advanced and precious magic, and not easy to make. Use it very wisely. Each of you, take one box, mark it as yours and keep it in case of emergency. Understood?"

"Understood," repeated the crew.

"Now, we must embark and travel through realms. This requires magic and is fueled by our own strength. Get into the ship and prepare the oars. The journey will require many days, we have provisions under the deck, to be used sparingly. The land of Jotunheim is covered in snow and cold, at temperatures that no mortal can withstand. You are not mortals, but may feel its effects, so be prepared."

He turned. "Go now, get on the ship, for we depart at once."

They started moving toward it, but Blake suddenly felt a hand on his shoulder. He turned, just to find Vidar with the same furious face as ever.

"Alright, brother in law," Vidar said mockingly. "Now, don’t make a fool out of me and my sister. I tell you again. Don’t shame us with cowardice."

Blake sighed and faced him. He wanted to prove Vidar wrong. He had done well, he knew, despite his level he had done better than others during the tests, but Vidar could never accept that, he’d always find faults in his performance.

"I’ll do my best," he said simply.

Vidar shook his head and turned back, moving to address the others.

"What’s his problem?" Blake asked, just as Alruna and Bjorn walked toward him.

"Don’t worry about him," Alruna said. "He knows that he needs you. I think he’s trying to do it for your own good."

"My own good?"

"Sure, he’s trying to pressure you into being better and not failing."

Blake shook his head. "I don’t think it’s the best way." He thought of those parents who’d never been satisfied, and their children tried so hard to please them. His father had been a bit like that, or even less than that, as he’d been gone most of the time.

"Don’t fret about that, boy," said Bjorn. "You’ll do well, I now. Hel, you’re as sturdy as an oak and as sharp as steel. Just keep gaining levels and he won’t have anything to reproach you for."

Blake removed a box for himself and added it to his provisions. They jumped into the ship. It was much wider than he remembered. He summoned his inventory, and kept it in mind to go back to it.

[INVENTORY]

[WEAPONS]

[Aesir War Ax]

[Gramr]

[Standard Norse Dagger]

[ARMOR]

[Egil’s Royal Chainmail]

[Nasal Helmet]

[Einherjar Shield]

[JEWELRY]

[Arabic Pendant]

[Shoulder Ring]

[CONSUMABLES]

[Mead of Renewal] x5

[Hardtack] x 10 pounds

[Pemmican] x 3 pounds

[Smoked Pork] x 2 pounds

[Mead] x 3 lt

––––––––

His helmet was standard issue from the Einherjar, but was good enough to serve as a buffer and reduce the damage of his blows. Alruna had tried to gift him Egil’s full set of armor, but he had rejected it, except for his chainmail, which was like any other but made of a higher quality material. Blake’s shield was standard issue from the Einherjar and had a basic design of the head of a wolf. He had chosen it because looked the coolest and he didn’t feel that connected to the other symbols.

Some of the other members of the crew had been excited to recover loot from the Jotun. It was said that their weapons were not of better quality than those in Asgard, but they had access to curious and useful magical powers.

Bjorn seemed like he’d just come back home after a long journey. He sat on one of the planks on the sides of the ship.

"Ah, I never thought I’d miss this."

"But you’ve gone on river raids with me," Blake said.

"Mock raids," Bjorn declared. "Do you feel the same being killed by an Einherjar, as facing a real Jotun? It’s different when your eternal life is on the line."

"Well, I thought you were gonna kill me just a couple of weeks ago."

Bjorn shrugged. Blake sat right in front of him, Alruna taking the segment right by his side, before taking the oar behind her.

"Olson!" shouted Vidar. "You and Holler have the lowest levels here. Get down here and pass the oars to your crew."

Blake wanted to complain, but he knew better, he jumped to his feet and ran toward the bundle of oars on the side. Was he going to be the deck boy of the ship, along with Friedrich? That wouldn’t look good in front of Alruna. She was his wife, but that didn’t necessarily mean that she’d always like him.

He unwrapped the oars on one side, while Friedrich took the other. They were heavy, even for superhuman Einherjar, but both immediately decided to split them and start distributing them. The task didn’t take long, but it could probably set a negative precedent. Once they were ready and Blake had his own oar, he sat behind Bjorn and in front of Alruna, and slid the oar through its hole.

Behind the ship, Vidar was commanding certain servants who were loading sections of ship. They had brought some covers in case the elements were to turn treacherous.

"Hey, babe," Blake addressed Alruna behind him.

"Why do you call me that?"

"I’m sorry, it just feels natural. Eir likes it."

Blake felt a stab of jealousy through the newfound bond between he and Alruna.

"How do you want me to call you?" he said. "Mommy?" He said sarcastically.

She opened her eyes wide, in shock.

"I’m kidding, darling, treasure, they sound too old fashioned."

"Uh, I like treasure."

Blake cleared his throat. Not even his grandpa would have said that, he’d say honey bunny or something even more old-school.

Bjorn chuckled in front of them.

"I don’t think I’ll say that," Blake said. "It honestly sounds weird to me."

Alruna shrugged, slightly disappointed. "Well, then, I hope you find a new way to address me that I can enjoy. Surprise me. Now, what did you want to ask, my honored husband?"

"Why are we sailing? Aren’t we supposed to be in a realm above the earth? Where does all this water lead to?"

"Why not? These are the waters in between?"

Blake narrowed his eyes.

"How is there water in between?"

"Asgard is not just above, you can cross the entirety of the sky of Midgard and you’d never leave. You could come close, but it’s a realm, not a sphere. It’s somewhere in between."

"Right," Blake said. "It’s just like, another dimension."

"I don’t know what that is." Alruna said. "Would you care to explain?"

"It sounds like that. It’s hard to explain. I guess I’d define it as a realm too. But that still doesn’t explain what’s with all the water. And why don’t we just ride the sky like the Valkyries did?"

"That’s simple, that draws a lot of attention and there are always Jotun on the lookout, especially around the gates of Jotunheim. Even if we were to transform, it’s too easy to spot. We’re going the other way."

"What other way."

They started rowing again.

"You will see," said Alruna. "You’ll be surprised."

They all rowed with all their strength. Blake imagined that this type of rowing would have been exhausting to him had he done it as a mortal.

"You," Vidar pointed at him again. "Come over here and set the sails."

Blake left the oars and accompanied others to untie the segments and unfurl the massive sail. It was red and white, the color of blood and bone. In that moment, Helga, standing next to the dragon’s head, raised her arms, long sleeves dropping down and revealing milky white skin. A powerful wind blew through, making massive waves rise behind the stern. Friedrich had moved close to Vidar, next to the Drakkar and a massive oar that towered above them. It had to be the steerboard. Vidar was directing it, measuring the distance of the sun, and guiding the ship.


Chapter XXVI – Threads

They rowed continuously. There would be no rest until sundown, and it seemed like Vidar wanted to take advantage of every ounce of energy their superhuman bodies could muster.

The sun was dropping on the horizon, and once again, millions of stars shone brightly on the edge of the Asgardian sky. The Milky Way displayed brightly to the naked eye, with a view that could only be glimpsed through a telescope. Alruna turned, surely feeling the yearning in her heart and responding accordingly, leaning in to kiss him. He wanted more. Her eyes shone brightly with the starlight, and those full lips were as sensual as ever. He pecked again, sucking on her upper lip slightly and then kissing the lower. She smiled.

"Get back to work," Vidar's voice echoed on deck.

A cool breeze blew through them, not only the magical wind provided by Helga, but something more. There was a strange pressure that seemed to bleed into Blake's head and body.

"We're getting close," Vidar exclaimed. "Brace yourselves."

"Huh?" Blake turned around, staring as everyone, even Alruna and Bjorn, held tight onto the edge of the ship and tied themselves with the ropes around it.

"Wrap yourself tight!" warned Alruna, while she did the same.

"What are we gonna do?" Blake asked, rushing to wrap the rope around his own body.

Then, it was as if time and space wrapped onto themselves. Blake screamed as he felt his vision stretch. Even the ship and the sea itself seemed to turn like a clock, colors twisting into what resembled a cubist painting. Blake turned frantically, feeling his entire body stretch, feeling gravity pressuring him in every direction. It was like the worst acid trip in history, and he was perfectly aware and conscious that it was real.

But Alruna's emotions reassured him. There was tension, discomfort, but an understanding that it had to happen. He shut his eyes, trying to calm down. Helga was chanting in a strange tongue, her voice elevated into a strange falsetto-like pitch.

Blake held on, just as the air shifted, turning cold. His form had dissipated, time had stretched, his sense of awareness had not changed, but he was not himself. It felt like years, hundreds of years, and even his thought process seemed to mitigate, until he was put together again, and with a long gasp, he appeared in an open sea. There was a familiarity about how the sun glowed over everything. It seemed much more real than in Asgard.

"Are we...?" he asked.

"Welcome back, lad," said Bjorn, shaking his head and unfastening the rope.

"Is this the way to get to Jotunheim? Through Midgard?"

"It’s ze best way," said Friedrich, getting to his feet and walking toward the drakkar.

Blake got to his feet, following Friedrich, who had unrolled one of his maps and was correlating it to his modern-day, or rather, World War I era, compass.

"Is this the real Midgard? Or the spiritual side."

"The real thing," answered Friedrich, tracing the sun.

Suddenly, Vidar was next to him.

"Alright, go back to your oars and keep rowing. You." He pointed at Friedrich. "Don't tell me you're lost."

"Not at all, my lord. All we have to do to find this place is keep going southward. Southward and southward. We're halfway there, though."

"What do you mean southward?" Blake shouted, sitting in front of his oars. "Where is Jotunheim located?"

"Vell, cowboy, of course it's not located on Midgard," Friedrich said. "But it's on top, or underneath, I don't know. It's just another realm, geographically close, but not visible to mortal eyes. The entrance is in the South Pole. The unexplored lands where no man has ever reached."

Naturally, the South Pole was the coldest place on earth, a perfect place for Jotun to rule and to launch their invasion from. Blake thought, somehow, the legendary Fimbulwinter in Norse mythology, where the Nine Realms would freeze over and become uninhabitable, would somehow involve the cold lands of Jotunheim.

Blake knew that Antarctica had been explored but thought he would sound like a know-it-all. However, his mind raced through the plan and its implications.

"Are we landing there on our realm or theirs?"

Then, Vidar shouted from the steering board. "Shut up and keep rowing."

Blake got ready and continued rowing, trying not to roll his eyes. Helga took a break, sitting on the rails with Vidar holding an arm around her. Apparently, those two were a thing. Vidar was providing her with a flask of a bright blue liquid, of which Helga took only a sip. It looked like they were trying to use it sparingly.

Blake paid attention to her power level. Her class was [Sorceress], and her level was [45], with an [HP: 340], but her [Odr (MP)] was a staggering [34/300]. It seemed like she had been using it all. Now, after drinking from the flask, it had gone back to [100/340].

He wondered if that beverage could help him finally increase his [Odr], but he still didn't know much about magic and what he'd be able to do. Besides, Helga's magic looked much different from the [Seidr] that Eir used to perform. From what sources he could remember, what Helga did was much closer to [Galdr], another type of magic related to poetry that could change reality and raise illusions through magic words and songs. Was it perhaps what the Jotnar did? It was definitely what she used to summon the Warrior's Dream. After a few minutes, Helga was again on deck, reaching her hands upward and chanting, summoning a wind that blew right into their sails. They continued rowing, taking a short rest, not yet eating their rations. One of the problems of being a superhuman immortal is becoming tired not out of actual exhaustion, but out of mere boredom.

Hours passed, the night came, and they kept rowing. Blake was disappointed, and he knew Alruna could feel it. How could he have expected to get some privacy with his wife if they'd be rowing for so long? But determination to find Brynhilde kept ringing in his mind.

Finally, after countless hours, rest had come. They laid down on the side of the boat. Blake and Alruna took the chance to close in for a kiss. It seemed as though they were the only couple aside from Helga and Vidar. He hadn't yet figured out what was going on with Thrud. Did she have a steady lover, or did she enjoy having her way with different men? Bjorn respected her, as she had brought him to Asgard, but Bjorn, a rough man and a Berserker, acted more like a knight in the service of a noble lady when he was around her.

"Very well," Vidar declared. "Recover your strength and eat. We shall sail a few more days in Midgard, then enter Jotunheim."

Blake leaned back on the ship's railing, his hand on Alruna's hip.

"I feel the same way," she said into his ear. "I've been daydreaming of us too while rowing."

Blake turned.

"Once we set up our tent, I'll make sure to start enjoying your time," she said softly.

He turned toward her, their noses rubbing together, feeling her warmth. His body reacted.

"Can't wait."

Then, a voice interrupted them.

"Cowboy, did you bring my guitar?" asked Friedrich, suddenly sitting in front of them.

"Your guitar?" Alruna asked, raising an eyebrow. "You gave it to me, in case you don't remember."

"I mean, it used to be mine," Friedrich said with a shrug.

Blake looked at Alruna.

"It's not something to bring along," she said.

"Well, too bad," said Friedrich, taking the compass out of his pocket and staring at it. "Alright, cowboy. Got something to ask you."

He put the compass down.

"Tell me," Blake said.

"You're bonded to Brynhilde, aren't you?"

"Yeah, why?"

"Vidar wants to ensure that you know where she is. For when we're closer."

Blake took a deep breath and shut his eyes, searching for Brynhilde. Her emotions were there, lingering in the recesses of his mind, more distant than Eir and Alruna, who felt the closest and strongest. With a little effort, Blake could locate her. Whatever emotions she was experiencing, Blake could only describe it as numbness — a detachment from pain, a sense of resignation, yet tinged with underlying anger and sorrow. Now, the question remained: where was she? He had assumed he could find her, a skill that both Vidar and Odin had taken for granted. Apparently, they understood it better, although the geographical correlation between Asgard, Midgard, and Jotunheim was not straightforward.

But there was something, a tug, resonating more in his heart than in his mind. The deeper he breathed, releasing his thoughts, preconceptions, and everything except his own breath and essence, the stronger it became. It was like radiant threads connecting him to his women, constant lines of energy that defied description. Perhaps he could define it as affection, or maybe even love. Although those terms were easily misunderstood, no other word could capture its essence. One of those golden threads linked him directly to Brynhilde. Pointing, he extended his hand.

Then, opening his eyes, Blake found his hand still pointed a few degrees to the left of the drakkar's course.

"Very good, cowboy. You're mostly right. You're pointing south, while ve're sailing southwest to catch the vind."

"You didn't need to test that, did you?"

"Vell, Vidar knew you had the ability, but we weren't sure if you knew how to use it."

"I see," Blake responded. "Now, how do we access Jotunheim? You showed us the map and the desired trajectory. I assume there's a hidden entrance to the realm. Or are we going to walk in?"

"Oh, no, my love," Alruna said, stepping closer to them. "I wish it were that simple, but no. As far as the realm is concerned, we need to enter through the only gate available, which will be at sea. Isn't that right?" She glanced at Friedrich.

"Have you not been paying attention, cowboy? Daydreaming about your women instead of memorizing the plan?" Friedrich chided.

"I have a lot on my mind. And yes, primarily, my women."

"Well, take care of your women. Don't make them widows before their time. Pay attention, because we don't want them to see us. We'll reach the sea and then sail along the sides of the continet, where we found a blind spot which we will infiltrate."

"We all can take care of ourselves," Alruna remarked. "Blake is perfectly capable of protecting himself and us."

"Well, it was your decision, my dear," Friedrich said with a shrug.

"Yes, any objections, Fritz?" she replied, narrowing her eyes at him. It seemed she used that name to provoke him. "You're not exactly known for protecting others."

"I'm just saying," Friedrich shrugged. "You guys do what needs to be done. You're the one who brought it up."

"Really?" Alruna said, leaning closer. "You started talking about your guitar. Which you gave me. If you want it, keep it."

"I never said such a thing," said Friedrich. "It was my gift to you, though, I brought it from far away."

"Alright, this conversation is going nowhere," said Blake, raising his voice. "Friedrich, have you got anything else important to talk about? Maybe give more details about the plan?"

"Well, I can see where I am not wanted. I'll leave you two to sort it out."Blake leaned his head back. Honestly, he was curious to talk to Friedrich. He seemed like the most relatable of all, and yet, he seemingly hadn't gotten over Alruna. Well, Blake didn't need to befriend someone who had lusted after his wife and was treated by her as a pathetic loser. The Norse way of doing things could be a challenge to the death, but not precisely the best thing to do when both were needed. Friedrich retreated, stretched out a map, and started making notes.

Looking around, Bjorn had come to talk to Alruna and her entourage while they drank from their mead wineskins.

"So," Blake said.

"What's wrong?" she asked.

"Nothing's wrong. I... I just need to figure out what to do about him."

"Don't worry, Blake. Are you jealous?"

"Not at all, what would I be jealous of? I know you'd rather kiss a toad than him."

"You mean I'd rather throw myself off from the peaks of Nalfar than kiss anyone but my husband."

"Babe, you don't need to say things like that."

"I'll say what I feel like saying."

Blake shrugged. "I mean, I don't want him to bother you. But he's important to the mission."

"Always intently sincere," she said. "You know what I'd like? I want you to be happy."

"What about you, Alruna? What do you want?"

"First, I'd like to spend some time with my husband, and that's what I'm getting. I'd like it to involve making magic with our bodies. And then, why not? I'd love to have adventures together, to explore the nine realms. But we have our souls and our minds. Don't you think it's amazing that we're so close?"

"It is," Blake said.

"Let's make the most out of that!" she said. "Haven't you ever thought it'd be amazing to be closer to someone, even closer than physical contact? We have that, we have a bond that allows for much more. It lets us reassure each other."

Blake listened attentively while she reached her hand and she grabbed his.

"I've got so much inside me, so much love, so much more than my desire to enjoy every part of you and to be desired by you. I want you to feel at least a little bit of it and not ignore it."

"I... I know you're right, Alruna."

"And I know how you usually desire me, I love that, and I can't expect it to be there all the time. But now, I feel you're distracted."

"Alruna, you know I'm crazy for you. You know that full well. But, I've got a lot on my mind."

"So let go, we'll come for Brynhilde. We'll fight our way, kill our enemies, and protect each other. And now, we have the chance to sit back and talk, dream of what we'll do once we go to Midgard on our own."

"One second," Blake got to his feet. "I figure maybe we need a drink before we start rowing again."Bjorn was the one who passed them a wineskin, as he was currently lifting the boards. He offered it to Alruna first, who took a mouthful. Blake took a drink next, and right after pulling the wineskin away, she leaned in and kissed him on the mouth, softly but filled with passion. He felt the connection in their minds, her thirst for more. How could he deny it? It made him feel amazing. He grabbed her hips and pulled her even closer. He felt her hair against him, caressed her, and pulled a strand behind her ear.

"Hey," one of the Norsemen shouted. "Get yourself under a blanket or something."

Blake chuckled as Alruna's fingers ran through his hair.

"I am the one who's crazy for you," she said. "We'll make it, don't be nervous. It's not my first battle, and Eir told me a few interesting things about what she's seen."

"You won't tell me?"

"I don't want to spoil it for you. We'll both be surprised."

"I guess I'll take your word for it."


Chapter XXVII – The Land Beyond

Rowing for days was boring. He thought he’d gone insane, even as an Aesir, were it not for Alruna and the rest of the crew. When it came to Alruna, he sometimes wished their connection could go beyond sharing their emotions. It would be ideal if he could translate his inner monologue and even mental images to Alruna, when he wanted to do it voluntarily, at least. Sometimes he’d entertain a fantasy in his mind and wish to transfer it to her. She could tell he was getting aroused or that he missed her. There, at least, they could share some form of intimate thoughts.

There was much more that he wanted to know. He felt like he still didn’t know much about her past. She was definitely interested in Midgard, and the way people lived. Sometimes, she gave the impression that she wanted to go and turn into a normal Midgardian, in other words, a human from the real world. She kept asking about what people ate, how they lived, and seemed baffled at the description of skyscrapers, cars, and even apartment buildings. Regarding skyscrapers, she was sure that he was trying to make fun of her. Friedrich confirmed that they existed, although he hadn’t seen much of that in Europe. Cars were another insane idea. Planes, somehow, made more sense in her mind. She knew Midgard had very little access to magic, but flying cars made much more sense in her mind.

They shared a few kisses and continued their way across the night. For a part of their journey, they glimpsed modern day ships in the distance, and Helga ensured to use her magic to make the ship disappear before their eyes, or rather, be shielded in a bubble of mist.

During breaks, the group took turns to fish, sometimes diving into the sea. It wasn’t that abundant, but he got a tiny taste of Patagonian Sea Bass.

They passed through a couple of storms, averted by Helga’s magic. They ate their rations, and Thrud walked through the ship happily offering goat cheese from her farm. She was obsessed with it. She’d brought different varieties, and it’d be a full on cheese board, even served with grapes. Blake tried it again, trying to get used to it, but failed. The hard cheese wasn’t that bad, the soft one was too sour and goaty. He just couldn’t get past that gamey taste. It was alright for lamb and mutton, but he found it unpalatable in dairy products.

Friedrich was ecstatic with the cheese and asked for some good old-fashioned white wine. Nobody had it on deck. That guy had a typical European palate, and after a hundred years of Norse lifestyle, he hadn’t given it up.

Before returning to work, Friedrich briefly explained Vidar’s plan, and how they would enter Jotunheim. It seemed like they could exit from any realm by finding secret tension points, and using a spell to teleport. But as far as they knew, and for thousands of years, no one had found a way to enter different realms with the same method. They always had to enter through the main dimensional tension point. In this case, Jotunheim had an entrance, luckily, that was in the middle of the sea and not thoroughly guarded like Asgard’s. That gave them the freedom to maneuver the ship and land on Vidar’s select point in the continent.

"So, lad," Bjorn said, sitting beside Blake. He had been wearing an iron armband right around his left shoulder. Blake had seen them in some carvings from the Viking Age. They were sometimes known as [Oath rings]. Bjorn removed it with his right hand and held it up horizontally, like a half moon. Both ends of the ring ended up in the head of a snake, and there was a two inch space in between them, allowing the ring to expand and to be placed around the wearer’s arm.

Bjorn leaned in, a solemn look in his eye: "Do you remember my words on the day Ulf died?"

Blake blinked in surprise, caught off guard by Bjorn bringing up that topic at that moment.

"I have but one duty in this world," Bjorn continued, eyes downcast and with a solemn voice. "One quest."

"You promised to kill a thousand Jotun," Blake recalled.

"Two thousand," Bjorn said, holding the ring tight in his hand. Now, his voice was deeply passionate. "And every last one of them will hear Ulf’s name."

Blake nodded, gripping the oath ring tight. This was serious business for a Norseman, especially when swearing on an oath ring.

"I spoke the words, that your brother will kill two thousand, and that every one of them. Now, as Ulf’s brother, I want you to help me fulfill the end of that oath. And I shall not die, and I shall not even get out of Jotunheim before fulfilling it. Understand?"

Blake leaned his head back. This was very important to Bjorn. Essential, not only in his culture, but to the memory of his brother.

And Bjorn had done so much for him, he had treated Blake as a brother, not only in custom, during his weddings and other rituals, but he had genuinely cared for him, even joining him on that mission.

But then again, was it even feasible? Ethical? He was talking about killing. It was a war; grandpa Robert had fought in a war, so had Dad, and Blake knew well that neither of them were evil people. The Jotnar, however, had taken Brynhilde and tortured her. He had killed some to defend. But swearing to kill thousands... Where would that lead him?

"We are brothers now, Blake. Ulf is your blood brother too. It’s for his memory."

He knew it was not technically wrong, as long as he was true to his principles and basic morality, as long as he did it in defense, not killing Jotun children, or unarmed ones. He couldn’t just get into the mindset of making revenge his top priority. That felt wrong.

"By Odin’s spear," Blake said, reaching and grabbing the other end of the ring. "And by this ring, may it be so. That all the Jotun I kill in this war will hear your brother’s name."

Bjorn nodded, a tight, vengeful grin on his lips.

"Ulf, your death will not be in vain," Bjorn stated, looking beyond Blake. "We shall kill two thousand, and many more. Your name will live through the Twilight of the Gods. It will live on."

The day was fast approaching, the temperature growing colder as they drew closer, on the night of the fifth day, they were to enter Jotunheim. Vidar called for everyone to get their weapons and provisions ready, keeping them close to and tying themselves to their places on the ship. The Antarctic sun emerged again for about one hour, close to mid day. Now, they were ready to ride again. Glaciers started to roam in the sea around them, becoming more numerous by the hour. Everybody wore a fur cloak now, and despite their superhuman power and cold resistance, Blake felt cold.

After a few more hours, Friedrich was the first to shout, his hand pointed at the great beyond. There it was, with Venus, the evening star lightning a purple sky, and a white dome of rock rising in the distance. To Blake, that was simply Antarctica, the last place in the world he thought he’d ever visit. And according to what he’d heard, this particular spot, that mound, was the entrance to the cursed land of the Frost Giants.

"Ready, my treasure?" Alruna said, stringing her bow.

