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PROLOGUE – Ymir

Of old was the age

when Ymir lived;

Sea nor cool waves

nor sand there were;

Earth had not been,

nor heaven above,

But a yawning gap,

and grass nowhere.

– Voluspa, Verse 32

––––––––

BEFORE THE WORLD CAME TO BE

––––––––

Energy swirled around Odin's spear as he dodged Ymir's blade. It struck the air, waves of energy circling around it, making Odin's hair flutter.

Ymir raised his blade and attempted to slash at Odin's chest. Odin dodged and thrust his magic spear forward. Ymir blocked, and an expansive wave of energy surged from the clash of their weapons.

Around him, Odin's brothers struggled against a horde of Jotun, their eyes gleaming like blue stars and their hair like spun gold, their blades slicing through flesh and bone, painting the ground with golden blood. Along with them, Loki swung his magic staff and it turned into a scythe. Dozens of Jotun charged at him, and he cut through arms and necks and torsos.

"I'll hold them off for you!" Loki shouted. Odin nodded appreciatively and faced Ymir again.

He had one chance to kill this tyrant.

But Ymir heaved forward, massive muscles in a body with the color of clay, eyes reddened with power, gleaming like rubies.

"My son," the blind giant shouted at Odin, holding his blade forward as its magic warped the air. "Why have you come to kill me? Why have you betrayed me again? Don't you see this is my world? Don't you see that you belong to me?"

"There's no use in arguing again, grandfather," Odin said through his teeth. "You broke your own rules, you broke your own principles, and let the Jotnar poison your mind."

"I gave birth to you!" Ymir replied, his maddened growls echoing with desperation. "I gave birth to it all. Bow to me again, my child, or I will take your life."

Odin snickered.

"Your time is long past." Odin shifted forward, feeling his connection to [Gungnir], his spear vibrating with power.

He'd absorbed the life forces of a thousand enemies, their powers. It had consumed a third of the power of the world now, but there was one last thing to absorb: the god of the universe itself.

He now kept that power within him.

And once he had Ymir’s essences, he’d be ready to fix the world.

Ymir shouted, whirling his sword before thrusting it at Odin's chest. "Step back, and stop trying to kill the God of this universe!"

Ymir's slashes became faster, like the cosmos folding onto itself, like moments drifting through the river of existence, like stars falling.

Odin dodged and blocked, generating another surge of energy that made the ground beneath him shake and shatter.

Ymir lifted his fiery sword, his flank becoming open for a tenth of a second.

Odin had one chance.

He thrust his spear rapidly, infusing all his will into its shaft, filling it and feeling the metal ripple with energy and heat up like the outside of a cauldron.

It took a moment.

Odin felt it.

"I..." Ymir grunted. "I can't die..."

"Now!" Odin shouted to himself, mumbling an ancient spell linked to his spear. Secret words of power, mixed with the runes and the power that filled his weapon. Ymir's power, a massive, all-encompassing power like the sun itself and a thousand raging seas, was being pulled into Odin's steel. The world seemed to unwrap itself around him: the black mountains, the fiery volcanoes, and the black clouds that stretched forth started whirling in toward him. Odin held on; the world coalesced into the spear, a tornado of black energy.

Ymir screamed, his mouth agape, his bright red eyes cracking like broken shards of glass.

And Odin swallowed his soul, feeling it pass through the handle, into his arm, into his chest, like an inner fire. He balanced it, he pushed it into his heart, shutting his eyes and letting it pass by him.

The air around him crackled with raw energy. Static coalesced into a current of power that whirled across his skin.

"By this spear," Odin shouted to the four winds, trembling, his skin turning white, his veins as bright as the midday sun through the branches. And he felt fear; all that light, all that power was willing to break out. "I rule!"

The light was overpowering, the Jotun around him charged desperately.

"No!" shouted a Jotun voice behind him. Hrymr, prince among the giants, one of Ymir's children, leapt toward him, his sword gleaming under the red moon.

"Brother!" shouted Vili, Odin's brother, long white hair and a short beard shaking wildly as he stabbed another Jotun. "Is your power holding? Can you do it?"

"Protect me!" Odin replied with a powerful scream. "I will use the power!"

From the corner of his eye, Odin saw Loki step in front of Hrymr and deliver a devastating blow. A deep gash across Hrymr’s chest, as he collapsed to his knees, hands feeling the golden blood that now spurted from his flesh.

Odin turned his attention to the dissolving shape of Ymir. Vibrations spread through his body, his mind, like a headache capable of exploding his skull. He recited the ancient spells in a low voice, trying to keep hold of himself, of his own conscience, before succumbing.

And for a moment, Odin himself feared that his plan had failed.

His awareness shifted. The world around him became... not black, but a whirl of colors and sensations, his body and mind lost shape, he lost his grip on his spear, as well as the feeling of his arms and legs.

He found himself, his awareness, pure consciousness in the vastness of the cosmos, surrounded by millions of stars, clouds, and shapes of various colors, endless worlds circling across an endless emptiness.

There was nothing left.

But he was alive.

He had killed a god.

And had become one.

He could feel all the power of Ymir, now swallowed up in that spear, unstable and almost about to explode. But it had become like clay, ready to be molded by his will.

Now, he could remake the world.


Chapter 1 - Thunderstruck

"Oh, shit, here we go again," Blake said, looking down from the Aesir ship, Mjölnir slung across his belt.

Whirlwinds of red flame blazed ahead of them in an ocean of charred land, and black clouds of toxic mist spread as far as the eye could see.

Things had changed in the past three years, mostly for the worse.

Alruna's hand clung to his, tightening her grip.

Bryn leaned forward on the railing and let out a pent-up breath.

"It never ends, does it?" she said softly.

Behind him, Blake could almost feel the somber mood among his men.

He turned around, facing his troop of fifty. They all looked forward under their helmets, but their eyes betrayed their emotions, especially those of the new guy.

What they wore didn't exactly look modern. Their helmets had modern functionality, but their design was closer to medieval Norse helmets with cheek guards and a nasal bridge. Their uniforms looked like a mixture of modern military uniforms and medieval Gambeson. The fabric was a new development, weaving threads from Aesir metals like a microscopic chainmail, making them resistant to almost anything. Each had an insignia representing Thor's hammer on the right shoulder, and each of them was armed with the latest weapons developed by Dwarven Industries Inc.

Blake cleared his throat to address them:

"Boys! Prepare to disembark! We will push these abominations back once again!" He raised his hammer over his head. "For humanity!"

"For humanity!" they repeated, their voices raised like pressure released from a broken dam.

They fell into rank, preparing their weapons—massive silver rifles with exotic curved designs. Their getup overall looked like something out of a Renaissance fair version of Starship Troopers. And they hadn't put on their gas masks and goggles yet.

Kevin Hall, the new recruit, took a deep breath and held it in. He seemed lost in thought. His breathing was so loud that Blake couldn't ignore it. Blake hoped the kid didn't piss his pants. Everybody had seemed promising and felt motivated as hell, but fighting against literal lava monsters for the first time wasn't exactly a walk in the park.

"Soldier," Sergeant dela Cruz was the first to address the new recruit. "Don't worry. It'll be just like in the simulations."

Kevin swallowed, forcing himself to nod and keep a stoic expression, but his forehead was beaded with sweat.

"It's alright, Kevin," Blake addressed him, placing his gauntleted hand on the man's shoulder. "We have each other. Your men have your back. I have your back."

And Blake meant it. That's why it had taken so long to move them into action. He had to make sure that the gear and the training were adequate.

The young man pressed his teeth. He had a short blond mustache and glassy brown eyes.

"I... Right, Commander Protector," he replied."You don't need to call me that. I'm just Blake. Listen, you're not in a regular army unit; we're our own thing, but know that we'll be on the lookout. Trust the training, take a deep breath, and you'll be alright."

Kevin's eyes drifted towards his colleagues.

Once again, Blake knew this kid needed a push. Sometimes, the Warrior's Dream showed who'd have a hard time, but everyone reacted differently when facing actual combat.

This kid had dreams. From what they'd talked with the rest of the crew, he'd been married for three years. He'd also tattooed Daria, his baby daughter's name, on his right arm.

Maybe Kevin would quit.

Blake wouldn't blame him, but for now, today, there was no way back.

He'd survive, and Blake would make sure of it.

Blake couldn't deny that he feared losing them. He'd had a few casualties already, and he was more used to being sliced through the chest than to tell a mother that her son had died.

He already had kids. The mere thought of leaving them fatherless made him shudder.

Now, taking a father away from his daughter. He wasn't ready for that and feared it more than anything.

"You heard dela Cruz," Blake said. "We'll be by your side. Keep your eyes open."

Svafa lowered her hands, guiding the ship with her gestures, her brown hair billowing as she muttered an incantation. The ship glided downward. The harsh fumes of Muspelheim started wafting across the air. They were uncomfortable even for resurrected beings. Alruna coughed next to them, and Blake felt air like sandpaper pass into his lungs.

"Masks on!" ordered Blake, and the group obeyed, pulling up the upper section of their uniform. They had to rely on eye protection as well, which they removed from their utility belt. With the helmets and the red goggles, they looked bad-ass, but not necessarily like the good guys.

"Steady!" Blake ordered, the ship gliding onto a section of dry forest that the fiery demons of Muspelheim were in the process of slashing and burning.

Blake saw the first monsters up ahead. Even after a year of killing them on a daily basis, they looked uncanny as hell, like something out of a nightmare. Like a creepy conspiracy video about demonic faces taking shape in the smoke during terrorist attacks. They were masses of stone that seemed to move on their own, with segments of flowing magma and faces made of blazing flame.

He wouldn't blame his men if they got recurring nightmares after seeing that. And to see them come back to life after smashing them to pieces was even worse.

The giants spat flame, cut down trees, and tried to destroy the forest, but it took time. Behind them, way back, Blake could see floating Jotun vessels, all of them replete with frost giants, supervising the work of their counterparts.

"How come..." Kevin asked. "The forest doesn't just catch fire?"

"It's magically protected too," another soldier replied, then took a deep breath. "Then, those monsters do it... manually. They're terraforming our planet and calling it their own."

The area had once been protected by Aesir forces and had been abandoned hours ago. Blake could see the monsters raising arms of flame and smiting trees and boulders, breaking the magical barriers and pushing them back.

Three years ago, once the Muspelheim onslaught had started swallowing entire swaths of Northern Europe, Blake thought the Jotun and the fire giants would start fighting among themselves. But the Jotun somehow now helped in the fire giant's effort. It seemed like they didn't care about destroying the world that they wanted to conquer.

The ship approached slowly, landing a few paces away from a fire giant. The monster twisted a terrifying face and screamed as loud as a plane engine, fire erupting from his face and heating up the area around them.

"Forward!" Blake ordered. The main bridge opened on command, dropping against the ground, the girls leapt into action, and his troop marched behind them, stepping toward the clearing.

Brynhilde stretched forth her hand and exploded the section in front of her. A trio of 6-foot-tall fire monsters exploded into tiny stones.

A squadron of Jotnar swordsmen stood behind the fire giants, their muscular chests exposed, and round shields around their arms. Long blonde hair fluttered under steel helmets as they dispersed, charging at the flanks of Blake's human unit.

"Fuck!" Kevin hissed as a Jotun lunged toward him, raising an axe the size of a cat. Kevin's eyes swung open.

Blake sensed danger and immediately infused [Odr]into his enhanced [Speed Rings].

He charged, narrowly avoiding one of the lightning guns of his own comrades, Mjölnir in his hand, its handle vibrating with cosmic energy, as he flew through a mass of giants of both fire and ice. His hammer punched into the Jotun, wrecking their bones as though they were made of butter, then crushed half a dozen fire giants, grinding dozens of them to dust, reaching Kevin's assailant before he could swing and smashing his head like a watermelon.

He reduced his speed, and the world returned to normal. Blue fluid had splashed the recruit's goggles and mask.

"Alright," Blake said, now standing right next to Kevin. "It's just like the simulations. Tell me, can you do it?"

Suddenly, a massive fire giant took shape ahead of them. The creature was probably eleven feet tall and was lifting a massive rock over his head.

Kevin nodded, lowering his face.

"Now!" Blake shouted, Kevin nervously lifted his lightning gun. At least, Blake could see that the training was second nature. His finger slid an inch toward the trigger and pressed.

A massive burst of energy emerged, the concentrated power of lightning. The fire giant blew up in pieces.

"Well done," Blake said, placing a hand on Kevin's shoulder. "Keep it up."Blake whirled Mjölnir, advancing toward a dozen Jotun with magic swords and spears. They charged against him on sight. Blake concentrated on his hammer. He needed no [Odr]anymore, just the power of his soul-bond to that weapon. Energy coalesced into Mjölnir. He lifted it above his head, then smashed it against the ground. A massive flash of light erupted forward, a ray bouncing and exploding the area directly in front of him, cracking the ground and causing another group of giants to fall into the chasm.

"Let's go!" Brynhilde's voice rang out loud across the fields, leading the wedge formation and annihilating dozens left and right. Pieces of fire giants started to reform, reshaping into smaller giants. Svafa stepped forward, a blaze of blue magic swirling around her as she lifted her staff and started chanting. A massive supernatural wind began blowing from her staff, pushing the fragments away before they could take shape.

And in the spots that had already morphed into monsters, the wind was sharp enough to slice them like a knife.

More Jotnar advanced, charging like fighter jets with their magic rings. Brynhilde took a hit as one she had struck had a [Deflection Ring], with the power to return the damage she tried to inflict.