"Alright, wolves of the Allfather," Vidar said, standing on the edge of the drakkar, sliding a rope around his hips and trying it tightly. "We’re about to step into their realm. Helga will place a mist upon us, protecting us from view. The first miles are covered by water, but it is said that unknown demons inhabit those waters. Whatever jumps at you, remember your training, stand together from this very moment on."

Helga raised both arms, her body tied to the mast, while the wind blew wildly around her, making her robes flutter. As she raised her arms, the wind’s howl intensified, as if answering her call. The once calm sea began to churn and froth, dark waves rising lie angered serpents. In the growing tumult, the crew braced themselves. A blue light gleamed above them, as the ship started to levitate, slowly rising above the waters. Blake gasped, looking down, as the circle in front of the ship started to whirl. The ship, now floating mid-air, started to turn as well, circling and approaching the hole. The sorceress kept raising her voice, chanting in falsetto, as a mist started covering the air around them. The ship touched the blue light, and once again, Blake felt as if his body and mind were being pulled and stretched, his consciousness changing, his sense of time dissolving and stretching into a long night that threatened to have no end. Blake braced himself. It was better this time, knowing what to expect, but it was by no means pleasant.

After an eternity of blinding blue light, Blake felt icy wind brushing his skin again, his body took shape again instead of expanding like a noodle, his mind returned to normalcy, and the ship drifted in between a blurry mist. Blake opened his eyes, staring at a vast sea that ended on a similar island, despite that, he saw snow capped mountains, or probably pyramids because of their regular shape, vast sea of white, forests with unusual trees and a fortress of black stone covered in thick snow. Despite that, there was a blue glow to everything. Just like Asgard was golden, with a golden sun that gave everything a warm light, here, everything was an unpleasant blue, as if the atmosphere itself glowed with it. They drifted downward, the ship making contact with the water, generating a massive splash.

As the ship gained momentum and the mist spread around them, Blake noticed in his immediate surroundings how his comrades started to untie their ropes.

Suddenly, something rocked the boat from beneath. A wave rippled, bumping the ship.

"Almighty Odin!" shouted Jarl Haakon, sliding his ax out from his girdle.

"What was that?" asked Blake, raising his voice and holding on to the edge of the ship.

Vidar was grinding his teeth, sharp eyes scanning the sea around him.

The ship rose violently, rocking to the side, a noise echoed across as he and the others held tight. What was that thing? Then it happened again, this time, the boat rocked far to the left, water splashing in. Wood crackled underneath them.

What in the world was that thing? That was no wave.

The third bump broke the ship in two, Blake gasped, reaching and wrapping his arms around the railing as the planks beneath him gave way.

"Shit," Blake mumbled, as the entire ship crumbled under his legs, wood exploded to the side and he was plunged into ice cold water. He gasped as a shock crossed through his entire body, stretching his arms as the water engulfed him in, pouring into his nostrils and mouth. He shook his arms, opening his eyes in the water, immediately reacting and forcing himself to swim to the surface.

His head emerged, letting out a loud cough and spitting water, opening his eyes wide. All of the crew had fallen into the water, the ship had exploded in dozens of pieces, all their provisions and the bottles floated around, including Alruna’s quiver, arrows floating and being carried away by the waves.

And then, something raised above the water, like a massive arm reaching through the sea, with enormous red eyes, a dozen horns, and fangs like sharp swords.


Chapter XXVIII – Secret Weapons

Two Jotnar guards with long crude spears bowed their heads and made way. Loki stepped forward undeterred, Sigyn leaning her head on his shoulder, her arm coiled around his. They made their way down a stone staircase, while hundreds of glances from the Jotun hordes turned toward him. The arena was full, an amphitheater of stone where a thousand giants observed their champions. Down below, in a pit covered in snow and ice, two tall Jotun with rippling muscles swung maces at each other, grunting, raising their weapons with the strength of ten mortals, and ramming them at each other. The receiver of that particular blow slipped, swinging widely and striking his opponent in the head, rattling his skull, sending teeth flying, and causing a splash of blue blood.

But the spectacle was no longer capturing attention. Something else drew the attention of the Jotnar. Loki glanced at that warlike race; those giants with exaggeratedly defined muscles, long gray manes, and the women with gleaming eyes and capes around their shoulders, wearing white and black dresses. Even the fighters glanced at the newcomer.

"Please continue," Loki said, lifting his left hand. From across the field, on the stairs of the arena, Hrymr looked at him, brow furrowed. The generals who were sitting next to him stood up, offering their seats to Loki and his wife. The two gladiators beneath continued their deadly game, but were clearly disturbed by the visit.

Loki walked all the way to the other side, Jotun making way and bowing in submission. He reached Hrymr and sat by his side.

"Why the long face?" Loki asked, leaning on Hrymr's armrest.

"I saw what you made the guardians of the Fountain of Power. You walked in and started giving orders. You changed my entire management plan."

Loki sighed. "Well, Hrymr, you asked me to organize your troops, and that's what I'm doing."

"Bottling the Mead of Power? What do you even plan to do with it? I know that you see us only as chess pieces in your scheme. But I told you to organize my army, not take over my realm and its resources on a whim."

And of course, Hrymr didn't say it, but Loki knew. What bothered Hrymr was how his soldiers always heeded Loki's command. Not even he had gotten a hold of them like Loki had. Now, they were his and willing to do as he pleased.

"I am thinking," Hrymr said through his teeth. "Maybe the Aesir were right. Despite all the hate that we feel, despite our wish to avenge and reclaim what was taken from us, they did what they had to when they condemned you. When someone offers you a hand, Loki, you take their whole arm."

"Hrymr, look at all I've done for you," Loki said with a shrug. "First," he raised his index finger. "A victory over the Aesir and the Vanir, over Asgard. An invasion that worked. I'm sure Odin sent his best warriors to us, and they will fail. The Norns have predicted that. They will not take over our land, and we will have a perfect excuse to kill a few of them."

"You lure them into our..."

"Into a trap, my friend. Something that will cost them dearly. How many times have I failed you?"

"I've been warned not to trust you. My soldiers drool at your feet, but my advisors are wise. Even I can see that you can't be trusted. All your gifts, your slaves, your compliments, and your fireworks can't reassure me. We're Jotun, we know when someone is tricking us."

"And then what do you want to do? Storm Asgard again with all of Jotunheim? They'll kill millions of us. They have a few overpowered heroes that can kill a thousand of your men. We have to take them down bit by bit. It's a long-term war. Lure a few into your lair and surprise them."

"You keep bragging and selling it as a victory, but your attack failed," said Hrymr. "You didn't get the Valkyrie you wanted. This slave you're preparing for me is not the one you wanted to catch. She's powerful, yes, but too powerful for her own good."

"Hrymr, my friend. I'm always two steps ahead."

"I... don't trust that little bitch. If I own her, I'd say I rather kill her. Her power level is too high, and your plan to decrease it is going too slow."

"That's why I'm handing you the collar."

"Even with that, it's hard to control her."

Loki pressed his lips. "If you kill her, you'll be making a grave mistake, with terrible consequences. Don't even think of messing up my plan."

"Well, you offered her to me. I... I dare not touch her yet. Her power level is still too high, and I'm sure the little bitch has a trick up her sleeve. I'd honestly rather just slice her head off and be done with it."

Loki gritted his teeth. "Well, you can't kill her just yet. If you kill her, they won't come into our trap. She's bonded with a young Einherjar so they can feel if she's alive. Just you wait. Once we're sure that they're here, they'll meet their end."

Loki played with the locks of his own black hair.

"Well, she's had a lot of progress," Loki said. "Her life force is decreasing a great deal with only a few weeks of hunger and deprivation. I might come up with a way to weaken her faster. I'm the master of potions. I can look into it. It's entertaining. Just imagine Odin seeing his beloved daughter reduced to that status, her strength gone, her pride gone."

"Enough of that," Hrymr grunted. "I will be watching you, so-called Lord of Chaos."

"You're too concerned about me. I'll be gone after I'm done with my part of the deal. In fact, I plan to leave very soon. I might leave my wife to help you. She's part of the plan.""What's your plan then?" Hrymr said through his teeth. "You offered magical weapons beyond my wildest dreams. And what have you brought? Nothing but the same old stick you call a weapon and your party tricks."

Loki chuckled, looking to the side, facing Sigyn, who grinned in return. Loki looked at Hrymr again.

"Why do you think I've come here, my friend? I've got an entirely new set of toys."

Hrymr narrowed his eyes.

"Believe me, friend, you'll have a lot of fun." Loki reached for his robes and extracted a ring. "I've put your dwarves in the mountains to work on my new ideas, and I've got a few to put to the test today."

"Alright," Hrymr leaned back.

Loki focused his attention on the field. Blue blood splashed the ground, while another group of Jotun carried the remains of the loser. The crowd was cheering for the victor, a stout Jotun with a long mustache and no beard.

"Is he one of the favorites?" Loki asked, pointing at the surviving warrior and holding the ring in his other hand. Its three jewels gleamed with a mauve light, a Gebo (𐌗) rune was etched in the middle.

"His name is Ormodr," Hrymr grunted. "He's a veteran, of noble blood. One of the Elder Ones who were here before we lost the Essence."

"So he's valuable. How is his dominion of [Galdr]?"

"Transformations are not allowed in the arena. You know that."

"Is that all [Galdr] is there for?"

Hrymr's eyes were fixed on him.

"What's this new... toy of yours? What does it do?"

"You'll see." Loki raised to his feet. "I've got a whole set of them. I'm mass-producing them, enchanting each one of them and forging them in Mead of Power. But this tiny ring will be the first to give you a glimpse."

He walked down toward the balcony and stretched his hands forward. The crowd went silent, and the lone warrior stood in the arena, panting, eyes drifting toward Loki.

"Brave warrior, you are lucky today," Loki said, raising his voice. "You have earned a boon from your Lord."

The Jotun quietly bowed his head, his face still defiant.

"I have heard that you're worthy," Loki said. "And I shall give you a new magical device. A wonder of magic and wisdom that will make the Aesir tremble in fear!"

The warrior looked up, just as Loki ascended into the air, as if aided by invisible forces, then descended gracefully and landed in front of the warrior. The Jotun was almost as tall as Loki, his eyes narrowed and showing little trust.

"Please," Loki presented the ring to him. The man looked hesitant.

Loki read his power level. His [Odr] was quite high, around [220/220]. He would be able to use the ring and harness its power, and he was currently replenished.

"This shall grant you powers never before seen," Loki said with a genuine smile.

"I shall... try it, my lord," grunted the Jotun, extending his hand. Loki placed the ring gently on his palm, and the man put it on: "Let your magic flow," Loki said, turning toward the gate and clapping. He had brought a special guest to the arena. The door opened, and four Jotun stepped into the snowy arena, pulling at a set of chains of astral metal. After the end of the chains, there came a woman with long red hair, her wrists and ankles bound with said chains, with a black collar around her neck, bruises across her face and body, and a noticeable red branding mark under her clavicle. Instead of armor, she wore a mockery of one, with plates that barely covered her nipples, arm rings that imitated plate armor, and a single crotch piece.

She seemed dazed, but her eyes fixed on Loki the moment she saw him.

"Behold, the woman, once Brynhilde the mightiest of Valkyries! The pride of all Asgard. Now, her name is Kisa, a kitty, a pet in our land, a slave in the household of Hrymr. This is the end of the Aesir, all yoked and chained to you, my friends, the ones who deserve to rule the Nine Worlds. You, the Elder Race, from whence the Aesir came. And to demonstrate how our rule shall be supreme, I shall release this powerful demon in this arena.

Ormodr seemed wary. Even he was fearful of the Valkyrie.

The guards who held the chains hesitated.

"Do it," Loki said. "Release the shackles on her arms and legs."

It would be a show to behold. The Jotun around the arena had reason to fear. This very woman had been said to kill dozens with one swing of her hammer, the same hammer that had now been locked up in the vaults of Jotunheim. The light in her eyes said murder. They didn't know, however, that the mere intention of attacking the others would trigger a response in her collar, shocking her with pain and neutralizing her movement.

The hesitant soldiers unshackled her, but her eyes were still coldly focused on Loki.

"Give her a weapon," Loki shouted, raising both arms and looking at the crowd.

"My lord," said the Jotun warrior. "I am not..."

"Trust in the Lord of Chaos," Loki said with confidence, lowering his voice and facing the warrior. "And don't make a mockery of yourself, be brave!"

Ormodr gritted his teeth and nodded.

Brynhilde moved her hands slowly, receiving a crude spear.

"Alright, woman," Loki said. "You are allowed to fight him, understood?"

Loki could feel the magical tension in the collar, her limbs struggling to reach out and attack all others. Her [Odr] had been drained completely, and they didn't have to worry about any of her gifts, not that it did anything under the collar.

She lifted the spear slowly, clumsily, and gritted her teeth.

Ormodr got ready, preparing his mace, while Loki approached him and whispered into his ear. "Let her strike you."

"But my lord..."

"She's been weakened, trust me, it's only a show, to prove a point to my men."

The Jotun narrowed his eyes and lowered his mace. The tension in the woman's arms and the way her eyelids twitched proved to Loki that she was still attempting to hurt him or other Jotun.

"Alright, girl, I dare you to kill him," he declared, addressing her.

She gritted her teeth, her eyes denoting resignation and unbridled anger. She grasped the spear in both hands, her movements fluid at last, a sign that she was determined to carry on her task.

Ormodr grunted, preparing his mace.

She lunged forward, fast as lightning. Ormodr wouldn't have been able to dodge even if he wanted to. The spear struck Ormodr right through the chest...

A blaze of light erupted in the arena, and the woman Brynhilde's voice echoed with a shrill scream. She was thrown backward, landing feet away, back crashing against the ground and then bouncing mid-air.

The crowd reacted with gasps.

Loki could read her power level, her [HP] reduced from [490/818] to [250/818]. If she tried it again, she'd kill herself. Ormodr stepped forward, confidently, raising his mace and getting ready to strike. Loki raised his arm, stopping Ormodr from performing the blow.

"Stop at once!" Loki said, turning toward her. "You'll kill her, and it's not her time. She's Hrymr's anyway."

Loki looked around; the crowd was now silent.

"I shall grant this ring to Ormodr, our champion." Loki grasped the Jotun's hand, lifted it, and the jeweled ring gleamed as if in response. "For the defense of our city! Use it wisely, and with it, you can kill the gods."

The crowd erupted in cheers.

"Take her away," Loki ordered, while the other Jotnar reached for the woman. She grunted, trying to get to her feet, the collar provoking pain in her body and soul. Soon, she was escorted out of the arena, hand pressed against her bare stomach, trying to stop her golden blood from pouring out.

Loki returned to his seat, while Ormodr issued challenges to other warriors among his kin. Loki sat next to Hrymr once again.

"Didn't you say she was mine?" Hrymr grunted.

"Meh, I borrowed her for the show. She's going back to your cave, then you can use her however you like."

Hrymr grunted.

"No thanks. I'll just wait for your signal, and I'll kill her myself."

Loki narrowed his eyes, locking eyes with the Jotun. "Now, you must tell me: How do you like your new toy?"

Hrymr pressed his teeth. "To be honest, you have my attention. I assume you have more inventions, more...toys that have never been seen before."

"Oh, you can't even imagine all that I've been preparing for this war."

Loki leaned in and kissed Sigyn on the forehead. She smiled and rested her head against his chest.

"Why do you think I've been so demanding, friend?" Loki continued. "I've been busy. You'll thank me, you'll see."


Chapter XXIX – Children of the Serpent

The creature rose above the waters, while the crew of Asgardians rushed to their weapons. A quick glance around him made Blake shiver. There were not one gigantic snake, but three, all three of them with enough mouth to fit five men, razor-sharp fangs and eyes like the devil. Silver scales covered their bodies, all with a pale metallic color And then, the massive snake started diving down, like missiles being launched. Jarl Haakon happened to be right in front of the snake, its target. The serpent pounced down like an arrow. Haakon turned rapidly, trying to swim to the other side and barely managed to dodge. The snake bit the air and sunk again into the water.

Blake rushed to read the creature’s power level. The runes displayed in front of him. An [HP of 1003] made him gasp. Not even the gods had such an inflated life-force.

"Stay together!" shouted Vidar, swimming backward and holding his magic sword. He floated back to the surface, rising up and standing on the water. Blake then noticed his boots. There was something strange about them. They were covered in felt and a layer of leather, replete with runic engravings.

As the crew tried to swim toward one group, the serpents started coming reaching for them, diving down at high speed, opening their monstrous mouths and trying to swallow them whole. The warriors moved swiftly, using the power of their arms and legs and leaning away, barely dodging the powerful fangs that tried to catch them.

That strategy wasn’t working. Bjorn was an excellent swimmer, advancing rapidly with a fluid version of breaststroke, ax hanging from his holster, reaching the body of the snake. He drew his ax and struck with all his strength against the neck of the beast. The blade clanked against the serpent’s scales. There was no damage.

Bjorn tried again, holding his ax with two hands and swinging downward. Blake focused on the serpent’s [HP] but it didn’t make a dent.

Alruna raised her bow, swimming backward to grab a handful of her arrows, holding the rest in between her teeth, then prepared. She loosed an arrow, aiming directly at the serpent’s eyes.

And it struck, but the arrow bounced right back into the water.

Vidar was the only one on his feet. He grunted, stepping on the water like Jesus, waves rippling under his foot. He leapt like a frog, his sword gleaming gold and his wet blue cape dripping as he rose. He drew closer, just as the serpent went for his head. He prepared and swung the sword, expertly aiming at the inside of the serpent’s mouth.

[Sea Serpent has been hit: HP -20]

The serpent’s stats descended to [983/1003]. A mere [20 HP] points, from the swing of a god of Asgard.

Vidar grunted in anger, holding on to one of the dragon’s fangs and jumping over its head. The beast writhed and turned, and Vidar reached down to grab the horns on the back of its head. It moved wildly, Vidar holding on for dear life, reaching for his sword, lifting it up and thrusting it into the serpent’s head.

Nothing happened. To Blake, from below, it looked like he was trying to hit a wall with a knife.

However, the serpent didn’t like it, and dived downwards, swinging again and sinking its head into the water.

To the side, Thrud floated through her gift of levitation, dodging in the air and swinging her ax at the serpent. She used other powerful gifts Blake had never seen, even managing to summon lightning from the sky. That power didn’t rely on [Odr], but was its own gift, and it decreased slowly. And even with her awesome strength, she couldn’t hurt the

Blake realized that he was paralyzed with fear, floating like a log but doing nothing productive. He quickly selected [Helm of Awe], [Vali’s Leap] and his new gift, [Egil’s Accuracy].

Then, he heard a scream, turning around, he saw how one of the serpents reached out and wrapped Jarl and another of his Einherjar friends under its fangs. The serpent then sunk its head into the water, followed by the rest of his body.

Alruna was desperately aiming for the inside of the serpent’s mouth, when it reached down, trying to swallow her alive.

"No!" Blake shouted, swimming with all his might. He tried to use [Vali’s Leap], but he couldn’t just walk on water like Vidar had done.

Alruna didn’t seem scared. In fact, she didn’t try to dodge, just remained still. Blake rushed with all his strength, using his arms and legs to propel him forward. His [Helm of Awe] gave him an extra push, and he landed right behind her, just as the serpent’s massive snout closed in on them. Blake reached for her dress, pulling her backward. In that moment, she turned around, grabbed his hand and winked.

Darkness encroached on them, Blake instinctively leaned forward and wrapped his arms around Alruna. The mouth closed, water drifting from under them, and a foul odor, like a dog’s breath mixed with sulfur enveloped them.

Blake glanced around, feeling his mouth become slippery. A glance around, in the dim darkness, revealed jagged teeth, each the size of a man’s arm, surrounding him. He felt himself slip downward, placing his hand down to reach, feeling a slippery substance.

"Alruna!" he shouted in despair, looking down and noticing the serpent's uvula and a hole that surely led to the creature's esophagus. She reached her hand, but even she was slipping downward. The serpent opened its mouth, facing the eternal darkness and a bright moon above them. It made it all the more frustrating, for they both kept sinking lower and lower.

Gravity pulled them both downward, toward the uvula. The serpent's slippery tongue made it worse. And the smell... the smell made Blake gag.

"What's going on?" Blake asked.

"He's trying to eat us, what do you think?" Alruna's hand slid towards her own hip, releasing her sword and sinking it deep into the creature's palate.

[Sea Serpent has been hit: HP -34]

[HP: 969/1003]

That confirmed that it was another serpent, not the one Vidar had struck. Still, it had been less than effective. They'd need on average 30 hits to kill it, all from inside, and it was getting difficult.

"Hold on!" Alruna shouted, holding onto the sword. Blue blood had started pouring, staining Alruna's face and mixing with the slippery saliva below. She held on, one hand reaching out and holding Blake's.

Blake thought fast, holding onto Alruna with one hand, extracting his ax with the other, and swinging with all his strength at the monster's palate. But gravity was pulling them down, and the monster's neck was constricting them. Blake felt something pull at his arm and drag him downward.

"Oh, crap," Blake said, as more saliva started pouring from the cavernous sides around him, dripping into his clothes and his face. He turned, feeling a strong desire to gag. It kept pouring, reaching all of his body, even his hands. He feared letting go of Alruna's hand, but it seemed like she was struggling more, for she was the first one to drop, and both were sent rolling deep into the monster's esophagus.

As soon as they reached the bottom, he found that something was wrong with the air. Even breathing hurt. Instead of the serpent's breath, it felt like a strong mixture of cleaning products. He started to cough uncontrollably. Each breath was like pressing sandpaper against his sinuses.

In that moment, Blake felt a jolt of fear through the bond, and his own mind made him realize what was happening.

"Oh, shit, shit, shit!" Blake shouted, trying to sink his ax into its esophagus. "This monster has acid reflux."

The ax-blade cut easily into the monster's flesh.

[Sea Serpent has been hit: HP -18]

[HP: 951/1003]

"Blake, we need your sword!" she said, falling inches below him, before stretching her legs and pressing each foot to the sides of the monster's esophagus.

"Auch," she said, staring at her gloves. The acid had corroded the gloves. She stared at her own boots, which kept her in.

"My sword?" Blake asked, his ax stuck in the membrane, panting, panic overcoming him. "Alruna, I'm sorry, I think we're gonna die! We're gonna die!"

His [Helm of Awe] was decreasing.

His lungs were in pain. He noticed his own HP had considerably decreased.

[You have internal damage: HP -9]

[HP: 100/167]

"Don't fret, love," she said, staring at her boots, noticing how the leather gave way and melted each second it remained in contact with the serpent's esophagus.

[You have internal damage: HP -25]

[HP: 75/167]

"It's getting worse!" Blake said, feeling it had become hard to talk and his mind was becoming blurry.

"Ah," he said, feeling a sudden urge to cough, while held onto the ax, and the snake moved God knows in which direction.

He coughed again, noticing golden blood sprinkling across his skin.

But he had to continue. He unsheathed his sword and stabbed it, remembering how he’d used its magic during the Warrior’s Dream. He thrust it and swung, trying not to succumb to fear, and to hold on at least to a shred of hope.

[You have internal damage: HP-35]

[HP: 40/167]

"Argh" he grunted in pain, fear pulsating through him. Fear of not reaching Brynhilde in time. He felt her pain. She was so close, he could feel it. Fear of leaving Alruna rot in a serpent's digestive cavity.

He struggled to place his boots on the serpent's esophagus, trying to breathe as little as possible.

Blake stabbed again, but it was becoming increasingly difficult to move. They had to kill that thing. He couldn't give up now. Gritting his teeth, he raised his weapon and stabbed, cut and thrust and tried to hurt it as much as he could. It wasn’t yet lightning up, and his arms felt a thousand pounds heavier than before.

He caught movement beneath him. Alruna was struggling, but she had her bow slung across her shoulder. She took it out and extracted an arrow from her boot.

"We have to get out of here now!" she said.

"But how can we...?"

She aimed right for the serpent's uvula and shot her arrow.

[Sea Serpent has been hit: HP – 45]

[HP: 906/1003]

What came next was like a hurricane. The serpent's lower esophagus contracted, and a powerful burst of air pushed from beneath them, propelling them up toward its uvula in a frenzy of viscous saliva and acids. Blake rolled, shutting his eyes and mouth. It was over in a minute, as the serpent spat them to the surface.


Chapter XXX – Reckless

Blake and Alruna emerged onto the surface with a splash, gasping for air. His lungs and nasal cavity still ached with burning pain, but he was alive. As he looked around, he saw that one of the serpents had been killed and its body floated nearby. Thrud, with her red hair in disarray, swam away from it. Her [HP] was in the hundreds and Blake could see second-degree burns along her arms and shoulders. Svafa and Helga approached her and helped her swim away, while she gritted her teeth and groaned in pain.

"Aha!" Vidar's voice echoed from behind. He was floating mid-air, his cape dripping, arms crossed, and eyes fixed on Blake and Alruna. "Very nice, you two young lovers were wasting time while we were fighting."

Suddenly, the serpent that had swallowed Blake and Alruna arose behind Vidar, opening its massive jaws and attacked him. He skillfully avoided it while unsheathing his sword, searching for an opening to thrust his blade into its mouth.