"The one to your left, don't lose sight of him, he's trouble," Dela Cruz said through the intercom.

"I'll take care of him," Blake said, shifting into his [Speed Rings]and scanning through the Jotun with the ring, flying toward him and expertly wrestling the ring off him. Blake's human troops kept shooting lightning at the incoming Jotun and fire giants. Svafa kept disrupting their recovery, and the wedge kept advancing.

Another group of Jotun made their way to the front lines, advancing toward the sides of the wedge, where Kevin was. The young recruit let out a scream, but deftly placed his finger on the trigger, the magical charge bursting out like lightning, striking one, then another of the high-speed Jotun. Blake noticed, but was currently engaging a nine-foot-tall fire giant.

Luckily, the other volunteers managed to disrupt the horde with their lightning beams before it was too late. A single Jotun broke through the lines, but Alruna's arrow pierced him through the skull before he could even strike.

"Forward!" Brynhilde shouted, her magically charged axe in her right hand, as Blake delivered a killing blow to the fire giant he was facing, breaking him in two with his hammer.

But when dealing with Jotun, they were always outnumbered. And today, hundreds rushed forward, amidst massive monsters, without any fear of death or pain.

Alruna got her new arrows ready, charged with Jotun magic, and shot one at a tilted angle.

It landed like a sonic missile, prompting a massive explosion, Jotun arms and legs flying through the air along with a burst of smoke and flame. Blake scanned through his troops. Kevin seemed much more confident, relying on his training for his positioning and aim, delivering controlled bursts of lightning.

"Blake!" Brynhilde shouted, turning her head sharply toward him. "They've got something in there!"

Blake noticed a massive black cage behind a group of Jotun, on top of a flying vessel that had recently landed. It shook violently every now and then.

He knew what it was.

He and his wives called them the devil's surprise eggs. He narrowed his eyes, worry and concern crossing his mind.

Brynhilde's axe made another round, and Alruna's exploding arrows blasted twenty feet worth of giants.

"Hold steady!" Blake shouted from behind. "Something's coming and we've gotta stay together."

"Take cover," Dela Cruz said from the intercom. "I repeat! Take cover."

Suddenly, there was a blur of black wind. A shrill noise seemed to rise from beneath. Blake noticed a Jotun Völva chanting next to the flying vessel, wearing black robes and stretching her hands. The black wind seemed to spin out of her body.

"Shit," said Blake. "That's a big one. Allie," he addressed Alruna. "Shoot her before it's too late."

Alruna nodded, her wavy golden hair shaking slowly as she hastily placed an arrow on her bow and shot at the sorceress.

"Oh no," the arrow immediately bounced off the woman.

"What was that?" Blake asked.

"She countered," Alruna explained, with a hint of frustration in her voice. "Our favorite spell."

"Crap," Blake hissed. The new magic arrows Alruna used had a built-in detection for pernicious spells.

"Shit," Brynhilde shouted. "Blake, I don't see any rings on her hands. I think it's just her Galdr. I'll try to stop her anyway."

She didn't wait for confirmation and immediately drifted forward through her Speed Rings. Blake hoped that she was fast enough.

But the Jotun sorceress had completed her spell. The box cracked open, purple smoke emerging from it. Blake cursed. The air seemed to warp, just as Brynhilde reached and tackled the sorceress.

It was too late. A black light coalesced in the air, making way for two yellow eyes that gleamed like furnaces in the night, making way for a massive, serpentine head, full of scales that reflected the glow of its eyes.

"Shit, another dragon," Blake shouted out loud.

"I'll try," Alruna shouted, preparing another arrow and losing it. It bounced off, through the automatic spell that protected Alruna from deflection.

The creature emerged fully from the portal, squeezing massive clawed hands, like the talons of an eagle, coated with metallic scales that seemed to have been polished. It had a long neck, all covered in scales like sharp knives, and two wings with the span of jumbo jets.

"Commander," Dela Cruz spoke behind Blake. "Permission to disengage?"

"Take cover!" Blake shouted at them. His unit threw themselves to the ground as the dragon let out a massive stream of flame, like a dam breaking, letting out a fiery inferno. Svafa's voice echoed behind her. She lifted both hands and cast one of the latest spells: a magic shield.

Blake read the dragon's power level. It was [1599]. It was massive in comparison to what they'd seen up to that point. The Jotun, even despite losing half of their dwarves, kept devising ways to conceive even more powerful monsters.

"Svafa!" Blake shouted. "How's your [Odr]?"

"Can't hold for much longer!" the brown-haired Valkyrie shouted, her outstretched arms tensing like a newbie lifter bench-pressing for the first time. Ahead of them, the thread of flame seemed to bounce against the wind, as if a massive impenetrable wall had been erected. "Blake!" Alruna shouted. "I'll shoot inside his mouth as soon as the fire is over."

Blake nodded.

The monster closed its mouth, quenching the fire as it did. Alruna's arrow flew true but ended up charred in the last reminder of the flames.

"Dammit!" Blake shouted. He turned around, facing Alruna, remembering one of his first simulations. "This brings back some memories, Alruna. Maybe we should try the same thing?"

"I'll take care of your men," Alruna said. "We need them to keep clearing the area. You deal with the monster."

Blake nodded, and under Dela Cruz's order, the group broke rank and stepped away, while Brynhilde distracted the beast by flying close to it and preparing to strike with her axe.

She lunged at high speed, her red hair swinging like a flag, as she crashed against the monster's eyes, slashing them like a butcher.

The axe had a built-in spell as well, protecting Bryn from deflection, transferring the damage charge to the axe. There was no effect, no damage dealt to the dragon.

"I guess we'll have to use our classic technique," Bryn said, flying away, dodging a thread of flame, then jumping toward its mouth.

"Wait for me!" Blake shouted, rushing toward the monster, Mjölnir in hand. The dragon's fire once again burst in his direction. Blake increased his speed, diving toward it like a bullet. He found Bryn sitting on top of its scaled nose; she swung her axe and cleaved into its nostrils.

Immediately, a burst of flame emerged from them. Blake barely saw it coming when it struck him.

[Helm of Awe 0/100]

[HP: 624/741].

Pain seared into his flesh, and before he could move, the light of the flame enveloped his vision, just as he felt a heat wave approach him and turn into burning flames.


Chapter 2 - A New Power is Rising

Loki stepped down from a winding set of stairs that sunk into the earth. It was refreshing to see Jotun architecture making a comeback in Midgard. Just massive blocks of stone huddled onto each other, greased with the blood of human slaves.

Two Jotun guards with golden hair and beards made way for him, lifting their spears, each segment of metal filled with runic engravings.

Not all the voices were welcoming. One he recognized very well let out an outraged shriek and slammed the high podium with his fist. "You dare step back in here?"

It was Aegir, one of the last Jotnar of the first generation. He’d been elected Chieftain after Hrymr’s death and now sat with the other two. His hair was like the bark of trees and his skin almost bronze-colored because of the sun.

And his tirade continued: "You are the worst traitor this universe has seen! Your fire devils are breaking their pact! They’re spreading out of Midgardian areas into our cities."

Loki snickered.

"Traitor!" shouted another Jotun, this time it was a minor officer standing among the crowd. "Scum! We should’ve known not to trust you!"

Loki took a deep breath, pulling a strand of black hair away from his face as he faced the Council of Chieftains, and the rest of Jotun generals stood guard.

He examined the Chieftains: Aegir, the troublemaker, Alvadi, the black-haired contrarian, and Aurvandil, wearing a silver crown over a mane like blooming gold.

"Halt!" Aurvandil hissed. "Loki has served us well. He led this conquest and gathered riches and slaves. He brought us back here. Speak, ally of the Ancient Ones, and explain this mess."

Loki bowed reverently.

"You’ve always been the wisest, Aurvandil." He then turned sharply, facing the mass of generals and petty officers. "Are you done murmuring like fools?"

"Let’s not waste any more time with this vermin!" Aegir shouted from his throne and pointed a callous finger at Loki. "Every word this lizard speaks is charged with poison. Millions die every day, and those uncontrollable monsters decide to attack us. I swear by the Norns that this has always been your idea."

"Are we not winning? Are our conquests not greater?" Loki raised his voice. "It’s always been our pride to kill and die for our race. And these skirmishes are tiny. Most of the Muspelheim spawn are behaving well.

"Don’t call it your race if you don’t share our struggles!" Aegir shouted. "We may be of the same stock, but you have not been cursed by Odin like we have."

"Oh no, do you dare compare your misfortunes with my imprisonment. I do not mean to call upon your pity, just know that two of my sons were murdered before my eyes, one of my wives tortured and imprisoned by my side, the other two exiled to the furthest reaches of the cosmos. I was tortured for a thousand years, while you spent the same time period skiing on your island."

"You don’t know what it feels like..."

"And I gave back to you the power Odin took!" Loki snapped. "You can feast on human blood and feel the power of Renewal return to you. You can eat a thousand humans a day and relish in their flesh and blood. I gave it all back to you. And how do you repay me? You only complain, but the plan is going well, and soon, your race will enjoy all that you lost."

"On a broken world?" Aegir hissed. "You betrayed Hrymr and let him die."

"You speak foolish lies," Loki replied. "You know nothing of what has happened."

"It was all good until that happened."

"It wasn’t me! You know it wasn’t me, it was that foolish girl who brought my daughter here and unleashed Muspelheim. I have written extensively on the subject. We were left with no choice but to ally ourselves with the fire giants."

"I say!" Aegir got off his throne, stepping toward Loki. "This is out of hand and it will keep spiraling out of control. We must defend our people, at this pace, how do we know when these devils will turn against us? I have been in the fields. I know those creatures know no reason. All they want is to wreck the world."

"And if they do so, so be it," Loki replied.

Those words sent a stir through the Jotun legions; they murmured in anger, raising fists in protest. Loki even heard curses, accusing him of treason.

"What?" Loki said, spreading both hands. "We’ve discussed it already."

"What do you mean," Aurvandil, the golden-haired Jotun, said, his eyes fixed on him.

Loki let out a sigh.

He addressed the crowd. "I suppose you didn’t understand. Fortunately, I’ve brought a guest."

The crowd went silent. Loki presented his hand, an amber-colored glare gleaming on his palm. Suddenly, the air heated around him. The crowd of giants gasped as the light on his palm took the shape of a hand made of blazing flame.

An inhuman growl made its way. The Jotun howled and screamed, some unsheathing their swords as a fiery silhouette emerged from Loki’s palm, taller than a Jotun, stretching toward the concave halls with skin that glowed like embers.

It stood next to Loki, spine straightened like a hero prepared for combat, skin catching fire and glowing. Enraged Jotnar jumped toward both Loki and the apparition, their blades flying free from their scabbards. Loki quickly struck one of them in the face with his staff, then shifted at superhuman speed and tripped the other one.

"Halt!" Loki said, stretching both arms. "You need not fear like cowards. This is the mind of Muspelheim. This is Surtur, conceived in flame. He is the flame!"

"You dare defy our orders and bring a hostile into our halls!" Aegir’s voice rose, full of anger and passion.

Loki shouted through gritted teeth. "I bid you to hear an oath from his mouth, if you’re fearful of the flames of Muspelheim!"

"That is a demon!" a Jotun officer shouted from the crowd. "You cannot reason with him just as you can’t reason with one of those beasts you conceived with black magic."

"Hold your horsemen, like Midgardians say," Loki declared, raising a hand. "Our guest may speak for himself, can’t you, Master Surtur?"

"Aye," said a voice, so chilling and deep that it had the desired effect. The entire assembly hall went completely silent.

"You have heard of him, haven’t you?" Loki continued. "You’ve heard the prophecies of the Flame. Of the one who shall burn the world."

"What are you?" asked one of the officers.

"I am destruction," said a voice that sounded like a talking volcano.

"And you are supposed to speak for Muspelheim?" Chieftain Aurvandil raised his voice. "What do you have to say?"

"We have a pact," Surtur responded, his eyes and mouth blazing with flame for an instant before calming like the waves of the sea subsiding. "We have a pact with the Lord of Chaos, and my offspring will follow. I shall not hurt your possessions. My spawn may not raise arms against you but... This world has not much time left."

"You’ve heard him," Loki said with a shrug.

In that very moment, Aegir jumped over the table, a mass of sturdy muscle, defined and tense like that of a beast, as he extracted a gleaming sword with runic inscriptions.

"With every word you speak, you manifest your evil! And I am now ashamed of my brothers, this race of traitors that followed a liar who has just admitted he wishes to destroy our home."

"And what do you propose!" Loki shouted. "Fight against the Norns? This was bound to happen. Surtur has told us the truth, his forces will not fight against you, but yours cannot fight against time."

"We cannot trust him," Aegir hissed back. "And all your prophecies are lies. You are the one who connives and tricks us. I wager that you and Odin are in on it, against us. Who knows what evil plot you’ve concocted with him. He’ll pass on the mantle to you, won’t he? You were his general after all."

"Accept the truth, there’s no way to fight against what shall be. This world will be consumed and die, whether by the hand of the Aesir or by Muspelheim. Look at what’s happening. The Aesir are spreading, every area we take, the Aesir recover it. I say let this land burn completely. That nothing can inhabit it. That the Aesir have nowhere to flee. That we stop building homes for banquets and halls and start building ships again. I want us to destroy the Aesir."