"We were trying to help!" Blake said.

"Too slow. Thrud killed one from inside," Vidar said, turning sharply towards Thrud and the two women assisting her. "Svafa! Dive into the water immediately and find a box of [Mead of Renewal]. Find it at once!"

"Yes, Vidar," the dark-haired Valkyrie said, turning around and plunging headfirst into the water. Vidar then focused his attention on Blake.

"He's dying!" Alruna exclaimed. "He needs the Mead too!"

"We need you to start being useful!" Vidar shouted. "Cub, your sword. I need it."

"My sword?" Blake asked, just as the other serpent turned to face him, getting ready to plunge at him. Blake swam away, holding his ax.

"You idiot!" Vidar shouted. "You've got a magic sword. It can cut through any substance, even astral metal. If you use it right, you can pierce through the serpent's scales."

"I’ve tried, but I can't make it work!" Blake said, sliding his ax back into his girdle and unsheathing [Gramr]. It had a very faint glow, barely visible even in the night. He had used its power, but only after swinging it against an animate object more than a dozen times. He couldn't just use its explosive powers at will.

Another group of warriors, including Bjorn, was riding the other serpent, clinging to its horns and scales, and trying to harm it with their weapons.

"Because you're being an idiot!" Vidar shouted at Bake. "You've got to use your [Odr]! And if it's depleted, be a good boy and give the sword to me! Come on, we don't have all day! Thrud almost died inside that beast's belly."

Blake had no access to [Odr], aside from the few points he had gained from swinging the sword. He understood clearly how to obtain more; it was through the beverage that Helga drank from time to time. However, as far as he knew, Vidar had only brought a small amount.

Vidar's [Odr] was overwhelming. The old god was right.

Blake made a choice, gripping his sword tightly.

Vidar closed in on him, soaring above the water.

"Catch!" Blake shouted, getting the sword ready, just as one of the sea monsters jumped at him. He drew the sword back and threw it with all his might, using Alruna's gift for extra precision. Vidar reached for it, floating downward and stretching his hand to catch it.

And then, as the sword flew a few spans from his hands, one of the serpents dived down, its powerful head catching the sword in its mouth before falling back into the ocean.

The creature wasn't stupid at all.

Vidar stopped mid-air, hand still stretched, with furious eyes fixed on Blake.

Thoughts raced through Blake’s mind. He’d just made the stupidest move in his life. That weapon was not only Odin’s gift to him, but its powers were possibly the key to their victory.

He couldn’t let it be digested by a sea serpent. Besides, now he knew how to kill it. He gritted his teeth and took a deep breath, swimming toward the serpent’s tail as it plunged its head into the water. Blake held on to the creature’s tail.

"Blake!" He heard Alruna's scream as his body was dragged into the water. He breathed in right before he was forced inside, and held his breath.

He opened his eyes, his body already accustomed to the freezing water, pressing his body against the hard scales as the serpent swam as quick as a motorboat.

Blake knew he could die soon, and the sword was his only chance to survive. He could not afford to be overwhelmed by fear again. He rode the snake through the ship's debris, and once he had a secure hold of the serpent's tail, he used his arms and legs to climb closer to its head and mouth. But the serpent twisted like a wild horse, turning from side to side and almost throwing him away. Its tail rose over the water, and Blake managed to catch his breath before sinking again into the depths of the sea.

The serpent seemed to turn away, then back toward where the fight was taking place. Blake noticed debris floating around him, and in one second, he saw something that made him want to let go: a wooden crate was floating aimlessly in the sea, containing the [Mead of Renewal]. He let go and twisted, swimming breaststroke with all his might to reach the crate. He opened it. The flasks were still inside and intact.

He thought about whether he should use one or more. He just took one and drank a mouthful. He immediately felt his power restore.

[You drank from the Mead of Renewal: +40 HP]

[81/167]

It still wasn't enough. In that moment, through the noise of splashing water, the serpent rose again; monstrous, hungry yellow eyes fixing on him. Was the next part of the mission going to become even more dangerous, and would he have to save the Mead?

He had one thing on his mind: recover the sword and use it. He grabbed another bottle, uncapped it, and drank it in one gulp, just as the serpent fixed on him, opening its mouth and aiming toward him.

[You drank from the Mead of Renewal: +40 HP]

[122/167]

Blake grabbed his ax, checking if his [Helm of Awe] had been restored. It had been increased to [22/100]. He had a tiny buffer to use. The monster was coming down, he shut his eyes, taking a deep breath. Alruna's worried screams echoed behind him, along with those of Bjorn.

Blake used the last bit of his [Helm of Awe] to dodge the serpent's fangs as he was swallowed by it. Darkness overwhelmed his vision, the fetid smell pushed through his nostrils again, as the burning pain overwhelmed him.

Perhaps he’d been stupid, but this was perhaps the only way to save Brynhilde, perhaps even without him.

He lifted his ax and with a grunt, sunk it into the serpent's tongue, then again and again.

[Sea Serpent has been hit: HP – 12]

[HP: 894/1003]

12 points? That was pathetic. The serpent writhed, sending him to the side of its open mouth, near the gigantic fangs that could surely tear into his armor and through his bones.

Blake fought to get back, but the serpent's tongue moved toward him, ensuring to push him toward the fangs that were now closing on him. Blake twisted rapidly, raising his ax and sinking it in between the monster's gums. Blue blood started pouring as the serpent pushed his legs with its tongue. Hanging from the ax, Blake lifted both legs and pressed them against the serpent's palate. Its tongue pressed against his body, slimy and fetid, pushing him further toward the razor-shaped teeth.

He had to do something quickly.

He shut his eyes, thinking of Alruna's new gift.

The monster's fangs closed in on her, he tried to move away, but now, the serpent had raised its head and Blake was once again falling toward its throat. But this time, he had a plan. He had to do it just once. He was pushed backwards and swallowed, just as he stretched his ax-wielding hand and attempted to swing at the serpent's uvula.

Shit, I missed.

Despair started pushing through his mind as he was swallowed once again, into the serpent's esophagus. Those burning fumes started scratching at his nostrils again. All that was left of his [Helm of Awe] was gone. The fear of near-death enveloped him again. He clenched his teeth and prayed in his mind, to Odin, to whatever god was out there. Maybe he was going to die that day, in that moment, and he couldn't allow himself to die as a coward. He'd try one last thing. Feeling the support of his lovers, the care, the worry, he prepared his ax.

He activated [Egil's Accuracy]. Suddenly, his focus became sharper than ever, every moment seemed to grow slower, and each of his movements was calculated with mechanical precision. He looked toward his target, flexed his legs, pulled the ax out of the serpent's palate, and jumped away, twisting and throwing the flying ax directly at the serpent's uvula. Blake watched his ax whirl in the contained space of its esophagus, then sink itself into the serpent's flesh.

It provoked a reaction, just as it had before. The serpent's entire body contracted, drawing in air and shooting Blake back toward its esophagus, then violently pushing outward. Blake could only hope his plan worked. He had been acting rashly, relying solely on instinct, and now he was again being thrown out of the serpent's mouth.

This time, he reached out and tried, as much as he could, to hold on for dear life, sinking his boots in, acids searing through his gloves, causing a burn on his fingertips. Pain surged through him.

[You have been hit: -15 HP]

Debris and fetid acids emerged from the serpent's insides. Blake tightly shut his eyes and clung on, managing to avoid being thrown out. The surge of acids seared into his flesh.

His face burned as if standing way too close to a furnace, his nostrils, his lungs, everything did, but amid the debris, he saw an object being shot upward from the serpent's stomach.

It was [Gramr]. He caught it. The serpent's internal movements ceased, and he tried to climb again. The ax was gone.

He hefted [Gramr], with pain radiating through his toes. They burned as if he were touching a hot iron. He screamed and raised his sword, thrusting it deep into the serpent's.

[Sea Serpent has been hit: -25 HP]

Better than before, but at that rate, he wouldn't kill it. He swung his weapon, this time his feet, now bare, feeling the burning surface of the serpent's esophagus.

It couldn't all be in vain.

[Sea Serpent has been hit: -31 HP]

And the other runic message appeared once again.

[You have internal damage – 24]

[HP 93/167]

It was worse than before. And he kept continued to descend; the serpent was actually digesting him. He gasped for air, feeling pain, and the creature’s esophagus was tightening. Could he attack the uvula again? He couldn’t afford to lose [Gramr].

Blake swung his sword again, faint blue light emerging and shining through it.

[Sea Serpent has been hit: -18 HP]

At that rate, he was going to lose. He felt Alruna's worry nearby, but yet so far. It was more despair than worry. But Blake kept swinging.

[You have internal damage: -33]

[HP 60/167]

Blake could no longer breathe. The mere attempt to do so caused him excruciating pain. Moreover, he felt like drowning. He twisted and gasped desperately, struggling for air, and his [HP] dwindled faster than ever.

A strange buzzing began ringing in his mind.

He was going to die in agony, unable to breathe. He knew his death was coming. It was real death, with no possibility of respawning. But if he died, he’d take the monster with him.

[You have internal damage: -43]

[HP 17/167]

Then, there was just one thought, something he had noticed once Odin gifted him [Gramr].

Current stats are:

Name: Blake Olson

Class: Einherjar

Level: 13

XP: 459/1300

[Health]: 17/167

[Odr (Mana)]: 11/75

[Strength]: 19

[Agility]: 12

[Intelligence]: 16

[Reaction time]: 16

[Gramr] had increased his [Odr], and every time he struck, it built up. Vidar had spoken of using [Gramr] with [Odr] Had anyone given him an idea?

And then, while shaking his head, he just visualized pouring that energy, that abstract idea he knew as [Odr], into his sword. Through the blur and the darkness in front of him, a blue light emerged around the hilt of his sword, stretching and covering the entire blade.

He leaned forward, with a last gasp of strength, thrusting through the serpent's organs, through its muscle and flesh, blood pouring in and around him, staining the shiny blade, until the tip of Blake's sword punctured through the other side.

In that moment, Blake felt as if he was sliding his knife into an outstretched piece of paper.


Chapter XXXI – Mead of Power

Gritting his teeth, Blake turned, sliding [Gramr] across the serpent’s throat as easily as a knife passing through a stick of butter. Blue blood spurted all around him, mixing in with seawater that suddenly pushed through, entering his mouth and nostrils and overpowering him.

He let go of the sword as the feeling of drowning became unbearable. Pain circled around every section of his body. Blake’s mind seemed to linger for even longer, his soul, something beyond that resurrected body, his consciousness and awareness of things lived on. And he sensed pain, not in his own soul, but in that of his lovers. Their pain burned through the bond, but his calmness prevailed.

His vision faded, his consciousness seemed to dissolve in the ether.

It came in waves, at first, the feeling of someone dragging him. Pain pulsated through his already charred skin, along with a strange numbness through sections of his body. A glimpse showed him Bjorn, his head stretched and grasping Blake’s own hand, pulling him into the surface. He fell asleep through the pain, just to return to consciousness feeling himself surrounded by water.

His energy returned shortly, although it felt as if it took a century. His breathing recovered, his mind went back from being an incomprehensible blur, his head spinning, pain encompassing his entire respiratory tract. He saw two people, Bjorn and Alruna. Bjorn’s hands and beard were completely stained with blue blood from the serpent’s side. Alruna looked like an angel, with worry creeping up into her bright eyes. He reached for the bond, it was there, constant and reassuring. She was feeling relief to see him alive again.

"You’re alright, lad," Bjorn kept whispering in his ear. "Well done."

"I’m so proud, my wonderful Blake," Alruna said into his right ear.

[You have leveled up] x3

His mind cleared up. He remembered he had accumulated XP points from the serpent he’d been fighting, but as usual, it didn’t translate into his own level until his enemy died. They had given him a third [Mead of Renewal] to drink.

Current stats are:

Name: Blake Olson

Class: Einherjar

Level: 16

XP: 13/1600

[HP]: 44/176
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[Strength]: 20

[Agility]: 14

[Intelligence]: 16

[Reaction time]: 16

Alruna’s hand cupped his own, warm despite the ice-cold water around them. Blake turned around, a stab of fear pushing through his mind. He sighed in relief as he three serpentine bodies floating across the sea.

"What happened?" Blake asked, quickly glancing toward Bjorn.

"You killed that damned snake, that’s what happened." Bjorn said.

Vidar descended, floating mid-air. His own sword was blue with the blood of the third serpent.

"I’ll give you that, cub, you did it. It was stupid, though, and probably not necessary. Don’t be so rash next time, think it through. And I understand that you drank three full bottles of  Mead]. Don you have any idea how rare that beverage is?"

Vidar was being a jerk again, but Blake didn’t have the energy to argue at this point.

"Okay," Blake mumbled.

"Aha," Vidar said, before floating upward. "Regroup!" He ordered, raising his sword above his head.

"How did you do it, lad?" Bjorn asked in a low voice. "Did you steal some of the other mead?"

"No," he declared, coughing. "My sword started building up [Odr] on its own."

"Oh," Bjorn’s eyes opened wide. He seemed thoughtful for an instant. "I see. That... That is useful, brother."

"It is," Blake said with a sigh. "But it takes a long time and I’ve got to keep stabbing something that’s alive."

"Blake," Alruna whispered softly. His eyes swung toward her slowly. She suddenly grabbed him by the shoulders and pulled him toward her lips. She kissed him deeply and intently, sighing in pleasure and relief. He became aware of his other bonds, of Eir feeling relieved and grateful, and hope returning to Brynhilde.

The crew regrouped, following Vidar’s gleaming sword. Jarl Haakon had fallen, as well as two other members of the crew. Thrud, however, had recovered completely.

"And this was only the beginning," Vidar said. "These monsters were stronger than your average Jotun, that is true, but a Jotun with magic might be much more dangerous. Helga currently has a certain amount of [Mead of Power], which has been calculated specifically for our plan. We will regroup and rest in one of the glaciers. Friedrich? Do you have the maps?"

Friedrich nodded, swimming forward.

"They’re safe in an iron cage," he said. "It’s floating nearby, I’ll gather it, my lord."

"Very good," Vidar nodded. "Friedrich will point us in the right direction, and we’ll rest for the night in one of the glaciers. Tomorrow, we’ll take to the Jotunheim mainland, and I’ll have you following my instructions safely. As for our dead, let us honor them tonight with a sacrifice at sea, and mourn them later."

***

Blake never imagined he’d ever walk on a glacier, much less camp on top of one. The sky was completely black and had been so for a long time, aside from the gleaming stars, the Milky Way sprawling in the heavens above, and the pink glow that towered over the mainland, far ahead. Blake had changed his entire outfit, and gotten boots from someone else, as his previous pair had melted in the belly of the beast. He had spent some time enjoying the view with Alruna, until Vidar shouted at everyone and made them go back to their tents.

They’d taken turns to watch, and Helga had cast a spell around them, raising a mist that blurred their figures and shielded from the world outside, particularly from the birds that flew across Jotunheim, probably servants of their masters.

But for Blake and Alruna, it was time to cuddle. Their tent was tiny, but big enough to fit them both, arms wrapped around each other, a thick carpet underneath them to ward off the cold, and she was warm. He had realized he barely had time to enjoy it. They had made love once before, but they’d only had time to be passionate a few times and sleep. It felt good to be so close, to feel so intimate, beyond their lips and tongues touching, beyond the caresses on her perfect body, to feel her emotions, her love for him, their mutual relief at being together.

Alruna had told him about her regard for Eir. She respected her, of course, and said that Eir could keep her status as Blake’s first wife. He insisted that he wanted them to be equally loved. Alruna didn’t care for that.

"She may be your first wife," she said. "But I’m gonna be your favorite."

Blake opened his mouth, but found himself at a loss for words. She immediately leaned over and kissed him intensely, pulling his head closer.

She broke off from their kiss, breathing heavily, excitement brimming in her heart.

"Blake," she said softly, almost in a whisper. "What if we take a walk, and..."

"Huh?" Blake asked.

"I give myself to you again," she said into his ear. "When are you gonna have this opportunity again?"

"What opportunity?" Blake asked.

"Making love on a glacier. How many people in your world have done it?"

Alruna loved to tease him and to try new things, things no one else in that world or his would ever think of, although... Who would think of making love on a glacier? Someone who was really into ice?

Anyway, who was Blake to say no?

Stealthily, they sneaked out of their tents, each carrying a blanket and the small cotton mattress.

"Here," she said softly, holding his hand and guiding him across the camp. Blake looked back. He was sure that someone was on night watch. Alruna either didn’t care or had planned it well. She led him to the opposite side of the glacier, all dark except for the strange glow of the stars and nebulae above. She looked as glorious as ever, wearing a fur cape and a simple green dress she wore as pajamas. Her long blonde hair curled beautifully, falling down her shapely back, accentuating the curves on her body. She was incredible. She turned, a complicit expression in her mind. She’d surely felt through the bond that he was ogling her. That feeling, and what she was thinking in that moment made Blake’s body react.

She led him to the lowest section of the glacier, walking close to the see. It was tricky to walk down that side. It was chilly despite their superhuman abilities, but Alruna’s appeal made all the coldness evaporate. She knew he liked to look at her, and she moved her wide hips, her backside a perfect curvature, caressed by her golden locks of hair. She looked back at him, lifting her skirt slowly, sensually, posing. Blake leaned in, one hand on her hip, leaning to kiss her neck. She tensed, moaning slightly and pulling him close.

Alruna meant it when she said she wanted to fulfill all of Blake’s fantasies. It was cold as hell, but that made it all the sexier. The uncanny and beautiful view, plus the perfect view of Alruna’s entire body gave him the experience of a lifetime.

***

Blake was sure he hadn’t even sleep ten minutes when Vidar blew his clarion. It was nice to wake up next to Alruna, so the first thing she did was give him a kiss. Last night had been amazing, incredibly satisfying. Now, he wanted more.

They both stepped out, wiping the sleep from their eyes, to a circle formation with Vidar in the center, wearing the same sour expression and with both arms behind his hips.

"Alright," Vidar shouted. "I shall give you a warning. You have a right to rest and indulge yourselves, but doing so out there, in the middle of the sea is extremely dangerous. We are already in enemy territory. There are spirits and servants of our enemies flying, swimming, sometimes drifting around us. Do not be irresponsible and put yourself and your team in danger. You have been warned."

Blake and Alruna exchanged glances, a blush crossing her face.

Vidar paced around the group, a sour expression on his face.

"Now, we will move into more dangerous territory. We will reassign your inventory. We lost some of our cargo in the depths of the sea, and some..." He eyed Blake. "Understandably, took some more than was initially planned or allocated. Be wary, we will not be so lenient again. The rest of the mission has been meticulously planned, with little room for error, with many backup plans in case we encounter a problem."

They brought their surviving rations to the front and distributed them again according to their use and what had been left by their fallen comrades.

[INVENTORY]

[WEAPONS]

[Gramr]

[Standard Norse Dagger]

[ARMOR]

[Egil’s Royal Chainmail]

[Nasal Helmet]

[Einherjar Shield]

[JEWELRY]

[Arabic Pendant]

[Arm Ring]

[CONSUMABLES]

[Mead of Renewal] x2

[Hardtack] x 2 pounds

[Pemmican] x 1 pound

[Smoked Pork] x 1 pounds

It wasn’t that bad, but feeling like he had drunk so much of the [Mead of Renewal], and the planned mission hadn’t even started, made him swallow hard.

"It’s alright," said Bjorn, as if noticing his distressed glance. "I can share mine with you."

"I don’t think I’ll be needing it that much," said Alruna.

"No, guys, take care of your things. You don’t need to put yourselves at risk for my sake."

"Ah, lad, you’re my younger brother now," said Bjorn. "We gotta look out for each other."

"And I," Alruna said. "Need to keep you alive, for me, for Eir, for Bryn. For everyone."

Blake shrugged. Being treated like the weakest among them was starting to annoy him.

"Shh!" Vidar hushed them.

Blake looked at him, noticing Helga behind him, retrieving a unique set of flasks. Most of them were empty, with only four of them half full, gleaming bright blue, as if possessing fluorescent light. That was it, the [Mead of Power]. They guarded them well, and didn’t share it with the others.

Vidar noticed Blake staring, but didn’t say a word.


Chapter XXXII – Wolf-Skin

The crew had gathered around her in a circle line, while Vidar awaited, arms crossed and with a sour expression, as always. They’d had a tiny bit of rations for breakfast. They were superhuman resurrected beings and could go days without eating, but that didn’t mean they didn’t get hungry. Not eating could result in lost gains.

On Vidar’s command, Helga stepped forward, a wave of mist whirling around her and shielding most of the massive landmass ahead.

"What’s gonna happen now?" he asked Bjorn, because he looked particularly excited.

"Ah, little brother, you’ll see this, and you’ll enjoy it very much."

"Enjoy?" Blake asked, narrowing his eyes.

"Today, we will take Wolf Skin," Bjorn said softly and reverently. "It’s the most esoteric and secret rite of Galdr. Nothing can compare, and none but a select few have the secret words and can bind its spirit. The Jotun don’t know it."

"Isn’t it the same thing as [Berserker]?"

"Oh no," Bjorn said. "Berserkers are a [Blessing] and a class. This, well, is something else."

In that moment, Helga’s growl shocked and surprised him. Her voice seemed to multiply, a shrill, high note rang through the air. It sent a shock through Blake’s spine. The smoke became denser, thicker, and somehow intoxicating. It was a bit like the Warrior’s Dream, but worse. His consciousness seemed to dissolve, to become much more primal and raw. The mist around him turned gray, and the tonalities around him changed. It seemed as though the world had lost its color. Smoke and fumes whirled, and suddenly, the awareness of the scents around him changed, became more pungent, sharper. He felt Alruna’s scent next to him, and Bjorn, but even theirs changed with every second. Every scent multiplied around him, his ears became more acute, with never-ending buzzes, a cacophony of breaths and the rustling of wind.

And then, something else changed, his own body was shifting. It seemed like his clothes were fading into nothing, dissolving, while his limbs shortened painfully. Blake opened his mouth, letting out a shrill growl. To his shock and surprise, no noticeable vowels came out of his mouth. They were more like the growl of an animal.

[TRANSFORMATION: VARGULFR (werewolf)]

His spine curved downward, making him go on all fours, his hands shortened forming into paws with long claws. A thick mane of fur now covered all of his body, and the biggest change was in his mind. Emotions became more vivid and simpler, both love and anger became paramount, and his anger was growing. He let out an involuntary growl, thinking of Byrnhilde, of getting back to her and protecting her, willing to maul to death whoever was hurting her.

"Good," Vidar paced in front of them, looking slightly taller than before."There are few wolves in the forests of the trolls, even in Jotunheim. You will feel the scents of their territories, so stay away and stay wary, and they won’t meddle with you. The ravens left a path for us to follow. Be cautious, for although you will be much faster, your attack power may be diminished. Now, let’s go."

Blake turned around, shocked to find that his entire crew had transformed into wolves. His rawest emotions were somehow intensified. Their packs and weapons had seemingly vanished into thin air. They all appeared fierce, with gleaming eyes and sharp fangs. Was the wolf next to him Alruna? There was no physical appeal, but he felt as connected and as loving as he had felt before. More than that, he felt a unity of purpose.

Vidar transformed, then was the first to race down the glacier, canine muscles rippling as he lunged down. Blake could feel the wolfish spirit that guided them. Something was growing in their minds, not just camaraderie, not just friendship, but a very real instinct that drove him to fall in line and act as one. Something permeated them, like a signal that united them. He followed Vidar into the freezing water, mist coiling around them, protecting their vision. Now, they were a true wolf-pack.

They swam across the sea, following Vidar. Part of Blake wanted to think, to remember Norse references to transformation magic, connections with other traditions, but it was all way back in his mind. What dominated him were his emotions, pure, raw emotions.

After hours of feeling like a boiling cauldron, wanting to lash out at something, kill something or someone, they approached the coast. Strange birds glided above the mist, circling, scanning the ground, some even diving down. A sense of unease overpowered Blake, and as if by instinct, he started deviating course, swimming away from the group. To his surprise, the crew was doing the same. Some clustered around with him, drifting toward another side, another group started running to his left before being swallowed by the mist, and the third group continuing the same trajectory. It was as though a telepathic force guided them. For whatever reason, Blake felt linked to Vidar. Not in a sheepish or submissive way, but as if he recognized him as his military leader and was willing to follow whatever orders he gave.

Jotunheim was not exactly like Antarctica, although it overlapped with it in the geographical plane. Although blurred in the mist, there were forests of tall and ominous trees along the shore, a species Blake had never seen before. Inhumanly tall, with twisted branches that curled up to the sky, all leafless and blanketed with snow. A strange odor pierced through his nostrils, vaguely human, but not quite. He knew the answer right away, for he had felt it much fainter as a human. Those were the Jotun. He didn’t feel fear or anxiety, just a cold, passionate blood-lust that pulsated through him.

They made their way into the forest, three groups splitting off in different paths. Blake noticed the wolf-forms of Alruna, Thrud, Svafa, the dark-haired Valkyrie following his. The color of their fur only gave a vague hint of who they were, but Blake could recognize them immediately.