"What do you propose then?" Aurvandil shouted. "Retreat to Niflheim? Those caves where nothing can grow but monsters and demons? What, do you now propose to take Valhalla?"

Aegir snarled like a beast, his voice booming through the hall, his sword in hand. "I say we kill this impostor and all of these fire demons."

"You mean you want to join the Aesir?" Loki shouted. "Talk about being a traitor. Instead of listening to reason, you’ll go to war over inescapable developments."

"I shall fulfill my duties," Aegir snarled, Surtur’s light cast on half his face, a deep shadow on the other half. "You will shut that lying mouth of yours. I will silence you. Because of you, my kinsman Hrymr is dead. And by this ring on my arm, I challenge you to a duel, and I swear that your bowels will fill the air and feed the vultures and worms!"

Loki rolled his eyes. "Hear me out and don’t make a fool out of yourself."

"All of your proposals are poison to my people," Aegir shouted.

Surtur faced the Jotun crowd. "Why don’t you take it against me."

Loki raised a finger.

"If Aegir wants to fight, let him, but he stands against the unity of Jotunheim. I have a clear path to victory. A single, royal path, which I will make clear right now. First of all, I cannot deny that this earth may be destroyed by fire."

"So speak out!" Aurvandil ordered. "Half of us have followed you blindly, and I do not deny that we achieved great conquests, spread our dominions, and allowed for our race to spread. Where will we go then?"

"Aye," agreed another Jotun.

"Indeed, I’m on the lookout for my kin," Loki said.

"Or as long as our interests are the same," Alvadi snarled, wary eyes focused on Loki.

"Hear me then!" Loki’s voice echoed across the hall. "I have the answer to this... Many of you were there the day Odin killed our ancestor. Many of you witnessed the fall, and you remember when Odin cursed our world. How he changed things, how he absorbed Ymir’s power and set himself as a god of this universe."

The room was still silent.

"That is how I will fulfill my destiny. My daughter has been welcomed to my palace this morning, with excellent news. My son has been found. Odin shall die by the hand of my offspring, and I will take his spear. I will take his power, and I will be the God of all these worlds. Together, with you by my side, we shall make a world fit for us, with no more foolish conflicts, where every being will bow their head before our race. This world is not fit for us. We will make a new one, a new one where every Jotun shall be a god, and every human a slave, and every beast, and every dwarf will bow to our wills."

The crowd listened attentively.

"How?" Aegir asked. "We can’t bind the souls of humans, we can’t recreate them, and we need them."

"That’s where this comes into play," Loki said, extending his hand and revealing a metallic object. "This... This is our newest development, Dwarven runic magic, a circuit of power based on the way Midgardians built their circuit units. Behold: the Mind-Seal."

Aegir spat on the ground. "Your foolish inventions only got our people into more trouble. Let’s get done with this. I challenge you, lying spirit."

"Aurvandil," Loki called. "You have some human prisoners in this compound, don’t you? Bring one, the most rowdy and rebellious."

The Jotun chieftain fidgeted with the ends of his golden beard. "Do what he says. Let’s see what he intends to do."

Loki winked. "You’ll see."By his side, the other Jotun generals narrowed their eyes with curious expressions.

Aurvandil waved his right hand. "Bring McCann."

The Jotun guards nodded and stepped down another set of stairs. It took a few minutes, even while using [Speed Rings], but they emerged holding a chained individual, an iron gag around his mouth, and eyes red with fury.

"I’m surprised you haven’t eaten this one," Loki said with a shrug.

"Aegir is fattening him up and plans to eat him slowly," Aurvandil declared. "He’s one of the prime saboteurs in the Eastern Provinces, head of the AJO. Anti Jotun Oppression, or something."

Loki chuckled. "Alright," he fidgeted with the metallic seal in his hand. He approached the prisoner, the man’s eyes darted toward him, fury still raging through him like a rabid dog ready to pounce on an intruder. Loki gently placed the seal on the man’s forehead. It looked like a human coin, all of it covered in intricate sets of runes. He chanted the spell, and the iron object melded into his skin. The man let out a muffled grunt of pain.

Loki stood back, facing the guards. "Remove all his restraints."

"What?" Aegir protested.

"You’ll have your duel," Loki said, hand lifted upward. "But first, you must see this."

The guards unchained the arms and neck of the human. A Jotun kicked him in the shin, and finally, they removed the gag around his mouth.

"Have you damaged his mind?" Alvadi the Black asked.

"Not exactly," Loki declared. "His faculties are all in place. Useful if we’re dealing with engineers or productive personnel. But... Look."

The prisoner seemed to have grown suddenly calm. He looked up, a smile forming on his face, and bowed, pressing his forehead against the ground.

"My lords," he said like a devoted zealot.

Loki stepped forward, hands behind his back. "He’s now filled with an insatiable desire to please his lords. Us. There’s no room in his mind for rebellion."

Loki paused.

"Stab yourself in the gut." Loki presented the man with Lavaetin, his own weapon, which shifted into a sword in his hand.

"As my lord commands," the human said with a smile, just before plunging the knife into his own belly. Despite a grunt of pain and tension across his muscles, the smile did not leave his face.

"This," Loki said, "is what we’ll have: entire cities worth of slaves, once our new world begins. We will have the perfect worlds Odin denied us. Midgard is a wreck. There’s no way to save it. Surtur shall devour it. But when we build our world, every being shall bow down to our will."

Aurvandil nodded silently, a hand scratching his own chin.

"You may ask questions later," Loki said, the human still grunting. "Very good, McCann, hand me back my knife."

"Yes," the human blurted, blood spurting out from his mouth. "My lord."

"You see?" Loki declared. "Imagine perfectly motivated workers working until death. You can keep them alive and consume their blood indefinitely, restore them again. Infinitely motivated soldiers ready to fight the Aesir. And overall, this world will be for our people."

"I don’t care about your toys," Aegir shouted, throwing himself off the balcony. "Your seductions have cost me the death of my brother. I will fight you."

Loki sighed in frustration.

"What does the council say? May I begin, too?"

"Are these even gonna serve us?" Alvadi questioned him with narrowed eyes. "We hope it’s not one of your tricks, to turn them against us and stab us in the back."

"I’ll answer your questions. You can check the entire set of runes. Your dwarfs and Völvas may study their effects. But if approved, I’d like it to begin being implanted in the humans of our domains."

"I protest!" Aegir shouted, hands rolled up into massive fists.

Alvadi and Aurvandil exchanged glances.

"Fine, fine," Alvadi shouted. "I am in favor. We need two for our motion to be agreed upon. Aurvandil?"

"I agree," said the blonde chieftains.

Loki bowed, adding a flourish with his hand and pressing it to his chest. "So, my great chieftains, leaders of this council. I am glad and proud to remain in your service."

"You have served us well," Aurvandil said, looking around at his assembly of generals.

Aegir’s tone had changed. He sounded resigned. "Are we really gonna surrender Midgard to that fire demon? What’s next, are we planning to give up Jotunheim?"

Loki chuckled. "You’re right. We may lose this world. But we’re getting an upgraded one."


Chapter 3 - Brave New World

The pain of a hundred burns seared throughout his body, skin melting, blisters forming and bursting. He pushed his way through the flames, crossing his arms over his face to protect his eyes, until the dragon’s mouth shut. He reached the dragon’s snout, clung to its fangs and pushed his way into its mouth.

On some parts of his body, the pain subsided entirely – third-degree burns, as his nerves had been completely charred.

His chest heaved as he felt the wet, benzine-smelling saliva of the monster. He summoned [Mjölnir’s]energy – the power of lightning – and crashed his hammer against the dragon’s palate.

In that moment, he saw the light of flame forming at the end of the dragon’s throat, the room started to heat up as if it were the insides of an oven.

A primal fear enveloped his mind, but he wouldn’t let it paralyze him.

Blake quickly smashed the bones above the monster’s soft palate and pushed his way in, blue blood pouring down and mixing with the chemical saliva, as a torrent of flame crossed the air behind him.

It wasn’t fun to be burned to ashes.

[HP: 455/741]

The Jotun/Aesir arms race was growing tiring.

He focused on smashing the dragon’s bones, blue blood soaking his burnt flesh. With a third effort, he pushed out of the dragon’s trachea, reaching the cavities beneath its skull.

He had one last thing to do – he crawled through the shattered bones, finding the serpent’s skulls and the tissues beneath. He was sure that he was paces away from its reptilian brain.

Summoning the lightning of his ring, letting out a single thread of electricity through the dragon’s tissues. Lights flared around him, the monster shook relentlessly and sent him crashing against dragon’s bones.

The smell of burnt fat invaded his nostrils again. He held on through a massive tremor, feeling like the victim of a car crash.

Blake breathed deeply until, with a thunderous thud, the creature stopped moving. There was no movement, no life in the monster’s body. He let out a sharp grunt, a feeling of drowning overpowering him.

He’d been close to death a hundred times already. It was painful, but he could never give up. He would never give up.

He tried to summon his strength, fidgeting with his own belt, scanning for vials of the Mead of Renewal.

Strength washed over his body, but part of his pain subsided.

[Mead of Renewal: +195 HP]

[650/741]

Suddenly, he heard a grunt in the cavities below him, along with the sound of smashing bones and tissue. The flesh and cartilage beneath him exploded upward, and a hand pushed through the membranes.

Brynhilde pushed her way up, her face and body soaked in the dragon’s blood. She let out a gasp and wiped her face, still dripping with fluid.

"You look like absolute shit," Brynhilde said, stretching out her arm and grabbing his. "But I still love you."

"Thanks," Blake replied. "You’re hot."

"If you say so. I’m glad you can see past these layers of monster blood and grime."

Blake sighed. "It’s kind of hot, visually at least. Hell, I need a shower."

"You’re into weird stuff. Nice, I’ll scrub you, you scrub me." She pulled him down through the hole.

It hurt a little. They both crawled through the dragon’s mouth, back onto the surface, where Blake took a delicious breath of... air that was at least free from the foul smell of benzene mixed with dog’s breath,

"Blake," Alruna ran toward him, falling on her knees. "My treasure!"

"How did the team do?" Blake asked, craning his neck to take a casual glance. Svafa was a few hundred feet downward, along with Blake’s troop, who took positions behind dead trees and stones, shooting bursts of lightning at the remaining Jotnar. Blake could see their training bearing fruit. One of them carried the rocket launchers and got into position, assisted by another comrade, covering their ears as the projectile erupted forward in an explosion.

Blake pushed himself to his feet. "Alright, the boys are doing well, thank you Allie, once again. It’s time to finish the job and go home to see our kids."

"Can’t wait," Alruna said with a wide grin.

"Well, let’s do it," Blake said, feeling his connection to Mjölnir strengthen, electricity crossing through his body, lighting up his sinews. He could almost feel the hammer speaking to his mind.

He shot forward, aided by its speed.

"Here comes the cavalry!" Alruna shouted excitedly, preparing a magic arrow. Blake stooped forward, stretching his hand, gathering all the power of Mjölnir and summoning an array of lightning strikes, so powerful that they made Blake himself flinch. Stone monsters exploded into dust, along with the Jotun, who burst into masses of blood and gore.

Then, Svafa’s magic came through, dispersing and paralyzing the stone particles. The Jotun pulled back as Blake’s troop wrought chaos on them. The Jotnar Völva fell, her head severed by Brynhilde’s axe.

It was over for the remaining Jotun.

The battle had been won.

***

Midgard was almost uninhabitable, but it was still home. They flew like superheroes, Svafa having turned into a raven while the others soared with their powers. He felt like a Super Saiyan through the ever dusky skies and the magically terraformed areas that were part of their domains. Houston, in particular, was the new capital of the world, shielded by a dome that spanned many miles. They descended to a home right on the suburbs, next to the main highway access to the city. It was pleasant to see green leaves and trees with actual foliage when approaching from the outside world, where temperatures averaged at -40 degrees and looked like the Earth before the Precambrian age.

"We’re home!" Blake announced, opening the main door."Daddy!" said a voice that warmed Blake’s heart.

Lif was almost three, a tuft of red hair peeking over his head. Eir wanted the boy to wear a pagan haircut for whatever reason, and it looked alright on a toddler.

"Lif!" Blake caught his son and lifted him up.

"Blake," Eir popped up behind the kitchen wall.

"Da-dee!" another childish voice perked up. Lara toddled up toward him, a few months younger than Lif, as cute as a button and with cute blonde locks sprouting like a sunflowers.

"My baby girl!" Blake said, stepping into the carpet.

"Blake, stop at once!" Eir complained. "You want me to throw those clothes away?"

"The blood is all caked dry," Blake said, lifting his daughter with his other hand and pulling her closer for a hug. How could they be so adorable?

"Where’s my baby girl?" Alruna said, reaching up to her daughter.

They were both so cuddly and cute, even though they gave their moms a hard time.

"Glad you’re back, though," Eir said, grabbing Lif from Blake’s arms.

"What’ve you been up to?" Blake asked, going on his haunches. "Lif and Lara? Drawing anything nice lately?"

"Drawing, Dadda!" Lif blurted out.

"How’s everything?" He asked his platinum-haired wife. "I'm glad to finally be home and get some rest."

Eir let out a deep breath. "Fine. It was about time. I was wondering if your kids would recognize you after all the time you spent training those boys. Here, it's all the same. That girl you hired quit, though."

"Huh? Why?" Blake asked.

Eir breathed out. "She’s terrified of Lif."

"Oh, right," Blake said.

Eir shrugged. "No one expects a toddler to lift the sofa with you in it while they’re checking the phone. Your little earthquake is... well."

"Cool!" Blake said, going back down on his haunches and grinning at his son. "Come on, high-five!"

"Blake!" Eir reprimanded him. "This is serious."

"He’s just two, come on."

"I haven’t been able to leave the house to manage my properties!"

"I’ll be here during the afternoon," Alruna said. "If you need to go back to Asgard, I’ll be here taking care of them."

"Hmm," Eir said. "I’d gladly have you take care of them. There’s only one problem: Odin just requested you guys for a meeting."

"Us? Again?" Blake asked.

Eir nodded. "And every time he summons you, something extra bad happens."

Blake let out a sigh. He’d been insanely busy the past couple of months, first training his recruits, then following the containment plan he had devised with Midgardian authorities, as well as the refugees they were moving out of affected areas. They’d work hard day in and day out, saving countless lives and keeping the enemies of humanity away.

The problem was how little time there was left. Bryn and Alruna helped him in battle, but they barely had time to go back home.

"When do they need us?" He asked.

"Tomorrow at the latest."

Blake let out a frustrated sigh. He’d planned at least a week to relax at home and spend time with his wives and kids. He missed relaxing, making banana pancakes, and enjoying the company of his wives on a soft mattress and a thick blanket.

"And," Eir continued. "Dwain wants to see you too, about Alruna’s weapon."

Blake turned toward his other wife. "Good. You think it’s ready?"

"He said so," Eir said.

"Alright," Blake said. "I guess it’s time for a bath. What do you say?" He turned toward Bryn and Alruna.

"Much needed," Brynhilde said, taking off her boots before stepping onto the carpet.

Blake followed Alruna and Bryn into the latter’s  room, undressing hastily and jumping into the hot shower, rapidly scrubbing the caked blood off each other before stepping into relax mode. It’d been a couple of years, but who wouldn’t get horny when facing those two Norse goddesses? He couldn’t get used to it. They looked ultra hot with their hair dripping, droplets of water all across their entire bodies. It was incredibly intimate.

"You can’t help it, huh?" Alruna said, her eyes curiously drifting downward. Her green eyes and wide smile bore into Blake.

"How could I?" Blake said, while Alruna’s hands grazed his abdomen, her fingers drifting downward. Water poured at an angle over her.

"Is it me, or is it growing bigger every time I see it?" Brynhilde blurted out, biting her lip and leaning forward, her body curving graciously, her breasts more than a handful, and her hips perfectly chiseled with sturdy training and discipline.

"We need to make love every once in a while, Blake," Alruna said, leaning into his neck, water pouring freely across her shapely bosom. She kissed his neck gently as her hand slid downward. "What do you say, Bryn?" Alruna’s voice drifted toward Brynhilde. "What about making this memorable?"

"I missed this," Brynhilde replied, her own hand softly moving downward again across his body while her other hand lowered the water pressure. Both women started to get down on their knees, and Blake let out a blissful sigh.


Chapter 4 - Life Under the Hammer

The next day, they drove to one of the nearby tension points, along with Alruna and Eir. Last minute, Bryn had decided to take over and stay home with the kids, practice the violin, and watch historical dramas.

Blake cleared his throat, facing a park with trees brimming with green life now that Baldur had terraformed part of Houston and made it habitable. Dwarven technology also helped.

They reached the location of the tension point. Blake cleared his throat, summoned a wave of [Odr]through his body, and started screeching the notes, singing them across different parts of his register. A portal came to life, and the awareness of their bodies stretched and dilated, their sense of time shifted along with reality.

They emerged in one of the dwarven posts on Niflheim, at first glance, nothing but a dark and empty cave. Blake pronounced the secret words and the stones opened a pathway.

They were greeted by two warriors of said race sporting massive beards, their hair combed backward in braids. They held rune-embellished halberds and chainmail under their blue uniforms. Blake was sure that their weapons were not simple sharp blades embedded into poles and wondered what kind of magical power they held.

"Lord Protector," declared the dwarves, bowing their heads slightly. "Our Chieftain awaits."

"Thank you, boys," Blake replied, stepping through. The dwarves had made the Royal cavern much cozier and more pleasant than it had ever been. There was still a lot of walking to do, though, and large sections of stairs had been carved into the rocks. They walked down the stairs, with flags representing a hammer and an anvil displayed on banners that straight up floated on their place..

The wagon was at the end of the staircase, guarded by another sturdy dwarf with black hair. Blake and the girls entered the cart, Alruna sitting next to Blake and Eir taking the back seat. It immediately started moving, the sound of iron rails grinding in their ears as they fell down a dark mountain. They passed by sections with open-air forges, planning centers and residential buildings. The windows revealed dwarven families, and even workshops and offices, with some of them holding meetings and discussing their blueprints or runic circuits.

They reached a heavily guarded area, a massive wall of stone under a golden door that rose over ten feet high.

The wagon stopped and they scrambled out. Blake felt a bit dizzy but relieved that he could finally stretch his legs.

"Hail, Lord Protector," said another guard. "His Majesty Dwain of Dwarfheim awaits. Please feel free to come in."

Blake nodded as a group of guards pushed the massive doors open. Torches blazed on the walls. Dwain sat in front of a massive desk, his beard tied into a single braid, wearing a three-piece suit and a blue sash across his shoulder.

"Aha, Lord Protector," Dwain said with a loud and boisterous voice.

"Your Majesty," Blake said. "Good to see you again after so long."

Dwain chuckled, pushing himself from his seat."I'm Dwain Blake, welcome back, ladies. How do you do?"

"Good afternoon, Your Majesty," said Eir.

Alruna was much more cheerful when addressing the Dwarf leader. "Greetings, your Majesty. It pleases me to see you."

"Much work to do as king, huh?" Blake asked.

Dwain shook his head. "It's just a pointless title. I'm doing it for my people. You know that, Mr. Olson. You fulfilled your promise; I'll appreciate it forever. But these machines, these creations are what really keep me busy."

"So," Blake said. Alruna leaned closer. "I've heard you've got something for us."

The dwarf pressed his hairy hands together.

"First of all, you're in a dwarven hall. Please enjoy a pint and a sandwich."

"Ah, you never disappoint. That's the real reason why we came," Blake said, moving to the side of the office where a massive cask of dark wood stood along with a set of clean tankards.

"It is unprofessional to discuss weaponry in a sober state," Dwain declared.

"Girls," Blake said. "You go first."

Alruna was the first to grab a tankard from the side and pour one for herself. Blake sighed before filling his own tankard with the dark ale that was Dwain's favorite. A Midgardian office would have a cold water machine for cold water or coffee and paper cups. Dwarves had tankards with dark beer.

Dwain poured himself one, leaning on the side.

"A customary toast," Dwain said, lifting it high. "To our peoples. To our future."

"To our future, may it be bright," Blake said, and the girls repeated it. "And may our blades strike true."

Blake sipped it down immediately, the malty, robust flavor making him sigh in satisfaction.

Dwain gulped down his tankard with unnatural speed and proceeded to fill it up again.

"So, Lord Protector, we've finished your request. And boy, you've got to take a look at this beauty." He shook his tiny arm while approaching one section of the room equipped with a large metal case adorned with gold spirals. Dwain slid his finger on top, and it opened by itself.

"By the way," Dwain said, retrieving the contents of the case. "Did your wife comment on her axe? How's the performance?"

"She just took it on another tour," Blake replied. "It's a fine weapon. Can't complain, and haven't heard her complain either. The spell works fine. If there's something new coming from Loki's side, I'll let you know."

"Glad to hear that, at least," Dwain answered, looking down at the case. "Now this, my friend, is something else."

He lifted a golden, rune-embellished spear, holding it reverently. Blake recognized it and could feel ageless power emanating from it. Alruna held onto his arm. The God-killer, the ancient weapon once wielded by Loki's wife, Blake's gift to Alruna, that Loki had destroyed in their last battle.

"Oh, I'm so happy!" Alruna said, clapping her hands.

"Awesome," Blake said. "It looks exactly the same. Did you make it from scratch, or did you manage to put it together?"

The dwarf shook his head. "We joined both ends together and managed to calculate the depth of the engravings for the same effect. It took a while, a lot of work, and a bit of human technology to re-create it. This had one of Sindri's secret signatures. None could compare. I honestly wasn't able to decipher the spell, but we could mend the pieces together."

"So," Blake said, raising an eyebrow. "Did you test it? Is it exactly the same?"

Dwain shrugged. "Of course we tested it, Lord Protector, but on our cattle, as a sacrifice. It works in draining the life force of its victim, but as to whether it can still kill gods, that, we've yet to find out. If not, it's the closest thing to it, beside the spear that Odin wields."

"Well," he said, casting a glance at Alruna. "Coming from Dwain, I know I can trust it's gonna be powerful."

"I'm sure," Alruna said excitedly. "I swear I'm gonna put it to good use!"

"My lady," Dwain lowered his head, presenting her with the case. Alruna leaned in and retrieved the spear reverently, hefting it in her hand.

"It feels just like before," she said. "I can feel its power."

"That settles it," Blake said. "Is there anything you need from us, Dwain?"

"You've done much for me already!" the dwarf declared. "Finding us these networks and clearing them from Jotun influence, and letting us build on our own. And our trade deal has gone wonderfully, all things considered."

"I don't know if we can ever thank you enough for what you've done," Eir broke her silence. "Because of you and your craftsmanship, humans and Aesir have been able to thrive."

"And push those Jotun and Muspelheim assholes away," Blake said.

"I do what I can," Dwain said, playing with the ends of his beard before removing his pocket watch and casting an anxious glance. "Well, thank you for your visit, but I'll have to meet with the council of leaders in a few minutes."

"Thank you again," Alruna said as Blake turned around to go.

"Please provide me with a report after you use it. Try it on their monsters. Let me know if you notice any flaw in the design."

"Don't think you're capable of a flawed design," Alruna replied. "But if something comes up, I'll let you know."

"Thanks for the beer," Blake said. "It's always amazing."

"But don't forget the sandwiches!" the dwarf scurried over to the other side, revealing a platter with pieces of flatbread stuffed with chunks of pork. "Have some before you go. I'd have you stay for dinner, but I know now that it's short notice."

***

"Very nice," Alruna said, on the way back, hefting the spear. Her eyes drifted toward Blake. "This will always be special to me. It was my husband's gift."

Blake sighed.

"I'll never forget that night on the iceberg," Blake said. "Remember?"

Eir cleared her throat in the back seat of the cart. Blake felt a stab of jealousy through their bond. He instinctively turned to face her.

"It's fine," Eir declared, raising both her hands.

"Alright," Blake replied, reaching for Eir's hand. The dynamic of taking care of three wives was working so far. They were good friends most of the time. They always helped each other with household chores and with the kids; they talked about everything and spent time together. Blake had to search their emotions, but sporadic bursts of jealousy came up.

"So," Alruna tried to change the topic. "Should we go get something? I'm craving ice cream."

"At noon?" Blake asked. "You already had four sandwiches."

"Alruna," Eir narrowed her eyes. "Are you sure you're not expecting again?"

Alruna shrugged. "I'm just hungry. Have I no right to be hungry?"

Blake glanced at his watch.

"What time is your father expecting us?" His eyes drifted toward Eir. "I honestly don't want any of us to take a scolding. Maybe we should see him and then eat, if we have time."

"The Allfather is getting crankier than ever," Alruna said. "But... Maybe you can get some ice cream on the way? And a burger. I'll eat on the road."

Blake let out a pent-up breath. There was no way to blame Odin. Everyone could tell what was in the old man's mind. But now, his wife wanted a snack.

"What do you say, Eir?" Blake asked. "Can't take more than two minutes."

"Fine," she said with a sigh. "I'll take a cheeseburger."

Half an hour later, they were floating over the city. Eir was still eating her hamburger, holding on to Blake as they ascended through one of the new bridges Baldur had built. It was on the guarded rooftop of a building, one of the most well-guarded constructions in the city, with dozens of high-ranking Aesir securing the place, and a few blocks away from Blake's home and office. Blake entered through an open window. A group of Aesir guarded the entrance, wearing chainmail and magic weapons, saluting Blake and the girls.

"Aha, Lord Blake Olson, is back" said one that Blake recognized well. "Good day, my ladies."

"Good to see you, Athanaric," Blake replied. "How's work?"

"I'm gonna die of boredom if there's nothing to fight," Athanaric replied through his teeth.

"You get to travel to Asgard, don't you?"

The barbarian shrugged. "Yeah, lad. I do get my share of fighting and feasting still, but standing here is what the torments of Hel must be like."

"I'll invite you over for a Warrior's Dream whenever you're free."

They reached the room that held the portal. It was a golden arch emblazoned with thousands of tiny runes.

Eir and Alruna stepped by his side. This new kind of device, prepared by the dwarves and Baldur, was a step ahead of the knowledge of tension points they had previously, and as such, they kept it secret.

These places required a password before they were activated. Blake shut his eyes before whispering it, and once it did, the runes that adorned every section of the ring started gleaming with blue light. A whirl of colors sprang to life inside the arch and they walked through it.

Once again, they experienced the bizarre sensations that happened every time they jumped realms. They reappeared floating across the sky, miles above the darkened section of black soot that had covered the atmosphere for most of that time.

Blake and the girls kept flying upward, until the colors began to shift again. The Rainbow Bridge started forming above the clouds, encompassing their entire field of vision, each color merging into a vast and bright gradient.