They dashed through the forest, following a clear path. Blake hadn’t been told where to go, but he knew it without a doubt, sensing the fading scent of Jotun in the distance. From the scent, he could discern that there were only a few of them, and they probably weren’t aware of their presence. They continued running, much faster than any human or Aesir could manage. Being a wolf also allowed them to blend in with the sounds of the forest.

Blake smelled another group of Jotun, camping on the outskirts of the forest. This group was larger, packed closely together. He concluded that they must be camping nearby. However, this didn’t change their planned route. They had to cross the forest at night and reach the city walls.

As they continued running, there was a shift in the surrounding scents. Svafa was the first to stop. A strange surge of instincts washed over Blake. He turned, alert, sniffing the air. Something was amiss.

In that moment, the wind shifted, carrying with it an apparition that materialized before his eyes. It was a Jotun, tall and mighty, wielding a mace the size of Blake’s wolf-body. Blake instinctively leaped back, muscles tense and fangs clenched. A menacing growl reverberated within him before the Jotun swung.

Around him, he witnessed a group of at least ten Jotnar, appearing and launching attacks on his comrades.

Blake’s instincts guided him, as if he were a co-pilot in his own mind. He had only a vague understanding of his abilities, but his thoughts were too jumbled to access them. Instead, he evaded, driven by a surge of anger coursing through his body. He was much faster than he had expected, easily dodging the Jotun’s furious strikes. However, he couldn’t react quickly enough to counter the final blow. He felt a jolt through his skull, his brain rattling as he was flung backward, sustaining some damage.

[97/176]

Blake growled, anger boiling through his veins. This Jotun was standing between him and his beloved Brynhilde, between him and his mission. He closed in, running forward and avoiding another furious blow, then another downward swing. He dashed to his right. The Jotun’s bare, fibrous flesh was ready to be ripped and torn. He couldn’t wait to feel warm blood between his fangs. He lunged and clamped his jaw around his enemy’s torso. The giant howled as Blake bit harder and yanked, enduring another strike to his spine.

[65/176]

The blood was vivid, shimmering with something beyond mere color. The scent was incredibly vibrant. Blake bit again. His instincts flared. If only he could reach for the Jotun's neck, killing and maiming would be effortless, allowing him to relish more blood on his tongue and tenderly tearing flesh with his fangs. He craved flesh. He had been starving for so long that he hadn't realized it, but now the warmth of blood in his mouth was irresistible. Jotun flesh seemed tantalizingly tender.

Blake attempted another bite, this time at the Jotun's thigh. The giant grunted and swung, but missed. Blake exerted all his weight into pushing the giant down, and this time aimed for the arm wielding the mace. He sank his teeth into the Jotun's wrist, drawing forth a pool of radiant blood. It was exquisite.

Then, a surge of pain stabbed through Blake's back. The Jotun had produced a knife. Blake felt his rage pushing beyond its limits. He spun and lunged, jaws agape, aiming for the Jotun's neck. He clamped his jaws shut and pulled. This time, the knife didn't strike again. Instead, the Jotun desperately attempted to shove him off. Blake held fast, sinking his fangs into the sweet spot that caused warm, fresh blood to flow into his mouth and fibrous meat to tear beneath his jaw.

The Jotun ceased moving, so Blake continued and shredded its trachea.

Somewhere in the recesses of his mind, Blake was repulsed by his actions, but the wolf in him relished in the blood and flesh.

Until something else tugged at his mind. He raised his snout, suddenly aware of the noises around him. It was Alruna. With a cold shock and no emotion other than anger, he rushed down the slope, snow jumping as he leapt toward the noise. He found six Jotun accosting Alruna and Thrud, dodging Jotun spears and swords. Thrud leapt and took a bite at the Jotun’s thigh, drawing pools of blood. He couldn’t stand to see someone attack his friends. Without even a drop of fear in his mind, he raised his voice. A deep bark emerged from him, issuing it as a warning. It didn’t deter the Jotun, so he leapt down again and charged at him. The one in question carried a large, crude sword. One slice could deliver more damage than the mace. But Blake didn’t care, he rushed forward, passing right under the sword, his paws touching the snowy ground, then leaping and charging at the Jotun, reaching for his neck. Another Jotun got up and started to run. Thrud started running and came after the giant, leaping and trying to get him. Blake knew that they had to make sure they captured him. If not, he could give clues about their current position and the magic they were using. He tried to run, and although fast and agile, he couldn’t even catch up to Thrud.

The Jotun rushed into the forest, disappearing amid the thick leaves. Blake and Thrud, however, didn’t stop; they raced, feeling the Jotun’s scent in the tip of their noses. Wolves were generally faster than humans and Jotnar, except when it came to jumping great distances.

A shrill scream echoed in the woods, but Blake and Thrud, in their vargulfr form, sped through the trees. The Jotun was already swinging his crude ax at a black wolf, who growled and showing sharp teeth, body tensed and ready to attack.

The Jotun was fearsome, swinging rapidly. But the black wolf leapt forward and aimed at the Jotun’s crotch and tore. What happened next was grotesque to Blake’s human consciousness, way in the back of his mind. He wanted out. But the wolf part of Blake’s consciousness leapt forward as if nothing had happened and reached out to bite the Jotun from behind, furiously, like a rabid dog unable to let go of its prey.

The black wolf then tackled the Jotun, making his giant body tumble. Blake reacted quickly, reaching for the Jotun’s neck and severing his arteries. Delicious blood spurted out and he started tearing into his limbs. His wolf’s gaze drifted toward the black wolf who was currently tearing at the man’s naked torso, around the side of his liver. Who was that black wolf? She was looking directly at Blake as she ate. Blake felt a strange surge of wolfish curiosity when looking at her. His nose was doing most of the work, trying to make him stand closer and smell her better. It was a weird feeling, as if smelling could help him understand her better.

Through her scent, Blake knew it was Svafa, the dark-haired Valkyrie.

In that moment, Alruna and Thrud rushed forward, bright Jotun blood on their snouts. There was something about Thrud as a wolf, and Svafa too. Alruna seemed much less imposing.

Thrud even seemed aggressive, rushing forward toward where Svafa was. For an instant, it looked like they were about to fight. But why?

Svafa reached her wolf-snout and pulled the ring from the Jotun’s arm, putting it aside. It seemed as though she wanted to keep it, drawing glances from Thrud.

Thrud was also growling at Blake. What was going on? His instincts told him to retract, to settle next to Alruna. They were still connected, although the bond was weaker. He liked leaning closer to her and feeling her warmth.

Once Svafa lowered her eyes, Thrud stepped forward, leaned in to the dead Jotun’s body, and slid her snout into its belly, biting and tearing. There, she pulled out something, an internal organ that glowed slightly, perhaps with magical Jotun blood. Thrud devoured it quickly. Then Svafa stepped in to gnaw at the meat, followed by Alruna, and lastly, Blake. Blake did it without thinking. Part of his human self was taking a back seat, horrified at the scene, and fearing he would lose his humanity and remain a wolf forever.


Chapter XXXIII – Utgard

After hours of running through the forest, Blake noticed the walls of Utgard, the capital of Jotunheim, rising high above the forest. He moved stealthily through the mist, behind the trees, and noticed figures standing as watchers on the battlements. Thrud led him and the rest of their group through the last leg of the forest, following the trail that he knew included Vidar, Bjorn, and the other crew members.

The wolves gathered at the foot of the hill, in a section shrouded by trees and strange vegetation Blake had never seen before. Shrubs grew around the edges, and even mushrooms with fluorescent segments. They smelled funny too, and he couldn't help approaching and sniffing them curiously. Even Svafa, carrying a pair of Jotun arm-rings in the snow, stopped to take a sniff before Thrud growled at them.

They ran a few more miles until they reached a low point near the wall. Vidar waited there, his eyes gleaming blue and his expression threatening, even as a wolf. The wolves circled around Vidar, standing firm, waiting for command. Another wolf stepped from behind him. She opened her mouth, and a thick thread of smoke started pouring back into her snout. It was Helga.

Instinctive fear washed over Blake. His eyesight was the first thing to change. Color started coalescing around him, his body started to feel stunted, his limbs lengthening, his face shifting and taking different proportions. Smoke and mist whirled around them. His awareness started to shift, from the cold yet emotional emotions of a wolf, to his human side taking more space in his brain, until he pushed away the animalistic thoughts. And the first emotion he felt was bedazzlement. He blinked, suddenly feeling the weight of his travel pack behind his back, along with his clothes and [Gramr] on his hip.

His stomach turned inside him, and his brain churned with what had just happened.

He'd eaten a Jotun. His gag reflex pushed in, making him tense up. The taste was still present in his memories. He'd eaten blood, flesh, humanoid flesh. It was inside his body, digesting. It made him feel queasy, almost making him shake. He rolled his eyes, turned around, and threw up violently.

The crew around him stood in silence. Someone else was affected. He watched from the corner of his eye, noticing Friedrich on his knees, going through the same ordeal.

"It's alright," said Alruna, placing a hand on his shoulder. "Many mortals do that their first time."

Blake nodded, still feeling shocked about what had gone on.

Vidar was ignoring them, hands behind his hips, eyeing the tower behind him. Friedrich got up slowly and advanced toward Vidar, taking a compass out of his pocket and talking to him in a low voice. Vidar seemed angry at some point but started to point at different sections of the wall.

"Hey lad," Bjorn approached Blake from the side. "How was that? Savage, wasn't it?"

"It was certainly intense."

"It feels great to be a wolf," Bjorn said. "And go around tearing your enemies limb from limb, innit?"

"Can't deny that's what you do," Blake said. It was strange. It felt like taking a back seat and letting a primal side of his brain take over. It was still himself, just another side, with an entirely different set of morals.

"It's like the Wolf-Pack, but the real thing," Bjorn said. "It's a time when a man can truly be himself."

"A part of ourselves, but I think we're more than that. I... would rather be a normal human."

It might be exhilarating to use that type of violence for revenge or to protect someone, but as a wolf, Blake knew he wouldn't be able to tell the difference. It was as if his impulses took over him. There were noble things about it, though; he had felt his connection to the others grow stronger and more organized, as if everything fell into perfect place. The dark side, however, was that it could turn him into something he didn't want to be: just a henchman, capable of doing horrible things.

Part of him thought he might have already become one.

"The rest is all fluff," Bjorn stated. "You can't say wolves are less moral, less honorable. When we're wolves, we think of anything but betraying our leader. We think of fighting, defending our own, and destroying the enemy, never faltering, not even fearing for our own lives. Yes, you may do things that you'd never even consider doing as a man, and yet, even then, you defend your own and fight to the death. Only that remains. That, lad, is what men are deep down."

Blake blinked.

"That's definitely something to think about. But I'd rather live without eating people and fighting for a piece of liver."

Suddenly, Blake heard Vidar's rough voice again.

"You, Olson, come over immediately."

Blake sighed and approached Vidar.

"What's this sighing of yours?" Vidar shouted, a furrowed brow and clenched teeth ever present in his eyes. "Are you hesitating to do your duty?"

"I'm alright, Vidar," he said through his teeth. Vidar just wanted to find excuses to taunt him. At least he wasn't calling him a dog anymore. "Tell me what you need."

"What do I need? What am I, a beggar? Hand over your sword, boy."

Blake wanted to protest. His sword was his own; it was a tool that would serve its purpose.

"Why do you need it?" Blake asked, unsheathing it.

"You’ll see," Vidar hissed. "You all." He raised his voice. "Follow me now. The mist will grow thicker; remain close and follow our steps."

They marched down that section of the wall. Had they secured the area? As far as Blake could understand, they had selected that part to perform their invasion. They reached the wall within a few minutes, while the mist was so thick they couldn't see a few paces ahead of them until they reached the wall and all gathered again for Vidar to do a headcount. Alruna stood by their side, holding Blake's hand. There were thirteen of them now, as Haakon and a blonde Valkyrie from Thrud's group had perished while fighting the serpent.

"Helga?" Vidar called, and the woman stepped forward, a vial in hand, containing gleaming blue liquid. She drank half of the vial and passed the other half to Vidar.

"We've discussed this part of the plan," Vidar said. "We'll enter the city and approach the pyramid from two different angles. Be wary during our walk to the city; we don't want to draw attention. You've all seen Friedrich's map, so you better not make any mistakes. Thrud, Alruna, Olson, Thorfinn, and Bjorn will venture into the Pyramid from the North side. That's where my half-sister is kept. Friedrich will detail the maps to reach there. I, Bloodaxe, Svafa, Friedrich and Halvar will approach from the southern entrance. We will meet inside, but we'll be busy with our other issue. Thrud, please lead the group to save my sister. Olson, you concentrate on her and follow your bond. Don't draw attention to yourself. Ideally, we'll avoid any skirmish, get to our targets, and get out. We'll gather back in the forest, transform, and depart. Once we're inside the dungeon, we won't have maps to guide you. Do your best, everyone."

"Aye," they responded.

"Hail Odin," said Vidar. "And may the Thunderer protect us from beyond."

"Hail Odin," repeated the others.

Vidar then glanced at Helga and nodded.

She shut her eyes and raised her hands again. Blake could perceive a thin thread of smoke, once again, whirling around them.

He noticed something else. His [Odr] had increased too, to [24] points. It wasn't much, but it was something. He had felt it...since after becoming wolves, since after... drinking Jotun blood. Blake felt himself go pale. Was the blue substance, the Mead of Power, Jotun blood? No. It smelled different. Maybe the Jotun had consumed it as they had the power to disappear. Why didn't they just explain these things?

And before long, his own skin had become translucent pale. But it felt weird. It wasn't like the wolfish transformation. His height hadn't changed. He was even tall enough to be a short Jotun, but he felt the same. His body weighed the same. His arms only looked bulkier. And it made sense. He realized that this was not a transformation, but just an illusion. Looking around, he could confirm that it was an impressive illusion because he felt a sudden wave of fear as he found himself surrounded by Jotun.

He couldn't recognize any of his comrades, only knew Bjorn and Alruna were two angry-looking Jotun.

In reality, Jotun weren't that ugly. Their features were pleasant, and their bodies were muscular. But there was something off about their look, as though they were missing some important part of their souls."Alright," Vidar said, hefting Blake's sword. Blake noticed the surge of [Odr] into the sword. Blue light started glowing along the hilt, rising and covering the entire sword. Then, Vidar thrust it into the wall. It slid completely through, like a knife slicing through butter, and then he lifted it, cutting into the wall. The sword gleamed and cut the stone clean, like a light-saber. Vidar made an arch and lowered it, having created a door through which they could pass.

The section of the wall fell outward, revealing a dark building. [Gramr] shone brightly, revealing the nearby sections of the room.

"Let's go," said Vidar, signaling them to march into the room. Blake followed after Bjorn and Alruna. Vidar stopped him sharply. His face was as hard as ever, harder than a brick. He handed [Gramr] back to Blake, presenting him with the hilt.

It was dark inside, and besides [Gramr], Helga created a light that hovered over her palm.

The place where they were was confusing. It consisted of a long hallway that spread like a circle. There was no practical use whatsoever, not even storage. In one section of the room, there seemed to be abstract reliefs on the walls. They followed a particular pattern, but Blake couldn't understand what it meant. They were definitely not runes.

"What is this place?" he asked Friedrich. "How is this place marked on your map?"

"It's some kind of temple, cowboy," Friedrich said. "To what, I've no idea. Odin described it to me and marked it."

"A temple?" Blake asked, raising an eyebrow. "These creatures are supposed to be the ancestors of the gods and they have temples. Did they build them to honor themselves?"

"I wish to know the same," Friedrich said, pausing for an instant and noticing the engravings on the wall. Blake noticed that Friedrich had a carbon pen and a small notebook, making notes and possibly drawing everything he saw. "Maybe Ymir?"

"But the gods themselves killed Ymir," Blake whispered, remembering the primordial being in Norse mythology.

"Look! Do you recognize zis?" Friedrich said softly, gazing in wonder at the murals. Blake looked closer. That caught him by surprise. The writings on the bas-relief looked like Sumerian cuneiform.

"Enough bickering," Vidar said. "This is not how we speak in here. You, Holler, do you think Jotun like to grab their little books and take notes?"

Friedrich immediately stuffed the sheet back into his trousers.

They walked up to a strange, round door with strange patterns and cuneiform inscriptions.

"We'll go out one by one," Vidar said softly, leaning in and pushing the door slightly, watching from both sides and ensuring no one was there.

"So," Blake asked Friedrich. "This place is supposed to be a blind spot, right?"

"Most likely," Friedrich said. Vidar opened and exited slowly, looking up, perhaps ensuring that there were no Jotun around. He pushed the door. It turned out that the spot where they had emerged was a narrow alley and basically a dead end. They emerged onto the street. Blake noticed the walls from inside. They looked like something out of Machu Picchu or pre-Columbian Peru, with huge irregular stones that fit together perfectly on top of each other. Although that was certainly not limestone. There were engravings and artwork on some sections.

"Olson," Vidar said. "Don't get distracted."

Blake turned back, noticing Alruna and the rest of the group waiting for him. He nodded and continued.

"Alright, time to split," Vidar said. Thrud took the lead, followed by Alruna, Bjorn, and Thorfinn. They stepped onto an empty street with triangular homes built with stone. Tall, fully armed Jotnar stood on the corners.

In that moment, a deafening noise echoed in Blake's ears, as if a drill were being pushed into them.

Steps echoed through the streets. Jotun coalesced into view, others rushed into the area as if alerted by a war horn. Blake sighed, unsheathing [Gramr] and joining the wedge, right next to Thorfinn, Bjorn, and Alruna. He couldn't get used to seeing her as a Jotun woman with a lifeless expression and bizarre gleaming eyes. Her bow coalesced out of the illusion, taking an arrow and preparing to loose.

"Wedge!" shouted Thrud, taking the lead, as more than a dozen Jotun drew their swords and axes, charging at them with fury.


Chapter XXXIV – The Battle of Utgard

In that moment, Blake could only think of how stupid they'd been. The god of Asgard – Odin, master of planning, Seidr and prescience – had sent them to their deaths. The plan looked good on paper, but obviously, the Jotun would know to expect an attack and anticipate it.

Vidar's segment of the team had already split off, and Blake could see him along with his group, swinging his magic sword and trying to break through enemy lines.

Blake blocked a furious ax with his shield just as Alruna loosed an arrow and sunk it right into the skull of their attacker. Another pair of Jotnar charged at him – one with a spear, another loosed an arrow that struck right into his chest.

[HP: -9]

[83/176]

The arrow had actually pierced through his chain-mail. He grunted and pulled it off. It was a superficial wound, but it'd bleed out.

One thing the Jotnar had that the Aesir didn't were numbers. Just like in the Warrior's Dream, Thrud swung her ax to and fro, slaughtering pairs of Jotnar as she swung and killed. She advanced at the forefront, killing dozens. Thorfinn was good – he dodged expertly, used his shield for defending and for punching, and slid his ax masterfully. He especially relished in slicing his ax through Jotun joints and arms, crippling them before delivering his killing blow.

Bjorn was a fury, relishing in the bloodshed, swinging left and right, tearing into Jotun flesh and pulling his ax and sprinkling blood around. And each time he swung, he shouted Ulf's name.

Blake unsheathed his sword. He had to fulfill the end of his bargain.

"This is for Ulf!" he shrieked, breaking rank and leaping forward, dodging a spear and thrusting [Gramr] into a Jotun's naked chest. The sword pierced through his enemy's ribs, and Blake withdrew it, drawing a thread of blue blood.

He then turned, blocking a crude sword, then another. He then decided to try something. He infused just a tiny bit of [Odr] into his blade. A Jotun with a long scimitar charged at him. Blake parried and broke his enemy's sword in two. The Jotun clenched his teeth in anger, and attacked him with his partial blade. Blake slipped and cut right across the Jotun's stomach, splitting him in two.

[You have leveled up]

As if it did anything to help his [HP]. He swung his magic sword at the hordes of Jotun. He used [Helm of Awe], which was already halfway. He used it to dodge and slip, but he also caught some nasty swings.

"This is for Ulf!" he shouted again, slicing another Jotun across the face. He received a stab in the lower abdomen with a scimitar,

[Helm of Awe] was gone after a short while, and Blake was left with his meager [HP].

"This way," Alruna said, swinging quickly at three Jotun, killing them with a single blow and making way across the street.

They followed without question. Alruna turned around, her hair a golden braid, and shot arrow after arrow. One got lodged into a Jotun's brain, making him collapse, while the other pierced the chest of another.

In a moment of distraction, Blake received two consecutive ax blows from his enemy.

[HP: -12]

[HP: -18]

He didn't have that much [HP] to begin with. The [Odr] he had absorbed was already down to [10/75], and he was getting tired.

[HP: 53/180]

"Come forward," Alruna said, grabbing him by the collar and pulling him away, before turning to shoot two different Jotun dead. Alruna guided them into a mostly empty alley, where the Jotun started to emerge again. The crew's shape had shifted back to their original, which meant Helga had lost track of where they were.

"If you, Jotun fools, want to die, come at me at once!" shouted Thrud, making way toward the mouth of the alley, where Bjorn was swinging at hordes of Jotun and screaming Ulf's name as loud as he could.

How many had Blake killed? At least six. He turned at the hateful legion of giants that threatened them.

Alruna reached in to pull Blake's arrows out of his body. His chainmail stopped the arrows before they reached his internal organs, but Blake was bleeding. He tried to ignore the pain.

Thrud stood in between them, her red hair flowing and fluttering in the wind, while Alruna loosed arrow after arrow with expert aim, and Bjorn stabbed and beheaded any who stood close. "This is for Ulf!" he shrieked, swinging and slicing a head clean, blue blood jetting from a Jotun body before it collapsed on its knees.

Blake rushed forward and joined him, not minding his decreasing HP, he passed another ounce of Odr into his word and lunged forward, swinging Gramr horizontally and slicing three Jotun torsos clean, his victims collapsing to the ground in pools of blue blood.

"For Ulf!" he shouted. That, he acknowledged, was a bad-ass moment. Another pair of Jotun attacked and both he and Bjorn stepped forward. Bjorn was shirtless, swinging wildly and killing to and fro. Blake noticed that his blood-brother's HP was decreasing, despite his [Helm of Awe].

Then, Thrud summoned her gifts, she pulled her hand, then pushed it forward, summoning a flash that blinded Blake for a second. It echoed like thunder, like a ray striking right next to him. When Blake opened his eyes, an entire line of Jotun lay dead.

"Run!" Thrud asked, pointing at the opposite section. "Let's get out of here and find the tunnels."

Blake could perceive Thrud's gift. It used a great deal of power, and through summoning the runes, he realized that she had the power to use it at least five times.

They all advanced toward one of the alleys. Blake had studied part of the map. There was a large section of stone among the square houses. They turned around a small alley, finding pairs of Jotun rushing toward the battle. Bjorn threw himself at them, raising his ax high and sinking it halfway through the skull of the first. Then, he dodged, shot forward and headbutted the Jotun violently, before slicing through his body. Of course, he shouted Ulf’s name.

Alruna shot the other two, one getting an arrow through his eyes.

"Leave one for me!" Blake said, reaching the spot and sighing."You'll get your share," Bjorn said. "But fight for it. I've already killed fifty-two. How about you?"

"Fifty-two? Ten, perhaps."

Bjorn shook his head. "Gotta do better than that, I'm way ahead. Use your magic sword."

"Guys," Alruna said, peeking through the wall they had just left behind. "We've gotta run. Thrud can only hold them off for so long."

They continued their way, advancing through the roads. It was a maze of stone, but Blake recognized the main road a couple of hundred feet away. That meant he had to stay on that street. Jotun stepped into his way. More and more. It seemed like they were trying to intercept them. There were already a dozen of them, Jotun men and women throwing themselves at them and trying to kill them.

Alruna took the lead, slinging her bow back and unsheathing her sword, and approached. Blake joined too. He decided not to use what little [Odr] he had. Not yet.

In that moment, Thrud came through, levitating, her red hair fluttering as she slid through the air, holding an ax that dripped with blue Jotun blood.

She had left destruction in her wake, Jotun homes collapsing, rubble filling the street. Blake imagined that Thrud could level Jotunheim to the ground all by herself. And yet, her gift was almost depleted.

"Quick!" she slid downward, making way and slicing through a line of Jotun. She descended. Blake noticed the sweat beading on her forehead. They automatically wedged around her, as she took the lead and pushed the increasingly large number of Jotun forward. It wasn't going well. They had killed hundreds of Jotun, who loved to throw themselves at them in an effort to kill them. But they had barely managed to advance two city blocks, all with Thrud's power, which was almost out.

"See that wall?" Thrud pointed at a building to their right. It looked like a small pyramid connected to a long archway. "Friedrich said these buildings hold the tunnels. We can try..." She dodged a blow and took another one. The damage to her was not yet threatening, but the way things were going, they would be soon. Blake, however, couldn't afford to let himself get hit anymore. He had two bottles of [Mead of Renewal], and he began to wonder if it was time to drink them.

Then, Thrud raised both hands, joining them over her ax. Lightning descended from the sky, blindingly bright, then shot toward the pyramid. Stone and debris exploded outward, making way and leaving a hole, revealing a room and a set of stairs.