"Son of Odin," said a booming voice. Blake's eyes drifted to the sides of the bridge, now guarded by dozens of powerful warriors. The golden gates of Asgard appeared ahead of them, like a massive mountain that gleamed like fire.

A tall figure in glistening armor stood at the gates, his face almost shining like the sun.

Blake's feet touched the ground and he smiled. "Heimdall!" he shouted.

"Welcome back, Blake," the powerful Aesir replied, leaning in and reaching for Blake's hand. Then, he looked at Eir. "Sister, good to see you."

"Are we late?" Blake asked.

Heimdall took a deep breath before looking back. "The old man's more obnoxious than ever."

Through the bond, Blake felt an uneasy feeling creeping up in Eir's mind. "Well, we shouldn't make him wait any longer or he's gonna hang us upside down."

Asgard had always been paradise, but now it was heaven compared to earth's hell. The ground was magically protected from the effects of the Fimbulwinter, and with magic lights that replaced the sun, a red and orange gradient spreading in the sky before them. The streets were clean and vast, and that magnificent landscape that could've been part of a fantasy painting spread in all directions.

They made their way to Odin's vantage point in Valhalla. The Allfather stood next to his throne. Frigg wasn't by his side this time, nor were his ravens, but the massive black hounds he held rested their heads between their legs. He looked weary, his posture slightly slouched forward, his single eye tired, and his fists tight on [Gungnir], his spear.

"Allfather," Blake said, descending in front of him, his wives by his side.

Odin’s eye drifted toward Blake, fixing on him a severe glance. "Son, you’ve made me wait again. Do you have more important things to do than knowing how to protect the earth?"

Blake bowed his head. "Allfather, we apologize. We were doing our duties, but..."

"Don't you know I have other things to do?"

Blake avoided rolling his eyes. Odin had been supportive in the previous years. Blake had made mistakes, but Odin had not rubbed them in his face. Now, he was acting different, pressuring them and basically anyone else.

"Father, I'd like to apologize," Eir said, stepping forward.

"Then steer your husband in the right direction," Odin replied. "Don't you understand how late it is? You should know what we're up against. I have meetings to conduct, and I also have to inspect my men. We have important things to discuss."

"It will not happen again, Allfather. I am ready to hear your plan, and I will execute it."

Odin lowered his voice again, speaking slowly and clearly.

"In a few weeks, Loki will attack and we will all be present in that battle. There will be little to do but to gather our armies and face him. He's going to break through our lines."

Blake exchanged glances with his wives.

"Allfather, do you want us to hold him off?"

Odin laughed. "Not him. Loki is about to make a breakthrough. Something that has been kept away for long. But you, and your women, my daughters. I want you to join Vidar in his training. Your team, Vidar and Heimdall, have important roles to play. Loki is behind it all, but in that battle, he'll be the least of our concerns."

"Join him?"

"Train with Vidar!" Odin ordered impatiently. "Join his Warrior's Dreams. Killing monsters and giants by the hundreds is not going to help. Someone is coming. Someone deadlier than Loki. Someone not even he is sure he can control."

Blake felt a stab in his gut. "Allfather, these people need me. There are massive troops of Jotun spreading across human cities. Muspelheim is just appearing out of nowhere. My special forces, that you told me to form, are doing well, but they need close supervision. Please let me choose another official to replace me during that training."

Odin paused or a moment before nodding.

Blake continued: "I recommend Bjorn and Thrud. They're among the strongest and are ready to direct your troops. Brynhilde or Alruna may assist them in explaining your strategies and how you work, but they will also join your proposed training as soon as possible."

"You’re free to delegate, then." Odin said. "But start your training immediately."

Suddenly, Odin's single eye shifted toward Eir. She blinked, startled at the sudden burst of attention.

Odin shifted forward, lifting a hand toward her cheek.

"I have been a harsh and distant father. I... had to come to terms with much of what I allowed. I know I caused you pain."

Eir leaned forward. Blake could feel a hint of resentment through the bond. "It was my destiny, father. But... I can't deny that I hold you accountable."

"I understand that," Odin replied. "I allowed it. I thought it was for the best. Only you could bring Baldur back."

"For the best? Allfather, with every passing day, I cry with guilt knowing that because of me, Muspelheim is swallowing our precious worlds."

Odin turned his back on them, facing the red horizon. "Do you know how the pattern works, child?"

Blake could feel a stab of pride in Eir's mind. She had felt disparaged by the comment. Eir had changed too. She had always been protected and cherished, but since those days, things had changed.

"Father, you know I've been instructed in all the knowledge of..."

"Do you, Blake?" Odin's eye immediately shifted toward him. "You know that the Norns' pattern follows a set of rules. This guides the entire fabric of reality. It's simple, like a computer program in your world, starting with basic prompts. But as it spreads and repeats on a grander scale, it creates vast complexities. Like a conch shell, expanding from a center point, following the perfect golden ratio. Yet, even when following that pattern, it cannot go on forever. It spreads out, and all the energy it contains wears out. All transformations lead to entropy. So it is with the Nine Worlds."

"We understand that, father," Eir said impatiently.

"Every happening in these world." Odin shifted his body toward Blake. The interaction was uncomfortable, as if he was done talking with Eir. So much for being open and vulnerable around his daughter. "Every event corresponds to entropy increasing. Until it collapses. And it will. The time is near, there's no way around it."

Blake nodded.

Odin held his spear forward, holding it in front of his chest.

"We fight a losing battle. A battle that has been fought millions of times before, in many different worlds. A battle to keep things stable for long enough. But every one of those battles end. Now, we must ensure that this end is the least painful. That we save as many people as we can, and that we start again. That we build a new world."

Odin looked at his daughter.

"I hope you forgive me one day, I hope, before I die."

Blake could feel the sadness bursting inside her. He turned and gave her a hug. She didn’t say anything on the topic. Blake also felt guilty about that. She felt guilty about it herself. It was over, yes, but all those feelings remained.

"I hope what will come at the end will heal all our pains. After I’m gone."

"Don’t say that,’ Eir said, another type of sadness washing through her mind. "Don’t... You don’t know if that moment is actually close."

Through the bond, Blake could tell that the knew her last comment was wrong. Despite the denial, it was coming.

"I am going, child," Odin said. "That’s why... I am sorry if I caused you pain."

"Will you finally tell us your plan?" Eir asked, still wrapped in Blake’s arms, leaning her head on his chest and wiping a tear with her sleeve.

Odin turned around, facing the reddened sky. "It's not my plan that you should worry about. Not yet."


Chapter 5 - Punishment

The sky was red and black, like the primeval time before Ymir formed the earth.

Hel’s eyes sparkled like embers as she drifted forward, coalescing into the space before Loki; her skin as pale as ancient marble and her hair like the sky of a starless night.

"Father," she said, a sharp wind billowing around her.

"You asked to see me," Loki replied, his heart beating as fast in anticipation. "I expect you to bring good news, my child."

Hel lowered her head. "Aye, father." Her smile was as genuine as it was contagious. "I can’t wait for it, father. It’s happening again!"

Loki chuckled. "I haven’t seen you this elated in years. I’m assuming it’s not just because you got to see your mother and brother. Did they recognize you?"

"They saw me not," she replied. "But they’re alive and ready to serve."

"Nice, save the details for later. Are they in full strength?"

"As if they captured them yesterday."

"Well," Loki took a step and clasped her hand. "Where is it?"

"I’ll take you." His daughter turned. "We start our journey in the islands in the north."

Loki shut his eyes, summoning his spell of flight. Few shared that magic with him, only Odin and a few others.

"Follow me," Hel declared, her hair like black shadows billowing graciously as she turned.

He prepared, holding his daughter’s hand, whispering the secret words, and flew across time and space at an otherworldly speed, leaving the iron lands of the Jotun and venturing forth into the territories wrecked by Muspelheim. 

They reached an ancient island in the middle of the North Sea, in between other great landmasses. Now, what once had been conquered by Northmen had been swallowed by Muspelheim. A vast blackness spread across his view, shrouded by clouds as black as coal.

Loki glided downward, reaching a segment of rocky cliffs right along the shores of the island. Icy waves beat frantically against them. He could still see the remains of old trees, now completely carbonized. A few volcanoes had sprouted from the ground, gleaming magma drizzling down the cliffs and fields.

She glided toward the tall boulders and disappeared into shadow again.

In that very moment, Loki’s senses flared a warning. He shifted to the side rapidly when he noticed a spear protruding right next to him.

"Aha," he exclaimed, turning around, facing an Aesir in gleaming chainmail, a spear, and an invisibility ring across his arm.

Another axe swung toward him. Loki drifted effortlessly, stretching his hand, his weapon coalescing in it and stretching, turning into a long spear that pierced right through the Aesir’s eye, reaching his skull.

"Hail Odin!" shouted one, charging against him and shouting into his ring. "Allfather! Send thy warriors, he has found the prison! I repeat, he has found the prison!"

Six Aesir charged toward him, and one advanced toward Hel with a sword in hand. She disappeared, fading into the shadows of the island. Loki stretched forth his hand. It took a second for the blood inside their veins to boil. Oh, they screamed and wailed like ruffians tortured for disloyalty. Their veins burst, pores exploded, their eyes bulged and bled, weapons slipping through their hands. It was noisy, and it would be a relatively slow death, but it was entertaining.

"Come back, my child," Loki said, raising his voice over the cacophony of screams.

"The gate is here." She nodded happily, ignoring the squealing Aesir. She cleared her throat and started chanting. Loki drifted, traveling through time and space again, into Niflheim.

A dark, humid cavern spread before him. As expected, spears and swords coalesced into view, wielded by Aesir in full chainmail. The attacks began immediately.

"Have they always guarded it so well?" Loki asked, just as he swung Laevatein, turning it into a giant scythe and slicing his attacker in two. Golden Aesir blood sprayed the ground. "Mine wasn’t as guarded."

"Odin must have changed his plans recently," Hel said, invisible and merged with shadows.

"Not unlikely," Loki grunted, shaking his weapon off before sliding it again through his belt.

"Come!" Hel said, prancing downward through the cave. Loki followed, eagerness in his heart. He skidded through time, faster than any mortal, while Hel’s shadow drifted along, as fast as a falling star.

Something shook in the bottom of the cavern, making the rocks tremble. He prepared, holding his daughter’s hand, whispering the secret words, recited a spell in his mind and flew faster than the eye could catch.

Iron scaffolding spread across every section of the cave.

Reaching down, the first thing he saw was a womanly figure bound to a pillar. Her eyes were closed, and both her hands were bent behind her back, tied with thick chains of astral metal. She didn’t move, but the glow in her skin and her shallow breathing revealed that she was not dead.

Loki soared toward her, turning his staff into a blade and slicing through her chains. Her body gently glided forward.

"A spell, huh?" Loki muttered, examining her. "Ah, my darling," Loki held her tightly.

Hel took a deep breath.

"Is there a way for you to wake her up?" his daughter asked.

Loki leaned in to her chest. His memories of her blossomed. His great love had been Sigyn, so devoted, so obedient. Even submissive. She had relished in servicing him, in rendering every whim, every desire to him. Her greatest desire was being his. Angrboda had been, well, a fiery lover, but much too rowdy.

Loki hesitated, running a hand through her dry and thrashed lips.

"Can you, father?" Hel insisted. Loki’s eyes drifted toward her.

The child missed her mother.

He took a deep breath. He had made up his mind years ago, and yet, now he hesitated. She had been too partial to the Aesir. Maybe she wasn’t obedient enough. Loki placed a hand on her head, feeling for magic, examining her body, her neck, and wrists for any magical device that could have sent her into that deep sleep.

And there it was, a tiny tack that had been nailed into her chest. Loki pulled it out, and she immediately let out a gasp, twisting her body violently and reaching out to punch. Her gray eyes gleamed in shock. Loki quickly caught her hand.

She blinked repeatedly.

"Good morning, my darling," Loki said in her ear.

"Loki?" she hissed his name. "Odin’s sons... They captured me."

Loki chuckled. "Oh, sure they did, my darling. There’s a long story I don’t want to remember. But they hurt us. They betrayed you and me, and our sons."

"Mother!" Hel shouted.

"You’re back!" Angrboda said, blinking in shock and slightly leaning back. Loki guessed a sense of unease when facing her own daughter.

"I’m free from Odin’s prison," Hel announced excitedly.

"Prison?" Angrboda asked. "You went there willingly."

"Our poor child was deceived by Odin, my love."

"Where’s Sigyn?" she asked.

"Murdered by Odin’s minions."

Angrboda nodded. She wasn’t too appreciative of her sister-wife. But Sigyn had grown in devotion during her torment. "That’s... a shame. What’s happening, Loki?"

"We’re back, my love," Loki ran a hand through her raven-black hair. "There has been much injustice done by Odin, but he’s losing. My love, your daughter has been punished, and your children too."

"My children?" Angrboda said, looking back at the depths of the cave. "Oh, my son Fenrir."

"He’s here," Loki said.

She trembled, tightening her fists.

"Odin murdered one of them," Loki said. "And your stepson too. But your favorite son is still here."

She curled forward. "My children..." she whispered, her gray eyes fixed on the void ahead of him.

Hel leaned forward, kneeling in front of her. "Mother! I’m here. I’m here for you."

"Daughter, why did they do this to us?" Angrboda said.

Loki stepped forward into the cave. "Your son awaits you."