"Get in!" Thrud said calmly. "Quick!" she added.

Blake was the first to jump into the hole, followed by Thorfinn.

"I'll see you soon!" Thrud shouted before launching one last ray and tumbling the rest of the wall upon the entrance.

"Let's get down, quick!" shouted Alruna, and Blake rushed down the stairs as the ceiling gave way.

They rushed down the stairs into a hollow tunnel. There was no light, except that of [Gramr].

"Now what?" Blake said."Follow the trail," Thorfinn said. "Anyway, lad, aren't you the one with the bond?"

Blake nodded. He concentrated on it again. Yes, she felt closer, but she was not in the direction of the tunnel.

"She's over that side," he pointed toward his northwest.

"Let's go," Alruna said. "They'll soon be aware that we're in the tunnels and come for us."

They raced across the tunnel, their boots echoing in the damp halls. There were sets of stairs that surely led to other parts of the city. The Jotun had opened the gates and were pouring downward through the stairs. A few had reached them.

"Keep going! Better to advance than to get caught fighting them!" Alruna shouted, running with her sword in hand, sliding in between two and swinging across their bodies, a few before continuing to run.

Thorfinn imitated her, ducking and slicing through the knees of one with his long ax, then swinging again into the neck of one and the skull of the other. Bjorn fought a few with his brutal fighting style, headbutting and smashing heads repeatedly, screaming Ulf's name. Blake had to parry with his shield, then stab one of the Jotun. But it wasn't enough.

"Let's go!" Alruna said, starting to run past the staircase. Blake slipped and stabbed, absorbing a bit of energy with [Gramr] before killing the Jotun with a sword through the eyes. He killed a second, then a third, using the [Odr] that came into his sword, then another pair, slicing an arm first that fell on the ground, jetting blood, then a head that dropped with a shower of blue blood. Then, he ran again, leaving Jotun behind who were now chasing them.

Bjorn cursed behind their back. "Now how am I going to fulfill my bargain?" He grunted through his teeth.

Blake thought Alruna's idea hadn't actually been good because now another legion of Jotun awaited them in front. "They're here, here!" shouted Jotun voices, while more kept pouring through.

They were surrounded. Blake reached out for the flask when...

Another thunder echoed above them, and a pile of rubble collapsed over the staircase. Thrud had surely heard where they were. She was still out there, fighting for them. Stones collapsed on top of the Jotun, on both sides of the staircase.

"Let's go!" Alruna shouted, rushing forward and killing the set immediately in front of them. They kept running and killing. They found another corner and turned, finding another section.

"Blake?" Alruna asked sharply. He tried to locate Brynhilde's location, roughly turning one corner, rushing forward, then to another.

"Where do all these people keep coming from?" Blake asked. If they were already so weakened and overwhelmed, they wouldn't survive the central pyramid, having to fight another thousand.

They continued, running through a narrow tunnel that seemed endless.

"We're actually close to her!" Blake shouted, feeling for Brynhilde. She was reacting through the bond. The room at the end of the hall was lit, perhaps by flame. However, there were dozens of Jotnar fighting ahead. Who were they fighting? Apparently, no one was chasing them anymore. Blake continued, reaching the room and finding Friedrich and Svafa fighting a horde of Jotun.

"It's time to play!" Bjorn shouted, getting out his ax and rushing forward, attacking and parrying.

"Aha!" Friedrich said. "Cowboy! You made it."

"We're close," Blake said, drinking another vial and feeling a bit of his power come back. "Where's Vidar?"

[HP: 88/180]

"Ahead," Friedrich was surprisingly good with the spear, stabbing and parrying, and blocking with expertise.

Blake rushed forward, stepping through. He knew that some of their comrades were ahead, perhaps even Vidar.

"Alruna," Blake shouted. "I'm going ahead to find Vidar. Coming with me?"

"Blake," she said, whirling and stabbing a female Jotun who stood right behind her. "Stay close!"

"It's pointless to kill them all!" he said. "We've got to get to Brynhilde."

There was something he had to try again. His [Odr] was [5/75], but he guessed he could use a bit. He thought of trying something.

"Don't be foolish!" she shouted. "Stay close to us!"

Blake blocked a Jotun ax with his shield, then swung [Gramr] breaking his opponent’s ax and reaching his torso, splitting the giant in two, then reaching the body of the two others who stood next to him. Jotnar blood spurted out like a waterfall.

[You have leveled up]

"Come with me," he shouted, preparing his [Odr] and imbuing his sword with it. "Guys, come on!"

He stepped forward, [Gramr] a blur of blue, he slashed through sword, mace and flesh alike, cutting through a blade before reaching the wielder's arm and slicing it clean, blood spurting out and bathing Blake's clothes. He swung again, killing three with one blow.

"For Ulf!" he screamed, remembering the late Norseman, picturing his smile, his wit, and his friendliness.

"Blake!" Alruna ran after him. The Jotun, usually fearless and as willing to die as their hatred was powerful, started to make way. Jotun blood blurred his vision, stained his clothes. He made way through another arched hallway.

He felt, somehow, disgust. Had he really killed all those people? They were Jotun, they were enemies, and if they had their way, they'd mash him to a pulp with their hands.

It was a random thought, but...

"Blake!" Alruna's voice echoed behind him.

Brynhilde was close, he could feel it. She was calling to him, she needed him. He gritted his teeth and pushed through the last Jotun, just to find that the room he was headed to had many more of them.

In that moment, his [Odr] ran out.

"Stand back, you devils," he heard a male voice echo in the halls.

Blake looked back, as legions of Jotun stepped away in fear. One figure towered above them, a blond man with a blue cape around muscular shoulders.

"You!" Vidar shouted at him, his ever-furious face, pointing a finger. "Come here at once. It's dangerous."

Blake looked around, [Gramr] in hand, ready to kill any Jotun who dared cross him.

"You have the sword! Pass it to me!" he said. "We need to make a way!"

The Jotun stared in anger, strangely afraid of Vidar. Had he dealt so much destruction to them that they feared him? The ground was soaked in blue blood.

Vidar had [Odr]. He could use the sword and pave a way for them. Blake rushed forward, staring at the Aesir. Vidar stretched out his hand.

Blake knew he had to act quickly.

"Give it to me at once!" Vidar shouted. "I need it to protect you all."

Blake prepared the sword, unsheathing it and getting ready to offer it to Vidar. He had to trust his leader, after all, they were all working together and relied on each other.

The Aesir’s eyes gleamed blue. He was grinning wildly, his eyes wide, despite the furrowed brow.

But Blake could swear he had never seen Vidar smile. Not even during Eir’s wedding.

There was something wrong with him.

"How did you call me the first time you met me?" Blake hissed, pulling the sword away from Vidar’s hand.

"Well," Vidar chuckled. "Son of Odin, how else?"

Blake gritted his teeth, drawing the sword back further with a swift motion. Whoever that was, furrowed his brow in anger.

"You are not him," Blake hissed, passing his last thread of [Odr] into its blade.

Then, Blake stabbed Vidar through the chest.


Chapter XXXV – Destroyer

Blake gasped as Vidar remained impassive, smirking. Blake’s blade, gleaming like blue flame approached the Aesir’s heart.

A sudden jolt of excruciating pain burst into Blake’s own body, starting in his heart and expanding throughout him. He writhed, overwhelmed, as if he’d been struck by lightning, letting go of the blade and collapsing to the ground, chest heaving as if his lungs had collapsed.

[HP- 78]

[HP: 10/184]

Vidar, or the Jotun that was impersonating him snickered, moving as fast as a bullet and hefting [Garm] in his hand, imbuing it with [Odr].

"No!" Alruna’s voice echoed through the hall. She rushed onward, leaping like a tiger and drawing her sword. Blake felt like an absolute idiot.

He struggled to get up, unsheathing his dagger, refusing to give in to fear. Brynhilde was right there, maybe even less than half a mile from his location. He got on his knees and coughed, blood pouring out.

[You have internal damage. HP: 9]

He had to get up and keep fighting. But how? In that moment, three Jotun lunged on top of him, weapons at the ready. He looked back. Bjorn and Friedrich were too far. It was someone else who fought beside him, someone with long dark hair and eyes that glowed like the sea. It was Svafa.

She carried a spear, and whirled it like a dervish, stabbing and thrusting with its gleaming, curved tip, piercing through skulls, throats, hearts while Alruna faced the fake Vidar.

Blake cursed, extracting the last vial of [Mead of Renewal] from his pocket and drinking it in one gulp

[HP: 56/184]

He leapt to his feet, ready to fight again, just when Alruna was about to strike the fake Vidar’s face with her sword. The Jotun remained impassive, calm.

"Stop," Blake hissed. "Don’t strike him!"

It was too late.

The man remained still as Alruna struck him. A blaze of blue light erupted in the room, and Alruna was pushed down by an invisible force, letting out a pained scream.

The strike had been devastating.

[134/584]

Blake rushed toward Alruna, helping her to her feet. She crawled back and leaning on her sword. The room had become silent. A few Jotnar resisted and fought, but aside from the Vidar impersonator, the Asgardian crew had won this battle.

"I’m gonna kill you, fool!" Blake shouted at the fake Vidar.

But the fake Vidar ignored him, keeping that disgusting smirk on his face.

"Where’s the real Vidar?" Blake asked, looking at Svafa.

"He went into the pyramid," Svafa said softly and sharply.

"Fantastic, he left us alone" Blake cursed.

The fake Vidar raised both arms above his head.

"Come, all of you at once, and fight me. See if any of you... false gods, can stand against me."

Neither of them was quick enough to stop Bjorn, who jumped at him, whirling in the air like an action star and swinging his massive ax at the man’s neck.

It had the same result. Bjorn jumped back, his neck open and oozing golden blood.

"Friedrich, give Bjorn some mead before he passes from blood-loss," shouted Svafa, holding her spear forward.

"Come, girl, if you’re so powerful! Let’s see how powerful you are," said the fake Vidar.

"What the hell is this?" Blake asked, helping Bjorn to his feet and feeding him a [Mead] vial.

"Alright, boys, let’s fight," said the fake Vidar, lifting [Gramr] and imbuing it with power. Not only they couldn’t hurt him; their attacks were reversed. The man seemed to have an unending source of [Odr]. Blake cursed himself, it’d been his fault. He had known that Jotun could transform and lie like that.

He shouldn’t have gotten that close, first of all. He had been about to give him the weapon. Well, the Jotun had gotten it anyway.

Friedrich stepped forward, holding his spear defensively, exactly when the Jotun lunged at him, [Gramr] a blur of light. Friedrich managed to dodge by a hair, instinctively blocking with his spear, which broke in half as soon as the [Gramr] touched it.

Blake looked at Svafa, but she drew her spear back and narrowed her eyes.

"You’ve got a magic jewel, don’t you?" Svafa said to the Jotun.

The Jotun pretended to ignore her. He walked closer to Friedrich, and the Austrian stepped back. He, perhaps trying to test the waters, tried to stab the Jotun with the broken handle of his spear. Friedrich was the one to grunt.

Blake got up, feeling better after the [Mead]. Magic power and swords didn’t work against him. Maybe he could try some old school jiu jitsu. Using [Skald’s Voice], his consciousness dilated, giving him an awareness of all his moves, but if [Gramr] touched him he’d be dead.

The giant was overconfident, and with good reason, but Blake could take advantage of that.

"Come at me if you’re so brave," he smirked, and approached the Jotun, circling around him and activating the last bit of [Helm of Awe] he held. The world seemed to grow slower around him.

Blake closed the distance, facing little resistance and nothing but amusement from the Jotun. He secured the arm that held [Gramr] by wrapping his own arm around it, and placing a foot forward to trip him, lightly shifting the Jotun’s momentum.

Blake leaned forward, falling along with the Jotun.

"Fool," the Jotun hissed, trying to turn around, as Blake circled both arms under his opponent’s shoulders. The Jotun tried to swing [Gramr], waving it wildly. but it did nothing but dig lines and cut into the stone floor. However, it was only a matter of time until Blake felt a stab of burning pain in his shoulder. He cursed, trying to ignore the electrifying power of the sword. A few inches in and he’d had lost the arm. The wound cauterized immediately.

Blake hooked the Jotun’s legs. He knew he should switch to side control, then lock the offending arm with his knee, but the transition would be extremely dangerous. And he realized that his arm was barely responding. [Gramr] had damaged it.

The Jotun managed to break free, swinging his blade dangerously close. Blake was about to kick him, but remembered his enemy’s unique skill. The enemy thrust his sword, and Blake managed to dodge, lean closer and trap his arm.

The sword was now right next to Blake hip, a few inches, and if the Jotun managed to pull it, he could slice Blake in two and kill him together.

It was one thing to fight against a regular sword that could reasonably cause damage, but not one that could cut you in two just by touching you. He wrapped his arm around the Jotun’s, while his enemy kept pulling his own, trying to drag it loose. He was now under control, but could get out of it soon. Then, to Blake’s surprise, he saw another pair of figures from the corner of his eyes. One was Svafa, gripping the Jotun’s wrist. Alruna reached out and did the same.

This couldn’t work.

Or could it?

Svafa was close to his ear.

"He’s got an artifact somewhere," she said with her broody voice, her warm breath on his cheek. "Check if he’s got any jewelry."

"Let me go, you foul inbred scum!" shouted the Jotun.

Blake looked around. What jewelry? Vidar never carried jewelry, but Blake knew whatever he saw was an illusion. He reached for the Jotun’s neck, but felt nothing but bare skin.

"What are you doing, you thief?" the Jotun hissed.

"Quickly!" Alruna said, helping them hold his wrist. Friedrich and Bjorn were already on top, grabbing the Jotun’s head.

And then, the Jotun managed to pull his arm and the sword broke loose.

Thankfully, the Aesir had superhuman reflexes, because [Gramr] brushed past Alruna’s nose, and managed to cut a few strands of her hair as she dodged.

"Hold his arm!" Blake shouted. Alruna and Bjorn held it in place, just as it was, stretched up above his head.

"Do it fast," said Svafa. "Another troop is coming to check. They won’t like that we killed all their friends."

"Alright," Blake said. "Someone hold his legs."

Thorfinn came and did as requested. Blake, trying to ignore the pain and numbness on his right arm, guided the Jotun’s arm to a square position. The Jotun writhed and tried to bite. Blake pulled the Jotun’s shoulder, telling the girls to move it backwards in order to break his arm.

"Stop!" Blake said. They exchanged glances.

Jiu jitsu didn’t work either. Blake had felt a sharp pull on his shoulder, and was sure that his own arm would break if they kept going.

Then, he felt something as the Jotun struggled to break free. His hand, there was something there.

"Hold him tight," Blake said, looking at Svafa and Alruna. He reached for the hilt, and for the hand that looked too much like Vidar’s... Something was wrong. Blake felt for it, something that the illusion had concealed. It was some kind of ring. Blake tried to pull it, as the Jotun tried to keep his hand closed.

"You’ve got it!" said Svafa.

"No, no, no!" the Jotun shouted with frenzied fury.

And Blake removed the ring. It took shape in his hand, foregoing the Jotun’s illusion. But the enemy kept cursing and trying to bite, headbutt and kick.

"It’s done," said Svafa.

Blake stepped back, holding the ring, examining the strange rune on its midst.

"You stinking animal," Bjorn shouted. "You gave us too much trouble. Now take this, and remember this name in Hel: Ulf Halvarsson!" Bjorn lifted his ax and cleaved it right on top of the Jotun’s skull. He died immediately. Vidar’s shape morphed immediately into that of a tall and muscular Jotun, a thread of blue blood dripping in between his lifeless, open eyes.

The crew let go of the body, it collapsed backward, pooling the floor with more blood.

"That was it," Alruna said. "Well done."

"That’s gotta count at least for two!" he shouted, lifting his blood-stained ax and pointing at Blake.

[You have leveled up]

Blake nodded.

[You have added: [Ring of Deflection] to your inventory.

"What was that?" Blake asked her, trying to catch his breath and suddenly feeling a wave of pain.

"Magic artifacts," Svafa said. "They use [Odr]. Loki makes them."

"I see," Blake said, nodding, just as Alruna approached him and placed a hand on his back.

"Well done, my love," Alruna said. "You made me proud. Now, drink my vial and let’s get the hell out."

"You need it, you also got hit," Blake said.

"Don’t be silly, you need it more than me, you can’t fight with half your arm."

"I can’t take it," Blake said.

"Hard headed, again. Don’t be so hard headed," she said, passing it close to his lips.

He grabbed it. "Let’s split it."

"No, you drink it all, or I’ll make you."

Blake sighed.

"You drink half," Blake said. "Come on, you’re my wife. Do it for your own good."

"I’m here to protect my husband."

Alruna stared at Bjorn and signaled him to come. Bjorn was already on top of Blake, holding his head and tilting it back, while Blake struggled to break free. Alruna poured the drink down Blake’s throat. He knew better, the thing was precious, so he drank it all.

Blake sighed, feeling relief in his arm.

"You don’t need to be unreasonably proud," Alruna said.

"It was my fault that everyone got in trouble," Blake said through his teeth.

"It’s alright," Alruna said. "You’ve saved us at the end, we all make mistakes."

Blake shook his head, staring back at Svafa, who was on her haunches, checking the dead Jotun’s trousers.

"That was more than a mistake."

"Blake, you know you can learn from that. And you’re not the only one, Thor was like that. Perhaps even worse. He couldn’t stop trusting the Jotun even after he’d been betrayed so many times."

Svafa remained close to the Jotun, rifling through his body.

"Aha," she said, getting to her feet, lifting a tiny round object with a lid on it.

"What’s that?" Friedrich asked, walking closer and adjusting his glasses.

She didn’t say a word, but opened it. It glowed with a blue light. She smiled.

"It’s time to drink to our health," she said with a bland voice.

"Svafa," Blake said, walking toward her. "Thank you for the idea."

She simply shrugged.

"I thought you would do well to have this," he extended the runic ring, offering it to her.

"You caught it, it’s yours."

"You collect these things, don’t you? You’d be better suited to use it. Besides, I need to keep training and gaining strength, if I'm just immune, well, it's not as practical."

"What do you say, lad, with that, you’ll be unbeatable," Bjorn said.

"As unbeatable as this guy? It’s too much, it’s not fair, and my [Odr] is not enough. And I feel like I didn’t earn it. You would do much better with it."

And then, he felt something tug at his mind. It was Alruna. A negative emotion had surged in her, a stab of anger. Blake turned, scared. Alruna didn’t show it, her expression. Was that jealousy? There was pain there, enough pain to make someone cry. Blake didn’t mean that, he’d meant that Svafa had given him the idea, she had... Why?

Blake lowered the ring, eyes still looking back at Alruna.

"Thank you, I like these things," said Svafa, snatching it from his hand.

Blake turned around, not facing Svafa again. He looked at Alruna, exploring his emotions. He couldn’t talk, he didn’t want to start any more drama in there. It was silly to him. Yes, Svafa was as pretty as any Valkyrie, but he barely even knew her, and he didn't really care. Alruna could feel his defensiveness, he was sure. He was innocent.

But whatever he felt, it had hurt her.

He had never given her a gift, had he? Everything had been part of custom, of tradition. She had given him something precious.

Blake advanced toward her.

"Let’s go," Alruna said, moving forward, past him. "I can hear them coming."


Chapter XXXVI – A Matter of Life and Death

Blake wanted to talk to Alruna, explain what he was feeling, and reassure her, but he feared she wouldn’t want to hear a word. Part of her was dismissive, perhaps trying to focus on the task at hand.

Why were women so hard to understand sometimes?

Maybe he’d been an asshole, maybe she was right, he should have focused more on her. He already had two wives. He should have enough. Damn, he should have enough with Alruna. And he had! Did she think he just loved women’s attention but didn’t care for them? He didn’t want to be like his dad. Whatever he did, he didn’t want to be like that. He wanted to take care of his women, treat them right, not abandon them and complain that they asked too much.

But what if they did ask too much?

Aside from that, he kept blaming himself. He’d been so trusting again! Now, he was sure that was his biggest problem. Now he could call himself brave, but that was a requirement in Asgard. The problem was that he always assumed straightforward intentions in everyone. Eir and Alruna loved him and gave him what he wanted, took care of him, but he’d let them use him for their own purposes. He should trust less and be on the lookout for people’s real intentions.

They raced through the tunnel, Friedrich guiding them, compass in hand, toward one of the staircases. Blake decided to take some time to speak to Alruna. But as he slowed his pace, Friedrich walked closer to him.

"Did you notice?" Friedrich asked.

"What?" Blake replied, hoping Friedrich wouldn’t bring up Alruna’s obvious anger.

"The walls, there were reliefs all over."

"I..."

He was an archaeologist, he was supposed to notice. That place was a treasure for those who shared his profession, but he’d been too focused on saving his ass and that of his crew.

"It’s incredible," Friedrich said, half panting. "There’s so much to take note of! Look! Isn’t this cuneiform? Do you know how to read it, cowboy?"

"Not at all," Blake said.

"I’m working on something," Friedrich said. "The true history of the world, of the universe. I’m writing it, linking everything."

"That’s genuinely interesting," Blake said. "You have it all figured out, no?"

"Not at all," Friedrich continued. "Odin speaks of some things, vaguely, but that’s not enough. I want to link their history with our world, explain how everything came to be. See, they themselves don’t know how to explain it. Despite being gods, most of their tradition is oral and based on memory. You should know about that. And the Jotnar have their own version of history. They’re part of our history, but even they don’t care much about how it links them to us."

"Wow," Blake said, mind blown and thinking of the implications. He didn’t need [Skald’s Voice] to know how it made sense. He was now witnessing cuneiform script among the Jotun, evil civilizations on the dark side of Antarctica. There was some truth to those deranged late-night History Channel conspiracies. After all, there were so many ancient myths that had to do with giants, the Annunuaki and others. And through studying comparative mythology, he knew that many myths throughout the world were similar, whether in Africa, South America, or Northern Europe.

"I’ve taken hundreds of notes, cowboy," Friedrich said. "I’ll show you my diaries when we get back; and when we finally go back to Midgard, I want it to be known. So many people have searched for so long. Humanity deserves to know the truth."

"And they’ll think we’re just another new age ancient alien cult," said Blake. If he’d heard half of what he had experienced, he would have dismissed it as schizo conspiratorial ideas with no scientific basis. He wasn’t an archaeologist for the science, though. He’d tried to fit into his grandfather’s world, find a place with different customs, that no one else knew, and learn how people lived. Or so he had thought.

"Maybe they’ll think we’re crazy, but the whole truth would be out there," said Friedrich.

Blake nodded, walking up the staircase and hearing the voices of the Jotnar up there.

He was tired of killing Jotnar. Just exhausted. Bjorn wanted to fulfill his duty, and Blake wanted to help him, but wasn’t it too much? How many had he even killed?

A killing competition was a gruesome idea, now that he thought about it. Blake had seen them as monsters until now, but knowing that the Aesir came from the Jotun was a persistent question on his mind. How did Jotun even live? Were there Jotun children? Did he take them from their families when he killed? How many had he killed so far?

And what about Alruna. He could feel her resentment in the back of his mind. And now it had grown worse since he had been talking to Friedrich and seemingly not even concerned for her.

"Hey," said a female voice behind them. Blake turned around. "I’m talking to all of you," repeated the voice.

The entire group stopped and turned. Svafa walked forward, taking something out of her pouch. It was an arm-ring. Blake recognized it as the one she’d taken from the Jotun.

"Aha, good idea," said Bjorn.

"I’ve been collecting these," Svafa said, lowering her head. "I’ve got one for each, and I’ve also collected a few flasks of [Mead of Power].

"What does that ring do?" asked Blake.

"It makes us invisible," said Bjorn.

"As long as we don’t move too much," said Svafa.

It made sense. When the Jotnar were hiding, they couldn’t attack while invisible.

"You know how to infuse objects, right, boy?" Svafa said, before handing him a ring.

"Yeah." What did she mean, boy? Alright, she was probably a thousand years older, but he didn’t like it coming from her.

Blake placed it on his arm. Svafa was passing it to the others. After that, she showed them five flasks of [Mead of Power], different from the one he’d taken from the last Jotun.

"Where’d you get that?" asked Thorfinn. "This must be worth a fortune!"

"I know where to look," she said coldly. "Don’t waste it."

"How long will it last?" Alruna asked.

"It doesn’t consume much, as long as you don’t move too fast."

She took two sips and passed it to Alruna. Each one of them drank. Blake received it and took a sip. He squeezed his eyes. It was stronger than any whiskey he’d ever had. It passed through his throat like he had swallowed a fireball.

He huffed, swallowing again and blinking hard.

His [Odr] increased by 35 points. It was a reasonable rate, compared to what Helga had gotten when she drank on the ship.

"Alright, ready?" said Alruna, preparing to open the exit. She leaned forward and Blake noticed how she disappeared into emptiness. Then, the door moved outward, revealing the sunlight of the short Antarctic day. She pushed the doorway open. Blake didn’t see legions of Jotnar as he had expected, instead, he saw what resembled the aftermath of a modern-day war. He transferred [Odr] into his bracelet, along with the rest of the team.