"Fenrir?" she muttered. "He even bound Fenrir?" She asked. "But Odin... Tyr... So it’s how it must be, isn’t it? Last I saw was how much Odin feared my son. My son, I’m coming."

She turned toward the dark cave.

"Oh, yes," Loki said in her ear. "You see the extent of Odin’s hatred for us? He fed our son, he protected him. He loved him as a son. Tyr loved him once as a brother. Vidar shared his dreams with him. But fate has been set. Fenrir saw their injustice and will avenge them."

"What did they do to him?" Angrboda asked, a tremor in her voice.

"Well," Loki shrugged. "They tied him down, what else? For a thousand years."

She rushed downward into the cave, rocks collapsing as they stepped deeper into the cave.

"Your other son, Jormungandr is dead," Loki said. "Mourn him if you will, but he took the Thunderer out of the way."

"I wish... I could’ve held him in my arms again," Angrboda lamented. "I wish he could’ve turned back into a man, to feel and love, but he chose to be a cold serpent."

"I could’ve helped him," Loki said. "He wanted to do things for us. He wanted to avenge us. But the Thunderer killed him."

"They didn’t even give them a chance. Loki, is there hope? Is there hope for our family?"

"They always spoke behind your back, mother," Hel added. "The Aesir. They spoke of you as the woman who gave birth to monsters."

"You are not monsters, you are gods!" Angrboda shouted. "You were miracles, souls of gold, honorable souls who... Just weren’t fit for the world Odin wanted."

The ground shook again as she drifted toward the cave.

"Precisely!" Loki said, climbing down a massive rock. "That’s why we want to make a new world."

There was no light at the end. "He’s here, alright," Hel reassured both of them. Loki extended his wand, and it started emitting a green light, which cast massive shadows upon the walls. There were no Aesir guards in that section.

There, the light revealed a towering figure huddled at the end of the tunnel. Its head alone seemed to raise more than ten feet into the air. The light revealed a long thread of silk that circled through the wolf’s mouth, paws, and body. He had been bound in an unnatural way, and his massive yellow eyes shot open as soon as he saw them.

"Fenrir," Angrboda said, rushing toward him and falling on her knees. The wolf moaned like a puppy. He’d recognized her. Loki’s light revealed the rest of his body. He seemed on the verge of death. Most of his hair had fallen off, his eyes sagged, and his ribs peeked out pathetically on his sides.

This was Loki’s only remaining son. Blake contemplated the irony and tragedy of it all. But with this one son, his vengeance would be complete.

"My son, what have they done to you!" she declared.

Loki stepped forward as Fenrir attempted to use the remainder of his strength. Angrboda stretched her hand, placing it over her son’s mouth.

"We’re back, my brother," Hel said, kneeling down. "Father, please, please release him."

Loki slid out his staff again. It turned into a curved blade that he rapidly slid on the bands around Fenrir’s jaws, snapping it immediately. The wolf shook relentlessly, grunting like a beast.

"Son," Loki shouted in a loud voice. "You’ve no idea how long I’ve waited."

Loki felt tension rise in his heart. He was part of his victory. Loki slid his knife out again on the bands around his arms.

Suddenly, Fenrir’s jaws closed in on him, he twisted immediately, reaching for Loki with those massive paws.

Great, Loki thought, drifting away from Fenrir’s jaws, swinging his blade as his paws came free.

"Father," Fenrir grunted, snapping his jaws shut, his voice like a hundred rocks descending down a cliff. "You abandoned me. You left me to die! It’s all your fault?"

"Mine? It’s my fault for trusting Odin."

Fenrir grunted like a rabid dog.

"Are you foolish enough to attack me?" Loki shouted.

"What do you want to do to me? What do you want to do to my mother?" Fenrir grunted. "Keep us under your thumb?"

Loki gritted his teeth, avoiding the wolf’s jaw. In the meantime, both Hel and Angrboda reached to hold him.

"I don’t care what you think, but if you keep fighting me, I’ll kill you," Loki said, appearing on top of Fenrir’s head, clutching Laevatein to his throat, pinching it deeply and drawing blood. Fenrir shook, trying to get Loki off his neck, but his legs were still bound and the god only stabbed deeper.

"Try," Fenrir growled. "You know my power. You know even with your toys, I have the power to hurt you."

"Don’t hurt him!" Angrboda shouted. Loki ignored her.

"Then let’s talk like gods and men, not beasts," Loki said. "I know in your mind, you’d tear everything apart. But... Think, my son. Plan with me. I know what you want."

Fenrir grunted.

"I will not be commanded by my lessers!" he grunted. "And you are my lesser. I have been pushed down all my life. You’re no different."

"Oh, am I?" Loki replied harshly, his eyes fixating on Fenrir’s. Harsh, unmovable, and sturdy. That boy could not control his instincts. They overwhelmed him, like a wolf’s. Worst of all, he could possibly perceive what Loki really felt about him.

Loki grinned. "I cannot hide my will from you, my son. And you can tell I am wary of your influence."

"You wish to control me! And are ready to kill me. I will no longer be betrayed by those who only pretend to love me."

Loki shook his head."Can you blame me for not simply letting you be? I have no wish to kill you, my son. But for now, there’s another false pack leader that we must both take down. For both our sakes. He’s the one who did this to you."

Fenrir clenched his razor-sharp fangs.

"I want you to kill him," Loki said. "Let’s finally kill the son of a bitch, and then we’ll talk about the rest."

Fenrir grunted. This wolf, this ravenous beast had once been a glorious son, a great warrior, and a powerful sorcerer. But he, along with Jormungandr, had chosen that path. He had chosen to live as a wolf. Now, he looked worse than a street dog.

But Loki knew his power. This creature, this monster, was probably the most powerful being in the universe.

"Let’s kill him together," Loki hissed. "And then, you can rise above your enemies. Then, you can be your own god. Imagine a world with no betrayal, with no deceit, just with fury and love, fury and pain. Where you will be above your lessers. Let’s do it, with my plan and your strength."

"My son," said Angrboda, placing a hand on his muzzle. "We must take care of our kind. Of our own. We are a family, and families must thrive together."

The wolf snarled at first, but then nodded, his yellow eyes gleaming in like funeral pyres.


Chapter 6 - Unleashed

"I'll miss you lots, Blake," Eir said, kissing him again, her hand pressed against his pectorals. Blake breathed in, feeling her essence, her sweet perfume, and the softness of her cheeks. He leaned in and stole a kiss, leaning back to look into her gray eyes and enticing lips.

"I'm sure I'll be able to come as often as possible," Blake replied. "It won't change much from what we've been doing so far."

She let out a pent-up breath. "It's different this time. It's more dangerous."

"Is it really? I mean, I've been fighting for three years. Half the world had nuclear bombs dropped on their heads. It sucked, but life goes on. I just had my near-death experience number two hundred and thirty-nine yesterday afternoon. My life force has been on the edge a thousand times. Come on, you've given me my prophecies."

"That's not what worries me. It's not just your life. It's how you'll feel."

Blake felt her warm breath, his hands caressing her sides. 

"Nah," Blake replied. "The worst moment in my life was when you were taken. You know how I react. I'll just try harder."

"Even worse things are coming, Blake. Not for me, not for any of your wives, but for the people you feel responsible for."

Blake paused for an instant. "So what you're saying now is that I'm destined to fail?"

"Definitely not, but it will get worse before it gets better."

Blake ran his hand gently through her hair. She shifted her gaze for an instant.

"I can't wait for all this war, and all these foolish games to be over," she said.

"It's gonna be over soon," he said softly. 

"And it's gonna get even worse."

Blake leaned back. "Yeah, all this time, we've been thinking it couldn't get worse. And it gets worse every time."

"Odin's worried."

"He's always worried. And still, there are so many things the old man should just get on and tell us. Why doesn't he? Does he fear Loki will find out his secrets?"

"That's at least part of it. I mean, he knows he's gonna die."

Blake sighed deeply. He leaned on the edge of the bed, but Eir rushed to wrap her arms around him from behind, leaning her chin over his shoulder.

He leaned back and kissed her one last time, their lips meeting, then the tips of their tongues touching softly.

He got up, put on a pair of Norse trousers, a white linen shirt, and his magical chainmail. When he was ready, he walked down the stairs followed by Eir, finding Brynhilde babysitting Lif and Lara, sitting on a tatami mat while the kids drew with crayons.

Another fully armored figure sat cross-legged on their leather couch. It was Vidar, long blonde hair reaching his chest, wearing chainmail. He wore a toga instead of a pair of trousers and leather boots with thick soles, with runes embedded on each side. His left shoe was different. Blake had read about it in legend. Vidar's shoes were magical. 

Alruna was also nearby, walking back into the living room, offering Vidar a glass of cold milk. The Norse god snatched it from her hand and drank it in one gulp.

"So, Mr. Olson," Vidar said. "Don't waste any more time. My father's temper is boiling out of proportion again."

"Ready when you are," Blake said.

"Dada," Lif said, pointing at a drawing comprised of an array of purple lines. "Bee-ka-chu."

"Well done, Lif, you're so talented," Blake said, catching his son and lifting him in his arms.

"So?" Blake asked Bryn. "I thought you were coming too?"

"I'll go see your troop tonight," Bryn said. "I'll join tomorrow, and Alruna has a few more things to do in the city."

"Yup, with the projects," Alruna said with a smile. She was rocking a new hairstyle, bangs, and her hair loose on one side. "By the way, before you go." She stared at her watch. "It should be here any moment."

"Hey," Vidar interrupted them. "Enough chattering. Let's go."

Alruna stretched her hand. "Vidar. We have to eat lunch before we go."

"This is why Odin's so annoying these days," Vidar replied. "He has a good reason."

The doorbell rang again.

Blake knew what it was.

"I'll get it," Alruna said, rushing toward the door.

She came back immediately, carrying four boxes of pizza.

"It's my turn to cook," Alruna said.

"You never cook," Brynhilde said. 

"Exactly," Alruna replied, setting it on the table. "Too much to do. So. Vidar, you're gonna stay for lunch, aren't you?"

"You love to spoil us," Blake said.

"Here you are," Alruna ripped a slice of pizza, cheese spreading like bubblegum from one side to another, warm sauce underneath a thick layer of cheese.

"What are you all doing?" Eir said, walking down the stairs. "Alruna? What are you doing? Everybody get up and sit at the table at once."

"Vidar says there's no time," Blake said, chewing on a slice of pizza. Even Vidar had taken a slice of salami pizza on the side and was chugging it down with milk. That combination didn't seem natural. But Blake ignored it, just as Eir pushed the entire group toward the living room.

"Where's your Rowena when we need her?" Eir said to Alruna. 

"Somewhere in Ireland," Alruna replied with her mouth full. Eir finally got everyone to sit, with Lif on her lap, and Blake finally reached for a slice. The best pizza in the area, American Style. He was more of a steak guy, but Alruna had good taste in pizza. The base was crunchy and the cheese was of excellent quality. He had another slice.

"Hey!" Vidar shouted almost violently, grasping another slice. "Nice food, and all, but we don't want Odin to come here and scream in front of the kids."

And he proceeded to stuff the pizza in his mouth.

"He spoiled us with Valhalla first," Brynhilde said, drinking from the mouth of the bottle of coke.

"You're free to go," Alruna said, leaning back in her chair."Sure, sure," Blake said, getting up and taking another glance at his family. Uncle Vidar, the short-tempered uncle, and his three spectacular wives. He'd miss them all again. It was almost unbelievable how he'd gone back to Earth, built a house, and had kids. Sometimes he wondered whose life he was actually living. And every day, he had to fight to ensure that it remained his own. He had to fight for the homes and families of others, even people he'd never spoken to in his life. All that was worth defending.

Blake and Vidar left, with Blake flying towards the sky with Mjölnir's power, while Vidar leapt like a frog with his shoe from building to building. Blake noticed a strange aura that emanated from him each time he leapt. He'd read about Vidar's legendary shoes in mythology but hadn't thought he'd see them. The logical conclusion was that the dwarves had created them for him.

Once they teleported to Valhalla and Heimdall awaited them, his mood seemed entirely different from what Blake had experienced the previous day. Instead of greeting him with a grin, Heimdall's mood was somber.

"Heimdall?" Blake asked the shining Aesir. "What's going on?"

"Bad news," Heimdall replied. "The wolf is free."

Blake blinked. "The wolf? Fenrir?"

The name seemed to make Heimdall grit his teeth. Blake could even feel Vidar's mood drop. He stepped towards the door without directing a glance at Heimdall, instead pausing to grip his sword.

"I know he's in the prophecies," Blake said. "But where has he been?"

"Hidden away," Vidar grunted through his teeth. He turned his face, sharp eyes fixed on Blake, as angry as ever. "I should have expected this. The son of a bitch is free. I should've killed him myself."

"You almost did," Heimdall said. "And you hated yourself for it."

Vidar didn't speak, instead pushing the door open.

"What's wrong?" Blake asked, going through the knowledge he had of the myths. It was simple: Odin got killed by the wolf. How powerful did it have to be? More powerful than Loki?

"Tell me the story of the wolf," Blake asked. "First of all, is he even Loki's son?"

"Yes," Heimdall declared. "He used to be one of us. One of the strongest. Perhaps even stronger than Baldur. He was close to Vidar and the others until he became out of control."

"So... is it true that Loki gave birth to a wolf? Or his wife, rather."

"Of course not. He only turned into one."

That was one of the things that the legends apparently didn't transmit clearly.

"Hey, Olson, come on, don't waste any more time."