Suddenly, Blake heard Bjorn curse under his breath.

"What’s wrong?" he asked.

"Almighty Odin!" hissed Bjorn, now invisible.

"What is it?" Blake asked.

"They’ve got her," Bjorn responded, pushing his way, although invisible, rushing out into the road, his figure coalescing into the air.

"What?" Blake asked out loud, before thinking of the answer. Thrud was in trouble.

"Oh, crap," he hissed, stepping out as well. Bjorn had already started running.

"Wait!" Svafa shouted behind them, just as Blake stepped out and gasped in shock. Thrud had really flattened the city, and entire buildings had collapsed upon themselves, leaving nothing but rubble across many miles. It almost seemed out of character. Thrud was like a little sister who loved animals and cheese, a true country girl.

Bjorn leapt and raced over the rubble, toward the place where the sounds of battle still rumbled and raged.

"Stop right there!" Svafa said. "You dumb Berserker, don’t make it harder on ourselves."

Bjorn turned. He was completely visible now, his blond hair shaking in the wind, his eyes bloodshot, and his teeth clenched.

"They’ve captured her. I can’t let them hurt her."

"Stop, right now!" Svafa shouted. "I am the next in line after Thrud. Vidar gave us a mission, and we’ve got to fulfill it."

"I won’t leave her," Bjorn shouted, taking his ax out.

"Bjorn, don’t do it!" Blake said. "It’s suicide. This is just your bond talking! You feel her pain and want to help, but it’s a terrible idea."

"Aren’t you willing to do anything for them? Even die?" Bjorn shouted.

"I’d do that," Blake said. "But I know they’d prefer to see me live."

"I haven’t told you we aren’t going for her," Svafa said, invisible. "Just don’t do it in your brutish Berserker way. There’s a better way."

"You’ve no idea what they’re doing to her!" Bjorn shouted in desperation.

Blake felt himself go pale.

Bjorn breathed sharply, holding his ax tight.

"I’ll go with you," Svafa said. "Thorfinn, you come with us. Alruna, would you come?"

Alruna looked hesitant.

"I’ve got to be with my husband," she said with a blank expression. She looked at Friedrich.

"And Vidar wants you by his side," Svafa said. "Alright. It will do with us. You don’t be foolish, use your gifts wisely."

But Blake kept looking in Bjorn’s direction.

"Let’s go, Blake," Alruna said.

"I..."

He couldn’t let his friends get hurt. Thrud didn’t deserve that. She was just a girl. She was wise, a thousand-year-old Valkyrie, stronger than a hundred of me, but still, she was just a girl. And Bjorn, Bjorn would get himself hurt, he could...

He stepped toward them.

"Blake," Alruna held his arm. "Let them go. We have to finish our side of our quest."

"They’re my friends!" Blake exclaimed.

"They can take care of themselves," Alruna said. "We have other friends to save."

Blake gritted his teeth. He searched his mind, feeling for Brynhilde. And... She was feeling compassion for him, but also fear.

If he could only split himself in two to help all of his friends.

"Brynhilde needs us," he declared.

She did. She’d suffered much already. Blake swallowed, feeling the direction of her bond. "This way," said Friedrich, pointing at what seemed like it had once been the main road. The entire road had been wrecked and the path was barely visible.

"Let’s run," Blake suggested. "There are no Jotnar here."

They continued their way, leaping through the rubble. There was a single building that still stood, a massive black pyramid. Instead of the reddish-dark stone that made up most of the city, this was a perfect pyramid of what looked like onyx. There were all kinds of carvings on each side, strange symbols that did not resemble runes at all.

An entire troop of Jotun had been guarding it, although most of them now lay dead. A handful of Jotun guards dragged their comrades’ bodies, perhaps preparing them for burial.

"I say we take it slowly from now," Alruna said. Friedrich and Blake agreed. Maybe fighting them would take longer than walking. They paced their approach, moving stealthily not to draw any suspicion. The Jotun didn’t seem to mind, and the group managed to cross the protected section and reach the massive door.

Alruna tried to push it open, but nothing happened. It was sealed.

"Blake," she said, looking back at him.

Blake nodded, unsheathing Gramr and passing part of his Odr into it. Making sure no one saw them, he tore a hole in the lower part of the door, large enough for them to pass through. While the other Jotun were distracted, he finished the work and pushed it in.

"After you," he said to Alruna.

Still invisible, Blake could hear Alruna crouching and passing through.

"Hey! What’s that!" they heard a Jotun shouting behind.

"You first," Blake said to Friedrich.

"I’m already in," Friedrich said. Blake knelt and crawled through the hole, leaving behind the Antarctic sunlight.

"Hey, look at that," said another Jotun.

Blake passed through the gate, finding that the inner side was completely different from outside. He remained still as he heard rushed steps behind him. At least two Jotnar were rushing toward them on the street.

"Remain still," Alruna said under her breath, while A Jotnar leaned into the hole.

"Something’s wrong," the Jotun said, crawling through.

Blake remained still, eyes fixed on the absolute darkness around him. The Jotun crawled up, followed by another.

"Something’s wrong in here," the giant hissed through his teeth.

"How did this happen?" one of them grunted, pointing at the hole.

"It’s the invader," said the other, looking around. "That vermin finally managed to escape. Remain cautious!"

The first Jotun kept sniffing the air, hand on his sword.

"No," he said, clenching his teeth, unsheathing and spinning his sword. "They’re here."

His face turned dangerously close to Blake, narrowing his glowing eyes and trying to listen attentively.

Blake rolled his eyes, as he slid his hand toward the hilt of his sword.

"I’m gonna alert the others," the second Jotun said, turning back.

Friedrich was the one to react. Blake saw the Austrian’s hand taking shape in the half darkness, his spear passing right through the Jotun’s neck.

"Huh?" the other Jotun turned, just as Blake slid [Gramr] into his chest, piercing him completely. The body collapsed and he spoke no more. The light of [Gramr] illuminated the hall, revealing a long staircase that sunk into the bowels of the earth.

"Cover the entrance, Blake," Alruna said. "Before they come."

Blake nodded and slid the block he had cut from the door back into place, and left the dead Jotun there.

"Let’s go," he said.

The trio walked down the staircase. Blake felt Brynhilde’s connection, reassuring her. She, however, felt uneasy. Blake would even say that she was feeling fear. Something was wrong.

The next section was riddled with Jotun corpses. Entire groups slashed through the body with one continuous swing. Blake could guess this was the work of Vidar.

The walls in that section were completely wrecked and collapsed. With shock, Blake noticed some corpses he recognized. There was a figure crouching on the ground, in between dead Jotun and a pool of Jotun blood. He was covered in scratches, golden fluid dripping from all throughout his skin. He had taken off his blue cape and tightened it around his wounds. His eye was bulging, and he breathed heavily. His eyes swung toward them, expression as sour as usual.

Helga lay dead by his side, blonde hair spread out on the ground, her pale face lifeless, eyes closed, and a slash cutting through her body.

The trio stepped in front of Vidar, speechless.

Was he even Vidar? Blake decided to be cautious, hand on the hilt of his sword.

"How did you call me the first time you saw me?" Blake asked.

Vidar huffed.

"Dog," he declared sharply.

Blake relaxed, then looked at Alruna and Friedrich. Their expressions were somber, as if every ounce of hope in their hearts had vanished. After all, this was really Vidar, the strongest in the group, and he was kneeling on the ground, almost at the brink of death.

"I faced him," Vidar said softly. "And I failed."


Chapter XXXVII – Into the Depths

"Who did you face?" Blake asked.

"He fought the Lord of Chaos," said Friedrich, with a somber tone.

Vidar's eyes were low, fixed on Helga’s lifeless face.

"What happened?" Blake asked.

"I failed, that's what happened," Vidar said through gritted teeth. "This whole thing was a failure. He... Let me live, he attacked me, mocked me and left me within an inch of my life."

Blake tried to read Vidar's power. His [HP] was [11/893].

The blond god looked up.

"Does any of you have any [Mead of Renewal] left?" He asked.

"I don't," Blake said, turning toward Alruna and Friedrich.

"I finished mine," Alruna said with a long sigh.

Friedrich slid a hand into his pocket, removing an empty leather flask. It had been punctured, and was completely empty.

Vidar grunted, gritting his teeth and gripping his sword tight.

"What about Helga's?" Blake asked.

"Asking stupid questions, huh? Maybe we should abort the mission," Vidar said. "This was all a mistake. I... I thought we'd make it."

Alruna cleared her throat. "Vidar," Alruna declared. "They've captured Thrud. Thorfinn, Bjorn, and Svafa went to rescue her."

Vidar gritted his teeth. "It's worse than I thought." Vidar grunted like a rabid dog. "I didn't think we'd fail like this. This... It's all my fault. I... Blood of the Elder Gods, I failed."

But Blake's thoughts went to Helga. If she was dead, and the ship was destroyed, how would they ever make it?

"Vidar..." Blake fell on one knee. "We can't let this mission fail. Brynhilde is just a few feet away from here. If we free her..."

How could Vidar be saying that? His life-force was on average ten times greater than that of the rest of the crew.

"Look at me, cub! I'm within an inch of my life."

"Aren't we supposed to fight to the death? How come you, our leader, are down on your knees?"

"You haven't experienced what I have," Vidar said. "My foolproof plan failed, resulting in catastrophe. Thrud is definitely dead, as are your friends."

"No. I can't accept that. And if you've experienced something terrible, so what? It's just because you're supposed to be a powerful god. Look at me, Vidar. I've done things I never imagined. I'm still alive, with help, but I'm still here. I'm weaker than all of you."

In the meantime, Blake could feel Brynhilde's bond aching. Something was happening to her, she was being hurt again, but there was something else at the end of that suffering... Hopelessness. She was terribly afraid of something.

Vidar shouted. "Then do it! Take your magic sword and go! Take your friends, and leave me here to die."

"Vidar," Alruna was the one to speak, her eyes fixed on Helga. "How can you see what they did to her and not stand up and keep fighting?"

"I would if I could! Can't you see me, woman? I'm weaker than Olson, for Odin's sake!"

"How can you say this?" Blake said. "How can you think that you'll escape and live another day by failing? How can you say such things. You treated me like shit for days, Vidar. I took it because, somehow, I thought it would make me stronger. I looked up to you."

"I don't want to hear that trite."

"So what? It's true! Someone told me I'd sit among the gods. Until now I know I'm not worthy. But I know a god would not sit down and give up. I will do whatever it takes, I will keep fighting even though I'm weaker than any of us. I will keep going and keep killing Jotun, until I have Brynhilde back with us, and then more. I don't care. I was afraid, but I got over it. Now you do the same."

Vidar huffed. "Give me a rest, man! For Odin's sake, you're worse than I thought."

He pushed himself to his feet, grunting and holding a hand to his stomach.

"Is there any other way to heal?" Blake asked.

"They might come and kill us after they're done with her," Vidar grunted, almost falling to his feet. Alruna and Friedrich stood up.

Vidar looked at Blake.

"I was harsh on you. I think you understand."

Blake tensed his teeth. Something was very wrong with Brynhilde.

Vidar continued, "I wanted the best for my sister, and I was sure you were not that... I... hate to admit it, but you're more like him than I thought."

Blake almost missed it. Like who?

"And... Lad," Vidar continued, casting Blake a serious glance, "I think Hrymr wants to get done with it and kill her. Loki, that bastard, left for Midgard. He's got something planned for your realm, I'm not sure what it is, but knowing him, it must be a nightmare beyond description. We should let Odin know."

"How do we get back?" asked Alruna.

"Svafa is a Völva too," Vidar gritted through his teeth. "She knows the spells that'll take us far."

"She got this for us, by the way," she said, pointing at the ring on her shoulder. "Maybe Friedrich can get you out."

"No, you do it," She said to her. Then, he pointed a wounded finger at Friedrich. "That young man has something I charged him to do, and he must do it, or else this entire trip would be in vain."

"I have to stay with my husband," Alruna said. "I've made a promise to keep him safe."

Vidar huffed, turning to Blake again and giving him a cold stare.

"Your man won't be dying tonight."

"How are you so sure?"

"He won't, the Norns are protecting him. Whatever happens, he'll make it alive."

"And so will you," Alruna said. "I have enough faith in the Norns, but I don't want him to be beaten to a pulp like you."

"If not, what? Do you want him to take me out of here? He won't be there to help Brynhilde. And how many Rings do you have? Just three, don't you? Someone has to go without."

"I have a promise to fulfill."

"I'm going now!" Blake announced, raising his voice. "She's really in danger now, she's calling." He looked at Alruna. "Alruna, come with me now. Friedrich, take him."

"I'm still in charge, Olson," Vidar said. "Believe me, this has to be done."

Vidar extracted a leather bag from his pocket and presented it to Friedrich. The Austrian received it with a dazzled expression underneath his glasses.

"This?" Friedrich asked.

"It's enchanted," Vidar said. "You know what to do."

Friedrich nodded.

"Alruna and I will take the two rings rings," Vidar said. "You two use yours wisely."

Alruna looked at Blake in the eye. Blake felt his soul ache in devotion to her, but another part of his bond urged him to seek Brynhilde and protect her.

"I do love you, Alruna. You know that. Please feel that. I'm sorry if I did wrong. I'll make up for it."

"I'm alright, Blake."

"I know what you feel."

She cleared her throat and looked him straight in the eye. "I wanted you for myself these days. I saw that and... well, it hurts when you're trying too hard, and someone else gets attention from you. It's been like that for years. I know it may be a silly little thing, but when I've done so much for you, it just makes me feel shitty." 

"Alruna," Blake said, looking into her gorgeous eyes and feeling the depths of her soul, her pain, lying there for centuries. Something had been wrong before.

Alruna continued, "I want someone to love me completely, who doesn't ignore me. I was ignored for so long. The man I once loved gave me tons worth of love for a short time, but then I became nothing but a name, honor, and rank, while he looked for new women to love. I couldn't compete. I... I feared I made the same mistake again."

"You didn't," Blake said, stepping forward. "I promise you didn't."

"I... don't want you to abandon me," she said. "I understand if you love others. This life is hard, I know I can't..."

"Hey kids, we're still here," Vidar shouted. "It's not the time to discuss your sentimental issues."

Blake wrapped his arms around her tightly, feeling her pain, tears welling in her eyes.

"I know you'll have others, I know you have them already, but please, please give me your time and your love when I need it. I never got any jewelry from you, I didn't get any gifts, and that moment, when I literally offered my life force and tried as hard as I could to keep you happy."

That made Blake sigh. With everything going on, his worry for Bjorn and Thrud, for Brynhilde, this felt like a stab in the gut.

Vidar cleared his throat.

Had it been a mistake to marry? Maybe he didn't deserve her love. Maybe she didn't deserve a man who treated her like that.

"Don't think that way," Alruna said. Blake's thoughts and emotions had been too transparent. "I'm no child. I looked for you, I want you. You'll have my heart and my mind forever. I love you. Just, love me back."

Blake knew that they loved each other, and no relationship was perfect or easy. Their love was there, as strong as ever.

He leaned in and kissed her tender lips.

"Now go, take care of Brynhilde. We have to finish this mission soon before more of our friends die. I will take this man to safety."

Friedrich placed a hand on Blake's shoulder.

Blake nodded, leaning in, wrapping a hand around Alruna's waist, and pulling her close before giving her another passionate kiss. She shut her eyes and returned the gesture, throwing herself at him. Blake stumbled back but regained his balance and held her tight. Her lips were tasty, like a spring of fresh water. He couldn't wait to take her back home, on her bed, tear off her clothes, and enjoy her completely. That would come soon.

"Use your artifacts, Blake," Vidar reminded him.

"Let's go," Friedrich pulled at Blake's sleeve.

In the meantime, Alruna was lifting Vidar and placing her arm on his shoulder to carry him. Blake could feel her hesitation. But there was no more time to waste. He followed Friedrich through the tunnel. Blake looked back at Alruna for the last time. He regretted having to do that. But there was no time to lose.

The staircase sunk deeper into the earth..

"Are we on the right track?" Friedrich asked.

"Obviously," Blake answered. "There's nowhere else to go."They continued walking down. Blake could feel Brynhilde's pleas. That fear was overpowering. Blake started to run.

"Wait," Friedrich whispered. Even that hiss echoed loudly in the halls. "Halt, cowboy, they're gonna find us and kill us."

"We don't have time!" said Blake as Friedrich reached him. "What does Vidar want you to do?"

Friedrich sighed, looking at the walls and decreasing his pace.

"I'm not sure if it can be done anymore. I am supposed to replenish this," he said, showing the wineskin. "With [Mead of Power]."

"What's going on with that thing?" Blake asked. "Do you even know where it is?"

Friedrich sighed as he rushed through that long hallway. "According to Odin's memories, it's somewhere down here. In the base of the pyramid."

"Whoa, that'd really be useful," Blake said, trotting forward. "What... What's happening there? It's obvious that there's not a lot of it. You know all about the lore, right? Tell me about the Mead."

Friedrich sighed.

"You'll see it in detail when I show you my diaries. But basically, when Ymir died, his essence was split in three."

"That's not in the lore, is it? I've never heard of that."

"I don't know," Friedrich said. "But it's here, in Jotunheim. It's what Ymir preserved from the world from where he originated."

"What?" Blake blinked, shaking his head.

"Part of his essence remained here. When war broke out between Jotun and Aesir, after their truce with the Vanir, Odin kept the Mead of Renewal, and Jotunheim kept the Mead of Power."

"So it's here. Did Odin steal the rest?"

"Thor made temporary peace with the Jotun. He was basically their ambassador, the only Aesir that had a moderately good relationship with the Jotun. Moderately because he'd fight them every now and then. He'd buy some Mead of Renewal and grain or animals from Asgard, for the Mead of Renewal. But now that Thor's dead and Loki is free, our resources are depleted."

Blake opened his eyes wide.

"So that's part of why Vidar wanted us to come."

Friedrich nodded.

"But the [Mead of Renewal] is still scarce."

"But we control it, cowboy," said Friedrich.

Blake sighed.

"Wars always have an economic motive, don't they?"

Friedrich shrugged. "Tell that to me. Alright, cowboy, we're getting close. Do you want me to use the [Ring] now, and I'll give you a signal if I see someone?"

Blake nodded.

"That's a good plan."

Blake paused for a second. They were already close to a section of the wall with another set of stairs that sunk even lower. Bryn, I'm coming, please hold on.

Friedrich stood straight, summoning the [Ring] and dissolving in thin air.

"I never asked you," Blake said, now that he wasn't visible. "How can you stand being so alone, so far from everyone who could understand you? It's the craziest thing about this place."

Friedrich sighed. "You have women who really love you," he said. "It's easy to get girls, but to have that connection is much harder."

"That's not what I asked," Blake said.

"I guess, having a purpose," Friedrich said. "I hoped to come back, to share zis story with the people. I alvays dreamed of going back to Midgard. And seeing my land, what's become of it. I have a son, I think, with a girlfriend I had in Linz. I hope they survived and, who knows, maybe I have great-grandchildren somewhere out there."

"Well, let's make it back," Blake said, venturing down, feeling his heart rate increase. Something was very wrong down there.


Chapter XXXVIII – Speed

No light entered that section of the pyramid. A conversation echoed behind the wall, making Blake more weary. Who was down there? Trying to overhear, Blake distinguished two male voices, both calm and reassured, with a certain old nobility to them. They were certainly Jotun, and probably high-ranking. Behind them, perhaps in another room, he could hear a woman speaking, boasting, even laughing.

Blake illuminated the area with [Gramr], revealing a massive round door with cuneiform carvings and strange curvaceous patterns. The noises came from behind it.

"Cowboy," Friedrich said softly. "Can you feel her?"

"She’s behind these walls," Blake answered. He hesitated. "But still, far. There are more staircases to walk through."

Friedrich sighed.

"At least we’re on the right track, cowboy," Friedrich said. "But it means ve have to pass by her first before reaching for the fountain."

"What do you mean?" Blake asked. "We need [Mead of Power]. How are we going to survive without it?"

"That is the problem. But your sword can make up for our weaknesses. It can kill any monster with one swing, maybe even a god! Save all the [Mead] you have for your artifacts, cowboy. We’re gonna need it." He paused. "And if I die, take her out of here and tell Vidar that ve couldn’t do it. He may have to send someone else."

Blake gritted his teeth wearily. It was even harder than he thought. "What if I go for the fountain and get the [Mead] first?" Blake asked.

"Oh no, cowboy. That’s why he sent me," Friedrich replied. "Only I can do it."

"Why? He gave you the wineskin. I’m sure I can use it too. Does it need [Odr] or what?"

Friedrich looked hesitant.

"That’s not ze whole story, cowboy. Only I can do it, and it’s for a reason."

"Why would that possibly be? Tell me."

Friedrich sighed.

"Because I have no [Blessings]."

Blake raised an eyebrow.

"Do you know what Valkyrie’s Gifts are? They’re threads of power, created by the union of two souls. Loki wanted to ensure he could access it, as well as the Jotun. All powerful Aesir and Einherjar have them. Loki has never had them; the Jotun can’t have them since they’re cut off from the [Essence of Renewal]. I... Have no gifts. If you step through the Hall of Power, it’ll split your soul, and you’ll die."

Blake paused. That was a lot to unpack. And there was no time to think through that.

And then, there was only one question to ask. Blake didn’t even know where it came from. "Who? Who was the Valkyrie that chose you for Asgard?"

Friedrich paused for a moment.

"Brynhilde," he said solemnly.

Blake blinked in surprise.

"And she..."

"She saved her [Blessings] for centuries. I begged her for it; I served her from the moment I came here... I loved her, cowboy. I’ve always loved her."

Blake paused.

"With all my heart."

What was going on?

"And.. she never even gave me a hug."

"Friedrich... I thought you were in love with Alruna, and now you’ve always loved Brynhilde, who else?"

"No, cowboy, with her it was different. Alruna, vell, I tried to approach her afterwards. But I never gave up on Brynhilde. She was my muse, my north, my everything, my reason to live. And yet, I was never enough of a servant to even receive her [Blessing]. Then, you come, first thing she does is give you her [Blessing]."

Friedrich paused for an instant. "I don’t blame you, cowboy. I..."

"But Alruna," Blake said. "I thought..."

"I was madly in love with Brynhilde," Friedrich explained. "Completely in love. Have you heard of Dante and Beatrice? He never even talked to her, and yet in his poems, she guided him to paradise. Every thought of mine was completely devoted to her. She was the reason for every piece of research, every poem I wrote, every hour of training, every death. I tried to get away from this madness, from this frenzy, by sleeping with other women, searching for love. But I can’t. I serve her, and will forever. This is the love that poets talked about, Dante and Beatrice, Napoleon and Josephine, a love that is more of ideas than of the flesh."

Blake blinked. That was crazy.

He said she’d never even given him a hug. That, in the modern world, would be extreme SIMP behavior. Was that, like, platonic love, like he had described her? Brynhilde had been basically worshipped. And even then, Friedrich tried to flirt with countless other girls, he had a child, he did sleep with other women in Valkyries in Valhalla as far as he knew. But apparently, he had always loved Bryn with that kind of late Victorian Era infatuation. Maybe she was the platonic fictional love interest of all the men from the early 20th century, but with Friedrich, well, it had taken him to Valhalla.

"Now, come on, cowboy, we’re moving too slowly. Walk faster before I slap you."

Blake nodded, stunned.

He shook his head, clearing his thoughts, reached and pushed the iron door, but it was heavier than a boulder. He prepared [Gramr], imbuing it with [Odr].

And then, before he could slide it in, the door opened from inside.

Blake and Friedrich stepped back. Friedrich’s face turned a shade paler. The back room was illuminated and cast a ghastly light into the hall, revealing them.

Two Jotnar walked out into the hall, one of them massive, with a long mustache and a red cape. Blake had no time to hide before both giants glared at them, sadistic smiles on their lips.

"He’s the one!" Friedrich hissed, pointing at the tall one.

Friedrich was nowhere to be seen. Blake gasped.

"Don’t let him go!" Friedrich continued. "He’s the one."

"Who?" Blake asked, while both Jotun turned, surprise on their faces.

"The one who’s doing it!" Friedrich shouted.

Blake recognized the giant with the long white mustache; it was Hrymr. He was taller than the average Jotun, and his hair had been tied into a braid, but those features and those eyes were those of a ruthless killer.

The giant behind him had a bald head and an ugly countenance, even for a Jotun. He reached for a long sword at his waist, but Hrymr stopped him."Well, who do we have here?" Hrymr’s voice was unnaturally deep. It unsettled Blake. "Two field mice coming into the cat’s cradle? Huh? Your power levels are pathetic. What’s wrong with Odin? I thought he’d send better fighters instead of battle foddder. It seems like he doesn’t really care about his daughter after all."

"I’ve seen your face, you’ve come to us, before" Friedrich said, readying his half-spear, before imbuing his [Odr] and disappearing into the air. "You caused it all!"

"What are you talking about?" Hrymr laughed. "Alright, Suttungr, get rid of these two immediately."

"As you wish, my lord," the bald Jotun replied.