"Coming," Blake said through his teeth, stepping through the grand gates.

"Late again?" Odin said as soon as they reached the higher section of Valhalla.

"Allfather," Blake said, bowing slightly. "We're ready to start."

Odin huffed slightly. "You're taking things too lightly again, Olson. Do you know what just happened? Exactly as I was telling you about our plan."

"I have heard," Blake replied."And you have no idea what this means. You know the prophecies. They were legends to you, but now you know how real they are. Don't think they're not going to change the game."

"With all due respect, Allfather, the game has already changed."

"Oh, yes, and it's going to get even worse. You and your troops, our warriors, we've kept Muspelheim busy. You've done a bit. Not all. But you've done what you could. This enemy is much more powerful. He's as powerful as Loki, but lacks every bit of slyness of his father."

Blake looked at Vidar, thinking of the prophecies.

"He's going to kill me," Odin said sharply, holding on to his spear. "We've got to prepare until it happens. I must remind you of this, Olson. We cannot change fate, but everything we do is part of that fate. Train hard, help Vidar. We'll need every bit of power you have in this fight."

Blake nodded respectfully. "I will."

Odin looked back and clapped his hands. Svafa emerged from below, carrying her staff. She smiled at Blake and ran a hand through her hair.

"Alright," Blake said, stepping forward. Svafa's eyes drifted toward them, a bottle of [Mead of Power]hanging from her belt.

"What do we have today?" Blake asked her. "Are we facing Fenrir?"

"Yes, you are, along with some of Loki's new friends. It's going to be a bit messier than what you're used to."

"And even then," Vidar said through his teeth. "None of this compares to his real power. He was almost like Baldur, but he got there with his own hard work and not just with Odin's blessings."

"Alright," Blake said, cracking his own neck. He stared at Vidar. The blonde god seemed extra wary, and he was usually in a bad mood. After Heimdall's reveal, he was less talkative than usual, but his eyes remained fixed on a random point in the distance, as if he were thinking of something strange.

Svafa cleared her throat, extended her staff-wielding hand, and started reciting the spell of the Warriors' Dream. Light coalesced around Blake, mixed with the darkness, and his mind seemed to ascend, being pulled away from his body.

When his mind stopped spinning, he found himself next to Vidar on a dark canyon, black boulders that rose many feet above the ground and overshadowed them.

"So, what can you tell me about Fenrir?" Blake asked.

"Hush," Vidar hissed.

"I should know my enemy."

Vidar's eyes swung slowly across the canyon. He didn't look back toward Blake as he responded.

"All you need to know is that this thing could eat you in a second."

Blake narrowed his eyes. He felt as if he were being watched. He looked through the shadows, his eyes drifting backward, hand on the hilt of his hammer. He prepared by using his [Odr] and stopping time. Lifting himself upward, he took a wide view of the landscape beneath him. He didn't see any enemy. Not yet.

There was no time, there was no one. He scanned the world around him.

The effect of Hraesvelgr's belt wore off, and Blake descended back toward where Vidar was left standing.

"You used your trick, didn't you?" Vidar asked.

"Yes,” Blake replied, still looking around. “Where is the wolf?"

Vidar looked back, but didn’t say anything. Instead, he kept looking around.

Something echoed behind Blake, like a massive figure shifting beneath him. He felt eyes burning on his back, but when he turned around, there was no one there.

Blake swallowed.

"Where is he?"

Something echoed behind him, like someone leaping through the slopes, stones rattling, falling downward.

"Where is he?" Blake shouted again, raising his voice, releasing Mjölnir from his girdle.

Then, he heard a growl that seemed to echo across his brain, inhuman, beastly, and with a strange poisonous hatred. A primal kind of hatred, a cold uncaring desire to kill.

"Here."

Then, the whole world darkened around him. He swung his hammer, finding a massive mouth, like a dark cavern, and the fetid smell of a dog that had been eating roadkill closing in on him. Blake swung his hammer upward with all his strength, but the entire mouth of the beast disappeared.

Blake descended, and it appeared again. He felt massive fangs like blades seeping through his chainmail, into his skin, impaling his chest and stomach. He let out a pained scream as Vidar leapt toward the wolf, swinging his sword at rapid speed.

Vidar disappeared from view.

Blake swung, immediately feeling another pair of fangs across his neck. Blood started pouring. He tried to speak, but he could only gurgle, warm fluid escaping his mouth.

Vidar disappeared again, coalescing into the air with his sword halfway through the wolf's eyes.

In a second, Vidar had a fang through his back. He collapsed to his knees, golden blood pouring from his chest. He tried to get up, but the massive wolf was again on him, fangs tearing through his flesh repeatedly, as the god tried to swing.

Blake was on his knees, trying to lift himself to his feet, using the hammer to propel himself toward the wolf. At a massive speed, at the speed of light, the wolf itself had disappeared from view. Before Blake felt another stab through his heart, his life-force drained away from his body.

He opened his eyes again, away from the Warrior's Dream, letting out a shrill scream.

Vidar was sitting cross-legged in front of him.

"That's what we're up against."


Chapter 7 -  What We're Up Against

"How the hell does he do that?" Blake asked. "Even Hraesvelgr’s belt didn’t work against him. I couldn’t even see him."

Vidar was leaning back against a massive oak, his sword resting on his knee, and the sour expression that never left his face.

"It’s not about speed," his cold blue eyes swung toward him. "At least, not one hundred percent."

"Vidar, I know you don’t like him. Or you don’t like having to deal with him. But for Odin’s sake, tell me what the hell is going on with that wolf."

"Listen," Vidar replied. "Fenrir always cared about being the best. He gained power from his magic, and also from Odin."

"So?"

"Well, he was good. He was almost as good as Thor and Baldr. He was Odin’s loyal guardian, he fought against the Jotun for hundreds of years. Along with us. But the prophecies started coming in, and Odin started seeing the path ahead was clearer. He started paying more attention to Baldr. Who was actually loyal."

"How does he even do that? I mean—"

"Because father gave him part of Ymir’s power. He has power over time, but time is not enough to explain it. Nothing can hold him down. He can disappear, not like with [Odr]. No, he can stop being; he can stop existing and come back into reality like it’s nothing. Time. You think you can stop time, boy. You think you are invincible with that. But time doesn’t exist for him."

"Alright, alright," Blake sprang to his feet. "I get that. It’s interesting, but that doesn’t tell me how I can defeat him. How the hell did you manage to hold him down to capture him?"

Vidar looked forward for an instant, his eyes cold and emotionless.

"Because I betrayed him."

He paused, getting to his feet.

"Even before Loki betrayed Baldr. Loki agreed that he was out of control. He started doing mad things that we knew wouldn’t bode well. The bastard wanted to kill anything that was stronger than him. He found that he was stronger, even; he felt more in tune to battle in his wolf form. Eventually, he apparently forgot how to turn back into a man, or... he forced himself to forget. He got lost in his desire for power, his... That fury that was always inside him. It was impossible to control him. He’s not that loyal wolf that follows the pack. See, he wants to rule the pack. There was a point when Odin had to beat him down each time he needed to obey. And he was growing more powerful. At first, he had no problems with us, Odin’s sons I mean. But we started growing uneasy."

"You mean you were actually his friend?"

"Yeah. Well, because we were always there for him. We... Actually, we kind of were on his side until it became too much to bear."

Blake listened attentively.

Vidar scowled. "I told him I was gonna follow him, that I was acting against Odin. Of course, it wasn’t true... But... You see, to fool Fenrir, you had to really build it in you. I had to really hate Odin, or else he would smell it. I had to love Fenrir as a brother to let me trust him. And then, I betrayed him."

Blake blinked.

"Alright, that’s tough, I guess. But you didn’t answer my question yet. Is the story of the magical linen ropes true?"

Vidar snickered. "In a way. They could wear down his powers. I couldn’t bring myself to kill him. Even despite all the bullshit he put us through."

"I know fate rules us all, but someone should’ve done it."

"What is done is done. Odin can’t go against fate. Sometimes, he even lets some things slip. Because there’s no other way."

Blake paused for a moment, looking at the red and blue sky that illuminated Asgard. Green grass shook gently under a soft breeze beneath his feet.

"Does Odin want to die?" Blake asked.

"Starting with the stupid questions, aren’t we?"

Blake shrugged. "I mean. I know he thinks there’s no other way. But."

Vidar paused for a moment. The question didn’t seem all that stupid anymore. "Hel, who knows. If I were him, I’d be tired. And, I don’t blame him. I’d like to go out with a loud bang."

Vidar walked toward the edge of the clearing and planted his sword into the ground.

"Now, lad, about our strategy." He turned back to face him. "You see, we can’t rely on speed alone because as fast as we can be, he will always be faster. And if we try to fool him, we have to be really good at masking our emotions. I have some experience with that, I don’t know if you do. If you’re peeing your pants like you were this time, you’ll be easy prey. You have to lie to him in your mind, lie to yourself, even."

Blake shook his head.

"Vidar, what the hell are you talking about?"

"Are you really that dense?"

Blake narrowed his eyes. Now, this felt like going back home. This was Asgard, anyway, where warriors were assholes to each other but were also there to help you.

"Starting again, huh?" Blake said, irritated but slightly amused. "Who are you to talk to me like that?"

"A god. Your god." Vidar got up. "You should be kneeling, you know?"

"You learn slowly for a god, huh? From what I saw in that vision, you barely lasted a minute longer than me. I’ve been resurrected for three years and a half, and I’m almost at your level. If I’d been here a thousand years ago, I’d be ten times more of a god. Hell, one more month and I’ll surpass you."

Vidar chuckled, his brow furrowed.

"So you think you’re pretty tough?"

"Tougher than you, for sure," Blake said.

"Alright," Vidar lifted his sword and whirled it. "After all these years, you haven’t learned to respect your superiors. I’ll make you swallow your words after I cut out your tongue."Blake hadn’t fought Vidar in a while. He had to let that happen. He didn’t really have hard feelings toward the man. But in Asgard, this was the way to go. He could even feel that Vidar didn’t really hate him and wasn’t that angry, but he couldn’t let a moment to duel and test himself pass. That didn’t mean he wouldn’t actually mess up things like cutting out his tongue if he had the chance.

Vidar leapt toward him. Blake used Hraesvelgr’s belt to slow down time; he had five seconds to attack Vidar. But when Blake turned around, he realized Vidar wasn’t where he had expected.

Vidar had leapt miles away with his magic boots. Blake looked around, trying to find his trajectory, then leapt toward the sky.

Vidar had apparently jumped to another section of the woods. Blake could tell due to a section of broken branches and leaves that shook softly, as if something had brushed past them.

"Here we go," Blake said, charging toward it at high speed, hoping to still have a few seconds to find his opponent..

He flew faster, crossing through the trail of bent branches, and he found Vidar flying away, a grin on his petrified face. He gripped Mjölnir tighter and struck the god in the chest, sending him flying through the trees.

The belt’s magic stopped for an instant, with Vidar’s body pushing and breaking through tree trunks.

But soon, before Blake could recharge his magic belt, Vidar was already flying back toward Blake, charging like a rocket ship. Blake tried to dodge, but before he could even pivot, Vidar’s sword was lodged in his stomach.

Blake cursed, swinging Mjölnir with all his strength. Vidar dodged, pulling his sword and slashing through Blake’s chainmail. Odin’s son was still far stronger and faster.

Blake gritted his teeth, preparing to summon the power of Hraesvelgr’s belt once again. Vidar seemed to notice and immediately leapt backward and fled.

Blake cursed in frustration. He wouldn't waste any more time, he activated the belt immediately and rushed forward, preparing to snap Vidar’s face with his hammer. The god had covered a good distance. Blake rushed and struck Vidar’s back, intending to break his bones and crack his ribs.

He appreciated Vidar as a comrade, but during this duel, he had to be merciless, and Vidar would do exactly the same.

As soon as his hammer made contact, he felt a sharp pain in his own body. Cursing, he felt his [HP]decrease even further. Before any other action, he approached Vidar and took one of the rings off his finger. Blake hadn’t even checked to see if he had a Deflection ring. He had used it even after Blake’s first strike. Now, Blake had time to use his power against Vidar and actually hurt him. He disarmed him, throwing Vidar’s sword to the forest below, and ensuring there were no other magic rings he could use against him. He swung his hammer again, gathering the power of lightning into it, then snapped it against Vidar’s face. He repeated the process twice.

VIDAR: HP: -200

[799/999]

And then, the belt’s magic ceased, and Vidar’s eyes shifted toward him. The god extended his hand.

Blake swung Mjölnir toward him, but Vidar slipped beneath him at an unbelievable speed. Expecting a punch, Blake prepared to block by lifting his hands, but instead, he felt Vidar’s hand cling to his waist.

The belt!

Blake lowered his hands, grasping part of his girdle as Vidar pulled it away.

In that moment, Blake felt a sharp pain push through his back, piercing through his armor. Vidar’s sword had flown into the god’s hand, and before Blake could counter, it pierced through Blake’s left eye.

Blake shrieked in pain, stunned for a moment, blindly swinging Mjölnir.

He dodged another slash by Vidar. He had managed to pull Vidar away from his belt, but the magic power was not yet ready. He swung again, dodging Vidar’s blade, crouching and swinging from below. He managed to hit Vidar, hearing the sound of cracking bones and pushing him back.

In a rapid move, Vidar winked at him. He had surely calculated Blake’s timing. The belt’s magic would come back soon; in the meantime, Vidar had flown away from Blake and propelled himself with his magic boots.