Hrymr pushed his way through, advancing toward the stairs, but in that moment, slipping in and out of visibility, Friedrich slid back his half-spear and launched it with all his might, aiming at the Jotun general. Hrymr turned sharply, faster than the eye could see, caught Friedrich’s spear in a fluid motion, and threw it back at him.

It happened in a second.

The spear flew like a bullet, straight into Friedrich’s body. It pierced through his armor, into his stomach and out. Friedrich’s face stiffened, grinding his teeth and struggling to pull out the spear from his own body. Golden blood streamed down like a fountain, and Friedrich’s face reddened, his veins bulging.

"No!" Blake screamed, feeling as though his vocal cords were about to tear apart. "I'm going to kill you!" he shouted, channeling his energy into [Gramr] and using [Vali's Leap] to leap over the staircase and intercept Hrymr. Blake swung [Gramr], already charged with [Odr], preparing to cleave Hrymr in two.

But Hrymr all but vanished. In an instant, he was underneath Blake and had reached for Blake’s ankle, then whirled and slammed Blake’s back against the ground. His head and spine rattled along with a jolt of pain.

[HP: 48/184]

Blake grunted in pain, as Hrymr turned again and leapt into the sky, disappearing into darkness.

Blake tried to get up, but his instincts drew him back to Friedrich. He was still alive, on his knees, golden blood leaking from his abdomen. The bald Jotun stood in front of him, holding his longsword right next to Friedrich’s head. The Einherjar was impassive, defiant eyes fixed on the Jotun, and holding the spear in hand.

"You!" Blake got on his feet, leaning on [Gramr]. He had to protect Friedrich. His own low [HP] frightened him, but he couldn’t just let him die. He lifted [Gramr]. "I challenge you."

The bald Jotun laughed, turning around. His eyes gleamed with their unnatural blue light. "You think you can defeat me? You pathetic excuse of an Einherjar!"

Blake held his sword tight, pointing it forward.

"Oh, yes I can," Blake said. "I’ve killed rats bigger than you."

"You think you can fight me? Is this the best Odin can send?" shouted the Jotun. "Great comedians, they are. I wish I could have some fun fighting you, but it’ll be over in a second."

"Huh?" Blake mumbled. "You really think that? Try, I dare you."

A twisted smile curved on the Jotun’s lips.

Then, he disappeared.

Was he wearing a magic ring? He had just faded from Blake’s view, leaving Blake looking around, holding his sword out, passing a thin line of energy into it. Friedrich was on the ground, eyes still open. He had wrapped his belt against his wound, and his weary eyes stared at Blake.

Then, Blake felt a puncture in his stomach. He grunted and saw, for a fraction of a second, the Jotun’s laughing face.

[HP 38/184]

Blake gasped. What had just happened? He hadn’t been able to see. He tried to summon [Helm of Awe], but he had run out of it a long time ago. Blake looked around anxiously. Suddenly, he felt another stab in his gut.

[HP 28/184]

It was going to be game over soon, and there would be no respawning.

Three strikes and he’d be gone. Despair and hopelessness started pushing into his mind. Brynhilde suffering a horrible fate, dying forever, all because he had failed. Bjorn and Thrud lying dead in the streets of Utgard, the Norse warrior lying over her body, trying to shield her from dozens of spears that threatened to finish her; the daughter of Thor, dead on the streets.

Blake gritted his teeth, grunting through his pain. He didn’t want that. He couldn’t allow that. He’d rather die. But he’d take this damned Jotun with him too.

He felt a sudden stab around his liver.

[HP 20/184]

And then, thinking fast, he grabbed the Jotun’s wrist.

He had caught him. The Jotun was stunned for an instant, trying to pull the blade away, but Blake kept a firm grip. He grunted, trying to keep the sword inside his body, feeling his life force fading away.

[-19]

[-18].

He quickly passed [Odr] into [Gramr] and tried to swing while keeping the Jotun’s blade inside his torso. Blake grunted, swinging, but the Jotun dodged easily and so quickly that Blake could barely see.

The Jotun’s sword burned inside him, he felt it tear through his internal organs, cutting, pushing its way through him. Blake screamed in pain, trying to keep it in. He looked around. Where was Friedrich?

And then, the Jotun grasped Blake’s other wrist, the one that held Gramr. With one hand, the Jotun held the sword in place. He was now out of danger and knew that Blake would have to either let go or simply die of his wounds. The Jotun started moving his wrist upward. Blake screamed and twisted his neck.

In that very moment, the Jotun’s eyes opened wide. Blake saw the Jotun’s naked abdomen bump and open, blue blood sprouting, a spear emerging from it.

The Jotun let go of his sword and of Blake’s hand. Blood erupted from the Jotun’s mouth.

Blake stepped back, lightening [Gramr] once again, clenching his teeth, and slicing the Jotun’s neck with one swing. His head fell like a lead ball, blue fluid jetted from his neck, like a pressurized fountain, and his shirtless body collapsed.

[Level up]

Current stats are:

Name: Blake Olson

Class: Einherjar

Level: 18

XP: 1/1800

[HP]: 18/195

[Odr (Mana)]: 0/76

[Strength]: 21

[Agility]: 15

[Intelligence]: 17

[Reaction time]: 17

As if it did anything now that he couldn’t even heal. Behind him, Friedrich gasped, leaned on his half-spear and pulled it out of the Jotun with an effort.

Both Blake and Friedrich panted.

"There’s no time," Friedrich said.

Blake looked down at the Jotun. His [Odr] had been depleted. He scanned and found a single flask, with about half a cup of [Mead of Power], as well as his magic artifact: another runic ring, this time with the color of rusted iron, and emblazoned with a ᚠ (fehu) rune. Blake slipped the dead Jotun’s magic ring over his finger. He hoped it was what had granted his enemy that superhuman speed, but there was no time to test it.

"Let’s share his mead!" Blake said. "Quickly. She must be behind this door," Blake said. "I say you focus on the [Mead]. Whatever is there, you use invisibility to get the Mead, while I release her."

Friedrich gritted his teeth and nodded.

"They should’ve given us both rings."

"We’ve got to do without." Blake stared, walking forward, following Brynhilde’s bond. She was in pain, but another type of pain, it was slow and dreadful. It filled her with fear, but through her anxiety, she called at him.

They rushed through the last set of stairs. A laugh echoed in the distance. It was a female voice, but it carried hatred within that sent a shiver down Blake’s spine. As they drew closer, they quieted, their hearts stirring and beating fast within their chests.

The door was similar to the previous one. Blake tried to push it, but to no avail. A female voice continued crackling behind it.

Blake gritted his teeth.

"You’ll go invisibly," Blake said. "Pass through and reach for the fountain and wait for me there. I will try to free Brynhilde."

Friedrich nodded.

Blake didn’t know what he was going to do. Hopefully, sneak about and free her. He guessed who the laughing woman was. If it was Sigyn, Loki’s wife, he would be in trouble. His entire body trembled at the memory of her. She’d killed him, and she’d killed Brynhilde once before.

Blake took a deep breath, passing [Odr] into [Gramr] and shutting his eyes. Brynhilde was anxious but hopeful, her emotions brimming on the edge. Alruna was worried, but not overwhelmed with fear.

Blake slid the glowing blade into the door and made way for himself and Friedrich. Behind the door, the laughter ceased.


Chapter XXXIX – Final Dungeon

After cutting an entrance, a section of the door collapsed in front of him with a heap of dust. Blake stepped on top of it, into the room. What he saw made his heart and stomach flip and turn, resembling more of a nightmare than reality. Blake saw that woman, Sigyn, holding her spear in her hand and a small dagger in the other, both dripping with golden fluid. Next to her, however...

Brynhilde hung upside down, her fiery hair pulled down by gravity, completely naked, and with her ankles held up by chains. Her body glowed with golden light; the light of her blood.

Blake heard a gasp behind him, huffed breaths. Friedrich was in shock.

"Go," Blake whispered under his breath, stepping forward.

Blake's eyes were dead fixed on Brynhilde. Her blood pooled beneath her, like a lamb being strung for slaughter. Blake gritted his teeth, passing power into [Gramr].

"Well, well, well, well," said Sigyn, turning a maddened face toward him. The eyes of that woman seared fear in every rational part of his mind. Blake stepped back and swallowed hard, just as her grin widened. "You've come to save the girl, didn't you?"

Brynhilde looked at him. She raised her hand and pointed at her own neck. She was wearing a black collar with gleaming runes. Was the collar holding her down? If so, to get rid of that, Blake had to get past Sigyn.

Blake swallowed, thinking of the Jotun's ring around his finger. He transferred power into it and rushed forward, moving as fast as an arrow, air streaming through his hair.

Faster than he could imagine. Sigyn snickered and slid through the air toward him, spear first. He barely saw her. Sliding to the side, he found her moving in real time, almost as fast as he. He prepared to strike, passing his power into [Gramr]. He swung just as she approached. She dodged effortlessly and quickly slammed the handle of her spear toward Blake.

He dodged, swinging [Gramr] once again, aiming for her head.

Then, she spun, swinging the handle at his ribs. Blake was an instant too slow as her weapon slammed against his body, throwing him backward.

[HP: 2]

Blake's body crashed against the ground.

"Why should I kill you so quickly?" Sigyn hissed, levitating above him. "Maybe I'll let you die slowly, by her side. Or what do you say? Do you want to die first and see her finally run out of hope? I almost can't decide! Maybe you’d like to choose!"

Blake tried to turn, but he felt as though she had literally broken his bones. He grunted, trying to get to his feet.

Brynhilde's emotions echoed through the bond, revealing more fear than she had ever felt.

"Aha, so you volunteer," Sigyn said with a snicker. "Hmm, it's hard to choose. I like to inflict pain, but you're too weak to last even five minutes like this."

Blake pushed through his fear, trying to pass energy into [Gramr]. Sigyn stepped forward, her white dress hanging loosely over slim, muscular arms. Her face was a blur of derangement, and her red-blonde hair was unruly. Blake remained still, pretending to be dead as she approached. Pushing through the pain, he suddenly turned and swung [Gramr] at her.

She shoved him back with a kick, causing Blake to fall on his back, panting and breathing heavily. Sigyn smiled, lifting her spear and readying herself.

"Alright, it was fun, but I can't afford to waste time. This girl was always hard to break," she said.

Blake tried to think of what to do, but he felt helpless. Jiu-jitsu? Tackling her? Even lifting his torso hurt too much. He was too slow, and he knew he'd be no match for the [Ring]. He attempted to infuse strength into [Gramr], but she kicked it out of his hand. Looking back, he saw Brynhilde in a state of shock. It pained him to see her like that, humiliated and on the brink of death. It wasn't fair. Blake had to stop that, he had to save her.

What about Friedrich?

Then, suddenly, Sigyn turned. Something had caught her attention. Blake turned as well, and although Friedrich wasn't in sight, he noticed a trail of golden fluid, a few droplets marking his location.

"You think you can fool me?" Sigyn shrieked. She turned and threw her spear aimlessly.

"No!" shouted Blake, and as the spell broke, Friedrich appeared with Sigyn's spear piercing his chest. He collapsed to the ground, his eyes turning towards Brynhilde.

Friedrich gasped, his golden blood leaking from his mouth, before falling silent.

The spear flew back to Sigyn's hand. Blake managed to crawl back two steps and grab [Gramr]. Once again, he infused energy into it.

"Oh, my bad, I just stepped on an ant," she hissed dismissively. "Where were we, my boy? Ah, yes, I was about to kill you."

Blake was now on one knee, Gramr forward.

Sigyn narrowed one eye, as if she was about to throw a javelin, aiming at Blake, pretending to hesitate.

She was toying with him.

Blake felt fear, struggling to get up. He could barely breathe, let alone move. He passed his energy to Gramr, but even his arm moved slowly. He tried to concentrate his Odr, perhaps using it in his body. Was there a trick to it? Could he regenerate his own body with Odr? Helga used it to transform and dispel illusions, but she needed to chant, and he didn't know any of the spells.

Blake mumbled a melody, attempting to imitate Helga, reciting what he envisioned.

"Oh, very nice, he's gone mad!" Sigyn shouted.

Nothing happened.

Blake looked at Brynhilde again and wondered how he could save her.

"Enough," Sigyn said, pulling her spear back.

But what if...

He had another piece of jewelry with him. An Arabic pendant that he had found the day he died. What if?

Blake infused [Odr] into the artifact.

The artifact absorbed it.

Blake blinked. But what did it do?

"Do you want to tell me where you want the spear?" Sigyn asked. "The head, the heart? The stomach? Do you like pain? Hmmm. You'd barely last a second."

She thrust her golden spear into Blake's stomach.

Blake shut his eyes and tensed his body. But the only thing he felt was as if someone shoved a finger into his belly.

He blinked, looking back.

Sigyn was stunned.

"What did you do?" she hissed. She lifted the spear again and tried to stab him. Nothing happened. "What do you have in there?" She shouted. "Who did you steal it from?

Blake grunted, leaned on his sword and got on his feet. She stabbed him again. Her spear tip deformed, as if it were made of rubber.

He felt like a complete idiot. If only he knew that it was an artifact, he'd have used it before.

But there it was, the treasure of Tygrave the Soulless. It had been a magical artifact.

But his [Odr] was finishing anyway.

Hope returned to Brynhilde; he could feel it.

Sigyn spat on the side.

"Alright," she hissed, appearing next to him in an instant and reaching for his neck. Blake felt her powerful grip and panted, gasping for air. She rose, floating into the air, lifting Blake's neck as he tried to swing [Gramr].

She caught his triceps, trapping his arm.

"Alright, enough," she said. "I don't like being played like that."

Blake struggled to breathe, to survive, but death was overwhelming, her grip tight on his trachea, no more air reaching his brain, his vision blurring.

It was over.

Eternal death. Brynhilde would die too, Friedrich had died. It had been in vain.

Unless.

One last effort.

He tried to wiggle his arm, but her grip was too tight. Blake turned, feeling death encompass him. He felt beyond the world, a strange calmness in his mind.

He even tried to head-butt her, to knee her, but her reflexes were insanely fast. He grunted in frustration. Nothing worked.

But he had to try one more thing before his death.

[Egil's Accuracy]

He moved his wrist and forearm as far as he could. His consciousness dilated for an instant, for a millisecond, his awareness of time and space expanding, calculating the distance. He aimed at a specific point in the space around him, he slung [Gramr] back, charging it with his last ounce of [Odr] and threw it.

It slid past Brynhilde's neck, on the side of her collar. He noticed the slightest movement on her part.

Everything faded to black.

Something clanked against the ground. The earth rumbled.

Sigyn's grip softened and Blake collapsed to the ground.

He saw a blur, a redheaded naked woman flying over the ground, pulling the chains that bound her, cracking the ceiling, and the walls. Sigyn preparing to defend herself.

Blake blinked.

Brynhilde floated in the center of the room, her right grasping Sigyn's neck, while the Jotun woman writhed, struggling to break free.

"I wish I were like you," Brynhilde hissed, her voice and glance as cold as ice. "I sometimes wish I could see you beg for mercy. But I don't do that. I am merciful."

"Please," Sigyn hissed.

"I'll make it quick," Brynhilde said, placing a hand on Sigyn's shoulder for support.

Brynhilde pulled. Blake looked away when he noticed her extracting something out of Sigyn's neck. Her entire spine emerged, dripping golden blood, while her headless, soaked body collapsed to the ground like a broken ragdoll. Blake turned away, speechless. Brynhilde threw Sigyn’s head and spinal cord aside and descended toward him, like an angel bathed in light and Aesir blood.

Blake gasped while she reached down, grasping the bond, her emotions brimming with happiness and love. Despite her scars, despite her suffering, Blake felt his own heart melt in relief and joy. Her body was perfection incarnate, her gorgeous eyes ecstatic to see him, a sweet smile on red lips.

She didn't deserve to suffer like that, no one did. And she was finally free.

She fell gently on her knees next to Blake. Blake pushed through the pain, removed his cape, and placed it around her shoulders.

Bryn laughed, leaning in, gripping his head and pulling him in for a kiss. The moment their lips touched, Blake felt an immense relief. Her lips were delicious, and her emotions... She was a whirl of passion, feeling excitement, joy, admiration, and desire all at once, along with a great dose of sass and self-confidence.

In that moment, Blake saw runes displaying in his mind.

[You have received the blessing: Berserk (increased strength +100, resistance to pain, HP buffer +100)]

"You saved me, who would've thought," she said, leaning back. "I almost begged her to kill me quicker when I saw you come through the door, alone, with an [HP] of 2. Don't get me wrong, but the odds were impossible."

Blake tried to speak but coughed instead.

"And then, I saw him." She sighed, looking at Friedrich. "Fritz, oh, Fritz..." she said softly. "He... was doing so well. He changed so much during this short time. I... Wish I could have seen him grow even more."

She looked back at Blake.

"We've got to bury him," Blake mumbled through his teeth.

"In Asgard," Brynhilde said.

Blake sighed, looking at her. Hell, how he'd missed her. He'd barely seen her for a few days, but all this time he'd grown so much closer through her emotions, through her pain. Now it was over, it was mad to know that it was over.

Blake immediately removed the ring he had taken from the last Jotun, presenting it to her.

"Will you marry me?" he asked.

Brynhilde snickered, then laughed, then became silent.

"Ah, wolf-cub, you're not the first one who asks."

"Am I the first one who's gonna get a yes?"

Brynhilde sighed.

"One got a yes, but things didn't go great before it actually happened. Men... They promise you they'll be yours forever, and the next thing you know, they get engaged to someone else the very next day and force you to marry another guy.""Ah," Blake said, feeling slightly bugged. He remembered vague retellings of her story, Wagnerian and Hollywood versions, medieval poetry. It was a tragic thing. "Right, I watched the movie."

"What's a movie?"

"Ah, hard to explain. But to be fair, that guy drank a potion that made him forget who he really was and all the promises he made."

"That's no excuse. He had it coming," she said with a shrug.

"No excuse?" Blake sighed. And he knew he had to be honest about something, at least. "You know I got married already, don't you?"

"What? No way! Get away from me!" she hissed. "How dare you!"

Blake blinked.

"I'm kidding," she said with a wink, running a hand through her beautiful hair. "Of course I know. Hel, I'm stuck with you, I know every time you had sex, I guess even how you did it. It was a nightmare at first, but then I found it entertaining."

She got to her feet, grunting, bleeding from her entire body, then sighed.

"So, where's my yes?" Blake asked. "I know you're interested in me. I can feel it. So take it or leave it."

Brynhilde turned, eyes wide open and a crooked smile on her lips.

"Wow, we've got ourselves a good catch, huh?" she said.

"Well," Blake shrugged. "I mean."

"I can't lie to you, Blake. You know, I am interested, but I can't make it that easy."

"Easy?" Blake looked around himself, at the blood that pooled the entire chamber.

"Still easy," she said, looking down with a certain sadness.

Blake could feel something uneasy bubbling inside Brynhilde's mind. She looked back at him, a deep sincerity in her eyes.

"Blake Olson, I would give myself to you devotedly if you do something for me. One thing that would perhaps fix how I feel. And I know how to make it romantic. Keep your ring for now, it might be useful."

Blake laughed.

"My lady," he went on one knee, half mockingly, imitating a British accent. "I'd do anything."

She smiled.

"Aww, that’s cute. Alright, don't be that needy. I don't like it."

"I know, I'm kidding. But... Damn. What is it that you want?"

She paused and sighed before giving him a sharp look.

"Hrymr's head. That would do.

Blake nodded. Hrymr, the Jotun who'd escaped, who'd almost killed Friedrich once before. Blake then noticed something around Brynhilde's chest, a branding with the same rune that marked Hrymr's initials.

He clenched his fists.

"I'll cut him into pieces and put them on a tray if you want."

Brynhilde seemed wary of his emotions.

"He didn't touch me," Brynhilde said. "I mean, he didn't..."

"It's fine," Blake said. "But whatever he did to you he deserves the worst. And I’ll pay him double, I’ll make it extra painful."

She sighed, pain visible in her sapphire eyes. "I lived in fear each day I spent in this cursed place. They did things to me that I will never forgive..."

"It's alright," Blake said, reaching for her hand. She nodded, looking down, her eyes drifting beyond Blake.

"Should I bandage you?" Blake asked.

Her gaze swung upward again, sharply. "With what? With your own clothes? I'll put on her clothes, and we'll get out of here."She turned around and walked toward where she'd been chained. "Please don't tell me everyone else is dead."

"I hope not," Blake grunted, turning toward Friedrich. Damn, was he really gone forever? Blake sighed, going down to his knees, removing his eyeglasses and closing his eyes. He noticed something. He had slung the wineskin across his neck, half his body covering it. Blake gently lifted Friedrich's body, reaching for it. It was full, but it felt like it contained, at most, ten flasks. Less than what Vidar had originally brought. At least enough for one mission.

"Brynhilde," Blake said. "Can I ask you why you didn't give him any of your [Blessings]?"

Brynhilde paused, crouching near the chains that had bound her and looking down into the abyss. She had no shame with him, walking naked with just a cape around her shoulder. Blake tried not to think of her body now, in respect for the dead, but she was more than a dream come true.

"I never gave it to anyone," she said. "Blake, men have begged for it from me. I respect them, but I can't deal with everyone's issues."

"Then why me?"

"Two reasons. One, you looked way too overwhelmed when you first came, and my sister needed you. Second. Because I felt like it. And as you see, it's been a good choice."

Blake smiled, but the pain was getting worse again. He was lucky to have made it alive. He had excellent artifacts, he'd made stupid mistakes, but he had strategized well enough to survive. He could look back and learn from his errors. The biggest problem, however, was his current level. He had a long way to go to become as powerful as a god. Now, it would be his goal.

He lifted Sigyn's spear. Golden blood stained its tip, mixing Brynhilde's with Friedrich's. This was Sigyn's legendary spear, the [God-killer], all made of a strange metal, emblazoned with runes. Blake could feel its dark magic energy. He added it to his inventory.

Blake looked at her. She knelt in the center of the room, her hand placed directly on top of the stones. Suddenly, the ground started to shake.

"Bryn... What are you doing?"

A powerful blast emerged from above, a flash of lightning that crossed down and made the ground crumble. Brynhilde soared above it. She raised both hands to the air, and the earth erupted again. Blake held on to Friedrich's body.

She did it again, floating into the chasm she'd just created.

"Bryn...?" Blake asked.

She rose from the chasm, her cape fluttering around her, partly revealing her tanned body, wide hips, her abs, her muscular legs, and her ripe and perky chest, partly covered by lush red hair. She held a curved hammer in her right hand, vibrating with static and overflowing with power.


Chapter XL – In Flames

Brynhilde wore Sigyn's blood-stained clothes, and Blake held on to her body, wrapping one arm around her hips as she began to ascend. With one hand, she held onto Blake's waist, the other held Friedrich's body.

"Alright, this is gonna be noisy," she said, her head facing the roof of the pyramid. Then she shut her eyes. Blake felt a chill cross his spine before it happened.

The roof collapsed with a thunderous roar. Brynhilde flew faster, from one side to the other, avoiding the falling rocks. She finally emerged into the night, just to find a numberless horde of Jotun waiting at the foot of the pyramid.

"That's a useful [Blessing]," Blake said. "Now that's something I'd like to have..."

"You're not ready," she said, as a faint glaze of starlight illuminated them. "You need a Life-Force of at least [500] to be able to withstand these [Blessings]."

"If you say so," Blake said, looking down at the hordes that had begun to leap toward the pyramid.

"You're really worried," Brynhilde whispered. "And not because of the height."

She was right. Anxiety overwhelmed his every thought. He feared for all of the crew, especially for Bjorn and Alruna. Blake had failed Bjorn. That image pushed through his mind again, him and Thrud, found under the rubble.

"Damn, wolf-cub, whatever you're thinking, it's dark," she said.

"Let's find them," Blake said. Arrows and spears started flying from below.

Brynhilde's eyes opened wide as she gazed at the razed city. "And I see, you guys haven't been wasting your time."

"Well, it wasn't me."

Brynhilde narrowed her eyes and rushed away from those Jotun.

"Who's that other wife of yours, anyway? She's here, isn't she?"

Blake cleared his throat.

"Wait... You don't know? Oh, right."

"I knew you married Eir, and the other, well, I wasn't able to place her. I know you did it with someone first thing after you left my garden. I'm guessing it's the same girl you married after Eir."

Blake swallowed. "I married Alruna."

Brynhilde tried to conceal a laugh.

"What?" Blake asked.

"Well, she certainly didn't waste time."

She drifted through the air at high speed. The entire side of the city that faced the coast had been completely leveled, stones that had once had regular geometric shapes had turned into piles of rubble. Whatever happened, the Jotun would look for their revenge.

"Look!" She said. Blake glanced in that direction. It was a massacre, and surreal to see hundreds of Jotun bodies being trampled by innumerable members of their own kin, surrounding a single spot of land. Brynhilde descended, just as Blake's heartbeats became faster.

Blake sighed in relief as they flew over them, noticing the wedge they had formed. Vidar was in the front, along with Thrud, both, Bjorn, as a Berserker, beheaded Jotun left and right, and Alruna swung her sword expertly. They had regained much of their strength, but the enemy surrounded them completely.

Brynhilde descended like an angel coming from heaven, avoiding arrows and landing in the middle of the wedge. Their comrades cheered, especially Bjorn.

"Right, just in time," Vidar said. "Olson, you're about to die. Drink this, we got it from Thorfinn and saved it in case."

He rapidly slid his hand into his pocket, extracted a vial, and threw it at Blake. Blake slipped, using his [Odr] and infusing it into the [Ring of Speed]. He moved quickly to catch it.

"And the other boy, did he survive?" Vidar asked, while blocking a Jotun and killing three with a single swing of his sword. "Almighty Odin, we didn't make it."

"Not so fast." He gently placed Friedrich's body down on one of the tall altar-shaped stones and rushed back, standing in front of Vidar and presenting him with the wineskin.

"Huh, the boy did it!" Vidar exclaimed. Blake presented the wineskin in his hand, and Vidar passed it to Svafa.

"He sacrificed himself," Blake declared.

Vidar nodded.

"We'll remember his name."

Alruna rushed to wrap her arms around Blake and give him a kiss.

"I was so worried," she said, her eyes denoting how happy she was to see him.

Blake leaned in and kissed her again, before Alruna made her hug tighter. "Let's kill these monsters."

A great rumble echoed in the ground, lightning struck, shaking the earth and blinding them for an instant. Brynhilde stood in between them and the hordes of Jotun. A great crater was opening as they spoke, while dozens of Jotun slipped into the chasm.

"I've got a gift for you," he said to Alruna, clearing his throat.

Blake slung Sigyn's spear from his back. "God-killer," he said. "A weapon forged for Loki's wife."

"Wow," Alruna said, opening her eyes, both in shock and awe. "That is, certainly a weapon like no other. I'm not sure, Blake, this..."

"It's powerful." Blake hefted it. "If you want it, it could even kill him, Loki, I mean."

"Why don't you keep it? It'd be an advantage."

"It's my gift for you. We're one household, aren't we? We're here to protect each other, and it'd do better in your hands."

Alruna sighed and grabbed it gently, just as two Jotnar broke out from the chasm, rushing at her. She slid it into one of their chests. The Jotun gasped, huge eyes looking at her in shock, and the Jotun fell dead, the light in his eyes fading.

She tried by thrusting it into another Jotun's biceps. The giant grunted, more in annoyance than in pain, before raising an ax and trying to swing at her. Suddenly, the victim collapsed, dropping the ax, lifeless.

"So it's true," she said. "It... sucks the life out of whoever it touches."

"No matter how high their life-force," Blake said.

"Alright," Vidar announced. Blake turned, noticing Svafa was drinking from the wineskin.

Three Jotun charged at them. Blake dodged and swung [Grarm], this time fully charged and ready.

"So, lad," Bjorn's voice echoed. He lifted his ax, piercing into the jaw of a Jotun, and pulled it with a splash of blood. "How many?"

Blake sighed.

"Honestly, I should've done much better," Blake said, ducking and slicing cleanly through the arm of a Jotun. "Only killed about three hundred and fifty, counting from how many times I level up."

"Those are rookie numbers," Bjorn exclaimed. "But worry not, I did one thousand and twelve, and Thrud did three thousand. We've passed our mark already."

"Thrud is part of the bargain?"

"Now she is! But don't worry, lad, we've done a lot of killing. I'm sure Ulf would be happy."

"If you say so."

"Protect Svafa!" Vidar ordered, just as another horde of Jotun broke through. "She must recite her ritual undisturbed."

"Alright, Blake," Brynhilde placed a hand on his shoulder. "Maybe it's time to use your new toys."

The Jotun piled up, dozens leaping over the chasm.

In that moment, Svafa's voice started to echo, a chant that made Blake's hair stand on end. Thrud and Brynhilde struck the ground with lightning, Brynhilde making space.

"Protect her!" Vidar shouted, just as he jumped ten feet and caught a javelin in flight, whirling and throwing it back at a Jotun.

Blake licked his lips, reached for his new [Blessing], and prepared by imbuing both his [Ring of Speed] and [Gramr] with [Odr]. He took a deep breath.

[Berserk]

It felt almost like turning into a wolf, but different; he felt a powerful energy pulsating throughout his mind and body, so overwhelming that it pushed him to attack and kill; however, it was not impossible to control himself, unlike in his wolf-form. His muscles tensed, his eyes rolled back, and his consciousness turned to pure, righteous rage.

He readied himself, grunting like a beast and rushing toward enemy lines. Faster than a bullet, he rushed through the horde, slicing and grunting, racing through the lines of Jotun with superhuman speed, his blade slicing bodies and heads clean. A few managed to strike him with their axes and spears, but the gift protected him; and he felt no pain.

Before long, grunting and swinging and feeling blood sprinkle his skin and clothes, Blake noticed something. Dozens of Jotun turned and attempted to flee instead of returning to challenge him. He chased after them, but his own conscious mind made him stop.

"Blake, Blake," Alruna's voice echoed behind him.

Blake rushed backwards, stopping to think and watch his enemies retreat and regroup, only a handful remaining to attack him. Blake blinked, letting go of the gift. He started to feel dizzy. Bjorn placed a hand on his shoulder, pulling him back. Bjorn laughed.

"You've already killed hundreds, lad. Come here. We're coming home."

Blake let go of Berserk, suddenly leaning forward and feeling exhausted. He sighed, his head feeling heavier than ever, breathing deeply.

Mist whirled around him. He had overheard that they would have to transform to escape, and to his surprise, he felt as if he had awakened, much smaller and compact. Every movement of his body required way less energy. Something called to him. He couldn't move his fingers even a little. He then realized he had no fingers. His instincts returned, just as he looked around, he had become much shorter than before, but his vision had actually expanded. He could see colors and tonalities beyond what he had ever experienced. Every tiny detail, every speck of dust was immediately clear to him.

He spread his wings and hopped off, with the sole intention of getting away.

His consciousness, lingering in the depths of his mind and observing from a distance, recognized that he had taken on the form of a bird. Looking around, he realized he was a part of a flock of giant ravens that soared above the city. They all looked basically the same, but Blake could recognize distinct patterns in their feathers. He tried to address his friends, but only a croak came out.

One of them, whom Blake recognized as Brynhilde, reached out for Friedrich's body, spreading black wings and gripping his clothes with her claws. More ravens gathered around her. Blake decided to help, reaching through the mist, stretching his claws and helping them carry the body.

They hopped away from the city, leaving behind the rubble, the enemy army and the walls of Utgard. Blake couldn't think much of it, or of what he had done, just that they had to disappear.

They soon had flying Jotun on their backs. Blake felt a muted sense of fear.

Being a raven was different. It was definitely far from being a wolf. Instead of heightened passions and emotions, it was the opposite – cold and calculating, concerned with survival and safety. They flew across, even while carrying the body, much faster than the Jotun could run and leap.

Once they were away from the island, and although sporadically attacked by the Jotun's flying servants, they were able to access the portal and exit towards Midgard.

Then, it was a surprise for Blake to see a Norse ship in the middle of the sea, right beside the portal between realms. Among the crew, he recognized some members of Bjorn's wolf-pack, and the god of war, Tyr, wearing his Norse chainmail and a traditional helmet, unable to cover his flowing red hair and red cape. The ship's crew looked up, pointing at the ravens. The mist veiled them again, swirling around them.

Tyr signaled for the crew to make way. The group of ravens descended gently, placing Friedrich on deck.

The mist became thicker. Blake felt his eyesight change, his vision becoming progressively blurry, his wings shifting, not painfully, but as if fading into a dream. Soon, Blake gasped, falling to his knees, breathing deeply. He didn't feel safe.

Blake looked around, searching for Tyr, who was running to hug Brynhilde.

"Men, quickly, bring mead and some provisions," Tyr ordered. Blake felt a strange relief before noticing Alruna sitting beside him.

"It's done," she said. "Finally."

Blake sighed, then faced her. She looked as beautiful as ever, her long hair unbraided and loose, and her green eyes fixed on him, joyous to see him back. He reached for her hand.

Blake sighed in relief. He could barely believe it.

"The best thing about war is coming back home," she declared, sitting closer to him.

"Is it?" Blake asked. For some reason, his thoughts drifted to his dad. That man had thought he hadn't been able to feel at home after his tours.

How could he miss it? How? Was it the adrenaline? The camaraderie? The sense of purpose?

Blake had done what he had set out to do, helping Brynhilde and saving her from death, and had killed hundreds of Jotun in the process. It felt somehow normal, and that's what worried him.

It had been easy to jump into action and fight. It had felt right to have a single goal and purpose. But now what? He'd have to go back to Asgard and figure out what to do to prepare for the next battle. What was his priority? Making his wives happy? Chasing Hrymr to avenge Brynhilde's honor? Just thinking of himself, his own pleasure and enjoyment did not motivate him at all. In Asgard, he had everything a man could want. He didn't ask for more.

"So..." Alruna knelt down. "What did Brynhilde say? Did she say yes?"

In that moment, Brynhilde approached them, wearing Sigyn's blood-stained clothes.

It was an odd feeling to witness both his love interests meeting each other.

"Congratulations," Brynhilde said to Alruna. "Blake told me you two got married. I hope your union is happy and fruitful."

Why did Blake fear there would be a conflict or that he'd have to defend himself?

"I... thank you," Alruna said.

Alruna's eyes drifted to Blake, then back to Bryn.

"You may already know that Blake proposed to me as well," Brynhilde said.

"I assumed he would,” Alruna said calmly. “Should I assume you would be joining my household soon?"

"Not yet," Brynhilde replied, hands behind her hips. "I have selected a dowry, and I expect Blake to fulfill it soon."

Blake noticed their expressions. Why did he feel like they were trying to mark their status in regard to him?

"I see,” Alruna said, smiling sincerely. “I am sure Blake will deliver. In that case, may you always be welcome in my home, so that we can spend more time together. I hope our friendship grows, and I am looking forward to you becoming part of my family.”

Maybe it was just their way of being friendly.

"I would love that," Brynhilde said. "I think I need a break after this. And you and Blake can tell us the rest of the story. I'm sure it'll make for a great saga."

"Oh, there's much to tell," Alruna replied.

Despite their smiles and friendly demeanor, he felt like he was under scrutiny.

"I'm happy for you that you got such a brave husband," Brynhilde said. "He did something incredible down there."

"It seems to me that I've chosen well," Alruna said.

Or maybe he was just being paranoid.

Blake cleared his throat.

"So, if we get some free time," he said. "I guess Ragnarok has started and we can leave Asgard. We have some excuses, like chasing down Hrymr. That being said, why don't you girls come to my hometown? I'll take you to a real Texas steakhouse. I’m gonna need some good ol' fashioned American whiskey. We can go to a movie, maybe watch some live shows."

"Huh?" Brynhilde crossed her arms. "I didn't understand a word you just said. I'm in!"


Chapter XLI – Secrets

The crew members were hailed as heroes upon their return, with grand celebrations featuring music, dance, sacrifices, and abundant food. Funerals with blazing flames were held to honor the legendary Haakon Jarl and the other fallen warriors in their mission, despite their bodies not being recovered. However, Friedrich's funeral was unique.

He’d been such an intriguing man. He was just a modern man, with no servants, with his compasses, pencils, notebooks, and things that no one else could understand.

A man with the [Skald] class took notes of Blake’s experience and composed a poem about their experience. Blake insisted on telling the Skald about the Great War and how Friedrich got caught up in it, being loyal to the gods in a time when it was nothing but mythology or an object of study.

The Skald was curious but didn’t understand the depth of Friedrich’s experience. Blake couldn’t convey it.

Somber Norse music echoed, with horns, drums and lyres. Even then, when the song ended, Blake was moved to tears. Friedrich had been dressed in Norse regalia, placed in the ship along with his spear and jewelry offered by those who knew him. Seeing all that was a surreal experience, and the archaeologist in him wanted to take note of everything.

But the certainty that this goodbye would be forever made it even more surreal. Somehow, worse. Why would they burn him to ash, and get rid of his body? There would be no resurrection after that of Valhalla. There was no more hope. Was there no way of preserving his body, of at least keeping his likeness?

Vidar himself officiated the funeral. He stood dressed in a long white robe, sacrificing nine horses to the sound of throat singing and dissonant lyres. Brynhilde offered herself as a sacrifice. There was no crude sexual ritual involving her, thankfully. She just stepped into the boat, standing next to his corpse before taking her own life.

Part of Blake dismissed as a pointless display of pain, but to her and the others, it was a way of demonstrating respect. Death was painful anyway, blood was precious. Dying, even if coming back again, was a big deal.

The ship was set into the horizon, a flaming arrow flying from Alruna’s own bow, landing on the deck and lighting it in flame.

Counting what happened in the myths and stories, it wasn’t the first time Brynhilde died in a pyre of flame, but also not the first time she came back.

Friedrich’s words had sown a seed into Blake’s mind. If only he’d had more time to talk to him, to understand his experience, his perspective. What had separated him from Blake were just a few thousand miles and a century.

But there was another thing Blake had to do. He walked alone in the night, across the fields of the Einherjar, to the section where Friedrich’s wolf-pack camped.

He felt a bit guilty. Blake had left the barracks and the camps and had moved indefinitely into two vast properties. In Midgard it would have taken that hard work and luck. He’d struggled with rent for years and never thought he’d be able to purchase something. And yet, the other Einherjar still lived in tents for thousands of years.

A single Einherjar sat at the entrance, lifting his face once he saw Blake.

"What do you want?"

"I was Friedrich’s friend. I went on the rescue mission with him, and...”

"Lad, this is no time to steal and start a new feud," he said, referring to the custom some wolf-packs would engage in to enhance their training.

"It’s not my intent," Blake said. "He was my friend. Before his death, he told me to read his diaries."

"You mean those... books, he holds? Fine, do whatever you want with them. It’s of no concern to us."

Blake stepped through the camp. Like in his own, the frames that held the tents were of interlocking logs of wood, and the ones above the entrance curved into dragon heads. Blake noticed a modern flag design hanging from one of them, black and gold. He remembered that the Austro-Hungarian flag was usually depicted as white and red, or red and white in one side, and white, red and green on the opposite side, representing Hungary. This might have been a much older flag, with its own history.

Blake crawled into the tent. It felt strange; Friedrich should have been there to show him around. It was surprisingly neat and orderly. Perhaps the time in the military had made him organized. The first thing he noticed was a painting of Brynhilde looking forward, a pleasant and mischievous grin on her face, her red hair curling above her armored shoulders.

Friedrich had managed to capture her image completely and had even signed it. Behind it, there was another painting of her. Blake didn't know much about painting but knew that the Norse had no idea of perspective in painting. They were good at tapestry making, but with non-existent perspective and based on geometric shapes. Blake was surprised that Friedrich had managed achieve that result. Surely, he had no access to modern-day watercolors or oil paint. The hues were simple. Maybe he'd mixed a tincture with water into different shades of pink and used it to add color. Despite that, it was beautiful and it captured her beauty and personality.

The gray WWI uniform was neatly folded on the side, along with his Norse clothes, a short sword, and a quill pen. Then came the books. Blake was surprised when he saw the cover of the first. It was a crude early 20th-century Western novel in German, representing a tall Native American approaching a seated cowboy. The next one was a muscular Native American looking at the sky, as if ascending toward a gleaming light. The publication date was 1904. Friedrich must have grown up reading that stuff.

Then came the notebooks. Blake noticed one that had the Valknut symbol.

They were all in German. Blake shook his head, accessing his [Skald's Voice] to decipher the language through its connection with English and Old Norse.

21. Juli 1913

She visited me in dreams.

I have joined the most interesting society. We are lovers of peace and the history of our ancestors. Anthropologist Gerhard Berg is joining us after his trips around Persia. He’s got much to share with us...

...

Blake passed the pages.

A great rite is going to be performed....Frau Renner is telling us of these dreams of unity she’s seen.

Oktober 1913

Herr Olson visited from the United States of America.

What?

Blake felt his heart skip a beat.

That couldn’t be his grandfather. No, he would’ve been a baby in 1913. The next page had a black and white photograph attached. Four men circled a high chair, with two ravens carved on each side of the backrest. The man who sat in the middle looked strangely familiar; it was a bald man with a bushy beard. His features showed the passage of time, although he remained tall and broad shouldered, wearing a robe and a pendant depicting Thor’s hammer.

The names were written beneath.

Gustav Olson.

It was his great-grandfather. Blake blinked in shock and tried to read it again. Could it be a mistake? Those two were probably really common names in 19th century Sweden.

"Hard times are coming, but we await the Protector. Frau Renner spoke that many will come and deceive, that what humanity needs is unity. If not, we’ll be easy prey. A ritual soul-binding took place, which we hope will ensure the gods will hear us and let the Protector come among us."

What did they mean by the protector?

Thor was called the warder of the earth in the Voluspá. Some translations used the word protector.

Did it have something to do with him? Was Blake supposed to take Thor’s place?

It couldn’t be. There would be no precedent in mythology.

Was Thor’s soul inside him? Was he supposed to be him?

It was ridiculous. But... as far as personality went, and from what some Sagas told, Thor was trusting and straightforward, even naive; as he tended to expect directness and fairness from others. He saw the good in everyone and even offered respect to his enemies, except when they threatened the people he loved. Then, he was always ready to smash skulls and slit throats.

That being said, he couldn’t be Thor. It was preposterous. Blake was himself, he wasn’t the most powerful god in the universe.

He kept skimming through the pages.

"I have seen a face in my nightmares."

...

3. Jänner 1914

"Don’t trust Herr Echkhart, he’ll lead our organization into a dark path... It’s not just our language group and nation that should be our focus, it’s the whole of humanity and its survival..."

"He’s in my nightmares, he’s walking the earth now, setting the stage for Ragnarok... He is not the protector. Millions will die."

"The Brotherhood is splitting in two, I’m afraid one side is becoming too powerful. I think the Jotun have infiltrated the movement. Do not trust those who drag us into war."

1. Aug, 1914

"This will be the most foolish war in history, Germans, Austro-Hungarians and perhaps soon the Turks, against the British, the Russians and the French. It is difficult to say, but my own people started it. This war will only bring out the worst in us."

"Imposed conscription on all single men. Objection results in imprisonment. Is it better to go to prison than to die in a foolish war?"

Blake lifted his head.

Friedrich had gone through a lot.

But it was even more shocking that Blake’s great-grandfather was involved.

There were too many weird connections going on. As far as he knew, his great-grandpa had emigrated from Sweden at the end of the 19th Century. Had he returned to Europe? What for? He was an academic and an explorer, but as far as he knew, he wasn’t a heathen. Grandpa Robert hadn’t been a heathen either.

Or had he?

He looked down, stunned. The other groups that split off from Friedrich’s brotherhood were probably easy to trace in history, and their terrible consequences too. This manuscript implied that the Jotun, and Hrymr in particular had a lot to do with it.

What was that giant planning? What was Loki planning to do in Midgard? Whatever it was, Blake had to stop them.

The next page showed a sketch, of a male face with an eerie mustache that hung at both sides of his face. It was Hrymr.

Blake lowered the book, passing to the next ones. The other smaller books were war-diaries, attached with few pictures. Then, there was an even smaller tome. He opened it wearily.

Diary of the history of humanity, from the mouth of the gods.

Blake opened it, finding that it was riddled with diagrams. He skimmed through them, reaching a part about [Essences], and that there were two. He knew that already, [Power] and [Renewal]. One was left with the Jotun, the other remained with the Aesir.

"Ymir came first. He emerged into the chaos of this world, bringing things from a world beyond. The Origin, that all the Jotun and Aesir yearn for. It’s a world so far beyond this realm that none have been able to return; a paradise beyond anything mankind could imagine."

"A war broke out for the remains of Ymir. Vanir and Aesir set aside their differences, with Odin as their leader, to redo the world that came before, the world from whence Ymir came. A microcosm, a fractal, Nine Realms coexisting, a conundrum of ascending spheres; a Tree of Life, each with their authorities and powers, where men could rise and rule; where beasts could roam, kill, and give birth; a world planted with the seeds that Ymir brought from beyond the stars. The world that Ymir dreamed of before his madness and sacrifice."

"Now, we come to the subject of Baldur. Odin gathered the Essence of Renewal and placed it in Baldur; thus, he became the strongest. It was said that no weapon could hurt him; and the power to heal and resurrect was ever present in him. All Material Creation became subject to him; the most Beloved god in Asgard, the Bright one, mighty Baldur.

But Loki –until then, Odin’s blood brother and chief strategist– had another plan.

That is a tale I shall expound on soon. But it is said that Baldur will return from Hel, and shall rule a new generation of gods. How this will occur, I do not know".

A thought entered Blake’s mind. What if that soul-binding was actually about Baldur and not Thor?

He sighed, confused, trying to push away those thoughts.

It was impossible! He was just a regular guy who ended up in Asgard. He put all the books together and walked out, ready to return home.

He hiked all the way back to Alruna’s home. It was his turn to spend the night there. It didn’t feel like home yet, although it was definitely cozy. He wondered why all the fires were out, it was barely sunset. Maybe Alruna was too tired. Too bad, he missed lying down on a real bed with his women.

He pushed the door open slowly, hoping not to wake up Alruna.

Suddenly, a light emerged into the room. A horn echoed next to his ear, magic flames erupted into the fireplace, and Blake was surprised to find Alruna, Brynhilde and Eir standing in front of him, holding a large honeycake.

"Welcome home!" Eir said, leaving the side of the cake to jump at Blake.

He barely managed to hold on to his books as she started kissing his face. It felt weird to Blake to do it in front of his other wife and his not-quite fiancee, or better said, his other lovers, but it also felt intimate. She looked ecstatic to see him. She had combed her hair into two cute long braids that fell down on each side. Her lips tasted especially sweet, and feeling her warmth was also satisfying.

Rowena rushed in to take his books and put them on the side.

"I’ve missed you too much," Eir said.

"Eir, you welcomed me already," she leaned into his shoulder and hugged him tighter. Brynhilde and Alruna came after, each planting even tighter kisses on his lips. Alruna tried to take it slow, giving him a passionate kiss and pressing her body against his.

"So," Blake asked, leaning back. "I assume you three plan on staying overnight."

"Of course," said Brynhilde, quietly opening a jar of home-made mead. We’ve come here to eat your food, read poetry all night long and maybe play some games. I can’t wait to arm-wrestle you all."

"Right," Blake said.

If he’d been in Midgard, he’d suggest watching a movie or playing video games, hell, even just drinking could be fun. Reading or improvising poetry could perhaps be interesting. But, damn, he was horny. Sleeping with the three girls gave him ideas, too bad Eir had told him she wasn’t down to ever seeing him do it with anyone else. They’d have to take turns. Alruna, he wasn’t so sure; but Bryn seemed like she wanted to wait, and doing it in front of Eir would be off limits. He’d have to sneak out with Alruna sooner or later, she’d appreciate it. Eir also looked incredibly cute with that hairstyle and that dress. He could even feel her eagerness through the bond.

"Let’s drink!" said Brynhilde, ordering Rowena to come by and bring trays with drinking vessels.

"Thank you," said Blake, taking one while the others shared.

Rowena lowered her eyes, bowed slightly and turned around.

"Rowena, don’t you want to join us?" Blake asked.

The other girls went silent.

Blake cleared his throat. He wouldn’t have that kind of disparity in his home. Rowena deserved to join them as much as anyone.

"I..." she looked down, dazzled. "No, my lord."

"Come on, take a horn and drink with us," Blake said.

"I can’t..." she replied.

"Rowena," Blake said softly. "This is my house and yours, anyone who’s in here will be treated as a guest."

"I..." she ran a finger through her long brown hair, blushing deeply. She was quite pretty, and in whatever world she lived, she didn’t deserve to be treated like just a servant. She’d served Alruna for a thousand years. It wasn’t even about slavery. It was just basic human dignity. "I have to serve, the drinks and the food, my lord."

"Come on, I have my own hands, I can get my own food. The ladies of the house too. Grab a drink, sit at the table. Today, I want you to relax and enjoy your time, and especially the food and the drinks."

Alruna and Eir were confused, Blake could feel it. Blake saw Alruna looking at Brynhilde. Bryn shrugged.

Rowena looked slightly relieved, glancing at Alruna and receiving a nod.

"I thank you, my lord," she said, bowing her head again.

"Nonsense. Just call me Blake."

Blake smiled and turned back to Alruna. Rowena was another beautiful girl; and according to Norse custom, as a thrall or concubine, it was perfectly lawful for him to take her to bed. But not only was that a messed up concept, he had to keep his priorities straight. He already had two wives and another love interest; and he had to focus on making them happy. Especially Alruna. Who knew what Alruna would think? Blake didn't even know the whole story of how Egil broke her heart. He had to make sure he didn't make the same mistakes.

"Ladies, allow me to cut it," Alruna said. "I baked this cake, I’ll make sure my handsome and brave husband gets the first piece, and the largest."

Blake let out a relaxed sigh. He couldn’t stop smiling. After all, he was literally in paradise.
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