Blake cursed, chasing him and activating his belt.

He scanned the landscape ahead and below, finding no trace of the god. Blake considered turning himself into a raven, but he would waste too much time while reciting the spell. He had only five seconds, so he flew in the general direction Vidar had taken off, paying close attention to any sign of change or movement in the still forest beneath him.

Flying ahead, he could see the fields of the Einherjar, where some of them fought in Holmgang circles, dueling dressed in full chainmail or bare-chested, charging at each other with sword and shield. To the other side, he saw Folkvangr, Freya's field, where stunning Valkyries with braided golden manes wrestled in the nude, recited poetry, and swam in the creeks and rivers.

But there was no sign of Vidar.

He cursed, preparing his hammer. The spell broke again, and he heard once again the rustle of leaves and the shouts of warriors in the fields beneath him.

And then, Vidar flew toward him like a missile, swinging his sword in an arc.

Blake plunged downward, intending to use the same strategy. He dropped into a clearing, and Vidar followed him like a diving seabird. Blake shifted to the side and attacked with Mjölnir, but Vidar dodged,, thrusting his sword from below.

Blake felt a hit. He ignored the pain and slipped again, removing a dagger from his belt and throwing it with [Egil’s Accuracy]. But Vidar was even faster than that. With a swift motion, Vidar grabbed the dagger mid-flight and threw it back at Blake.

Blake slipped, barely missing. He sighed in relief, lucky not to have been paralyzed by his own knife.

But Vidar hadn’t given him any time to breathe before he struck him again. This time, Blake’s [HP]hit rock bottom.

He blinked, finding himself respawned at the gates of Asgard.

It didn’t take long before Blake reached the same clearing where Vidar was now lying on his back against a tree, drinking a can of root beer.

"See?" Vidar said. "Still not fast enough, even with that belt of yours."

Blake shrugged. "Alright, so what’s the plan? With the wolf, I mean."

"You know," Vidar replied, "in this case, I’m afraid we’d have to use the old tactic of bait and switch. Someone has to bait him while the other attacks. And I’m sorry to say, but you’ll be the bait."

"Shit."

"To be honest," Vidar continued, "with your lower [HP], I know I will have to bait him as well. We’ll see if it works. We shall fight him in the dream."

"Do you think God-Killer would work?"

"It can take his life force, but maybe not quickly enough. We can try. For now, you know, with your current level, my sword will deal the most damage."

"Then let’s try again!" Blake said.

They returned to Svafa’s small sanctuary on the other side of the forest. She was sitting cross-legged, petting three of her cats, a bowl of milk on her lap.

"Ready to start again?" she asked.

"You bet," Blake replied as Svafa gently placed the bowl aside.

"That was a fantastic simulation," Vidar said, stepping closer to her, pulling his broad shoulders back. "I could see that Olson was a bit frightened at first. You saw his face, didn’t you?"

"You’re getting over your initial apprehension," Blake placed a hand on the blonde god’s shoulder. "This whole wolf thing was getting on your nerves. I thought you couldn’t handle it."

Vidar’s eyes were again like sharp daggers.

"Not at all," Vidar said softly, then looked at Svafa again. "Alright, beautiful. Are we ready?"

Svafa moved slightly toward Blake. She cleared her throat. "More than ready."

"And," Vidar had his hands behind his head, his sword already unsheathed, "why don’t you add a little more realism, you know? Some Muspelheim monsters and some Jotun. So that I can teach Olson a few of my own moves."

Blake rolled her eyes. Svafa shifted uncomfortably.

"Svafa?"

"Ready," Blake said.

"Let the dream begin," she muttered softly.


Chapter 8 - Legacy

A massive stone canyon rose above them, surrounded with swirling mist that shifted like a typhoon.

Blake and Vidar held their weapons drawn and ready. Blake stepped forward, clearing his throat and preparing his taunt.

"It smells like roadkill in here," Blake said. "I’ve heard that pathetic mutt is around. What do you say, Vidar? He’s easy to kill, isn’t he?"

Vidar nodded, his eyes shifting from side to side.

But Blake was wary; his heart beat instinctively fast, even despite his words and demeanor.

"He must be afraid," Blake exclaimed through his teeth.

Suddenly, he heard a cackle. He couldn’t help but turn around, but there was nothing there.

And then, the ground opened to the sound of an explosion. Six fire giants emerged from beneath, each over eight feet tall, with massive stone arms, dripping burning lava. They immediately lunged at Blake and Vidar, swinging fists like hammers.

It was obvious how it was going to play out. Without a Völva to delay the monsters from respawning, it was going to be tough. Blake launched an electric discharge from his hand, destroying two of the monsters. Then, he launched Mjölnir, letting it slide like a boomerang and crushing one of the monsters as if it were made of clay.

Three monsters emerged again, formed from the fragments of their predecessors. This time, smaller but more numerous. They circled Blake and charged.

Vidar’s sword lodged into one of them, exploding it instantly. He swung at another and repeated the process.

Where was the wolf? Blake hesitated from using the belt, as the wolf was immune to it, and he wouldn’t be able to count on Vidar’s power.

He cast lightning and destroyed the remaining monsters.

And then he felt it again, a jolt of pain, like a stab wound pressing into his flesh. He felt those fangs like daggers biting through his chest and gasped.

Vidar immediately jumped into action, leaping toward Blake and swinging his sword to attack the wolf.

But when Vidar reached him, Fenrir had faded from view. Blake leaned forward, blood spurting from his chainmail.

[HP: -350]

[HP: 430/741]

Fenrir was ridiculously powerful. Blake could only withstand one more bite.

Vidar gritted his teeth, his eyes gleaming with anger.

"Come for me, then!" the blonde god shouted. Blake thought it fair to share the wolf’s attacks. The creature was also deeply intelligent.

Blake thought of what Vidar had told him. He had to deceive the wolf, even within his thoughts. There was something Blake could do. Something the wolf didn’t know about. The fire demons emerged again, this time, there were more than a dozen, all of them closing in on Vidar and him at the same time, swinging fists as thick as boulders. Blake sent out a torrent of electricity through Mjölnir, exploding the fire giants into pieces. Despite that, some of them kept attacking – a torso here and there, a head rolling toward him and spitting flames. First, he pushed away every feeling of smugness he had. Instead, he replaced it with fear. He thought of the wolf’s fetid breath and of dying again.

Vidar’s sword flared with energy, grinding another group of monsters to pebbles and splattered magma.

And then the wolf appeared, his gaping mouth closing in on Vidar and biting into his neck.

Vidar swung his blade, Blake tried the same thing, leaping with his gifts and trying to slash at the wolf, but once again, the creature was insanely fast.

The wolf appeared again around Blake, filling Blake’s nostrils with the fetid smell of death, fangs closing in and gleaming like sharp blades. In that moment, Blake moved away using his [Speed Rings]and feeling the fangs brush past him.

But his relief was short-lived. In a second, Blake felt a sharp pain pierce through his leg.

[HP: -120]

He had taken less damage than before, but it was still serious.

What could they do? He tried to instill fear itself into his mind.

It was almost impossible for him to hurt the wolf. But there was one thing he could do. The wolf was watching them, but he didn’t know exactly what they were planning.

Blake crouched, removing one of his poisoned daggers and pushing it under his gloves. He awaited, forcing fear into his own mind to bait the wolf.

It wouldn’t work, Blake thought. Unless he tricked the beast. The dagger’s poison was extremely powerful, but the wolf wouldn’t let him strike him even if he had confidence that Blake couldn’t hurt him.

Unless.

At that moment, Blake dodged an arrow shot from the canyon above. Another one brushed past him, another managed to hit him in the shoulder. A group of Jotun were posted above, shooting arrows. Suddenly, a handful of them descended, their sharp magic axes gleaming in their hands.

"Damned Jotun," Vidar cursed.

Blake’s hammer burst the head of one, and with a quick swing, he fried the brains of two more.

"You wanted it to be realistic, didn’t you? It’s even worse than I thought," Vidar cursed through his teeth.

And then, the wolf emerged from the shadows, gleaming golden eyes fixed on Blake. This time, he didn’t use his powers to dissolve into the air around him, but he stared at Blake intently with a murderous gaze. A very real and primal fear crept into Blake’s mind.

"What do you want?" Blake asked tremulously.

"Death," Fenrir responded, crouching like a predator, ready to kill. By looking at Blake in the eyes, he was showing him who was in charge. He was bent on showing Blake that there was no way for him to beat him.And then, the wolf leapt at him, its massive jaw opening wildly, seemingly becoming bigger, larger than the canyon itself, and Blake was nothing, nothing but a speck of dust surrounded by the absolute finality of death. Blake felt himself enveloped by darkness, the predator’s jaws clenching, closing on him, filling him.

Time and space dilated like a surreal nightmare that didn’t obey the laws of physics, and the wolf’s fangs had pierced through his body.

HP – 230

[HP: 80]

And then, feeling pain bite through his body, Blake lifted his hand, the tip of his dagger hidden under his palm, and he gently pressed into Fenrir’s gums.

And it worked.

The wolf ceased moving.

In an instant, Blake’s hammer sent a shockwave through the wolf’s body.

FENRIR

[-100 HP]

[HP: 1899/1999]

It was still nothing.

But Vidar’s sword suddenly plunged through the wolf’s body. Blake slid out of the wolf’s mouth, blood pouring through his body. In this warrior’s dream, there was no [Mead of Renewal]. He had no way to heal. Vidar slashed once again, using all of his power.

FENRIR:

[HP: - 300]

[HP: -278]

But the wolf was still alive.

Blake used the power of Mjölnir, trying to add to the damage, but it was not enough.

It was almost time, the wolf’s muscles would soon recover.

Blake killed a handful of Jotun with his hammer.

"Vidar," Blake shouted. "His mouth! The prophecies speak of his mouth."

Vidar rushed into the wolf’s tongue, pressing it down with his shoe. And then, his sword started gleaming green, almost like [Gramr]had before it broke. And then, Vidar slid it through the wolf’s palate, pushing it through. The great wolf spasmed, and its life force finally decreased.

Blake couldn’t believe it.

Vidar drew the sword back, blue blood exploding and dripping onto Vidar’s face and body. He wiped it off and scowled.

Suddenly, Blake’s eyes opened again.

[You have leveled up!]
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[Reaction time]: 27
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"Was it that easy?" he asked.

"This was Völva’s vision," Vidar replied. "It must be kind of accurate, but I suspect it’s gonna be much worse. It was... This time it was easier than I thought. I hate to say it, but if you hadn’t thought of that, we’d have lost this round as well."

"We can improve. First of all, is he gonna fall for that? Can he probably recognize the scent of the venom?"

Vidar shrugged.

"I don’t know, but we can try, but we should not rely on a single strategy."

"Perhaps we could prepare other objects with venom, things that he wouldn’t suspect."

"Get to work on that," Vidar leaned his sword on his shoulder. "Tomorrow, we’ll increase the number of opponents. Your wives should be back here, wouldn’t they? We’ll have the Völva too, and we’ll add more enemies. Let’s see how we all fare against a full attack."


Chapter 9 - Warrior's Rest

Svafa was sitting on the other side of the clearing, getting back on her feet as Vidar approached.

"Good simulation," Vidar said. His voice was unusually reverent. "It brought back some memories from those ancient days. I assume you followed what's in the prophecies, did you not?"

She nodded submissively. "Lord Vidar, it means a lot for me to hear that. And... yes, I followed the prophecies and visions of the past. But that event is complex, and there's much I cannot see. I also can't tell the power level of Fenrir yet. I'm using the knowledge I had from what has been said to me."

"I see," Vidar narrowed his eyes. His mouth morphed into a crooked smile. "But fret not. You did well. You must be exhausted. Come to Folkvangr tonight, along with Freya's hosts, and feast on my table. You'd be welcome to feast by my side."

Blake turned around. He didn't want to pry where he wasn't needed. He'd heard Vidar had some dealings in Folkvangr, Freya's hall. He knew that Helga, who'd traveled to Jotunheim with them, had been one of his wives. Now, it was obvious that he had an eye on Svafa.

Blake couldn't help overhearing Svafa's reply. It didn't surprise him. "You must excuse me, my lord, but I have a meeting to attend to tonight. I cannot."

Svafa wasn't very social, as far as Blake knew. She worked hard and never complained, but didn't spend much time with others.

"I understand, lady Svafa," Vidar said. "But your somber mood worries me oft, I know Freya would understand. Come. It'd do you good."

Blake stepped away from the clearing. He'd been training for hours, and despite his HP being fully recovered, the Warrior's Dream was exhausting. His mind spun wildly. All he wanted to do was lay down and sleep for a couple of days.

He decided to walk deeper into the forest, taking a deep breath and enjoying it, as most of the ones in Midgard had turned into nuclear wastes or had been taken over by Muspelheim.

At least he had the chance to go back home. Tonight it was alone time with Brynhilde. She'd been working hard with the kids, and he could already feel her calling through the bond. He couldn't wait for a sweet smooch and to get teased by her.

But then, a female voice echoed behind him. He turned, raising an eyebrow.

"Hey!" Svafa was walking toward him, her bright blue eyes slightly dilated. She ran a hand through her hair. "Phew, it's good to have some time at the Warrior's Dream, isn't it? Training without your life actually being in danger."

The dream still brought him terrible memories, though, but he didn't say it.

"Sure," he shrugged. "I'm glad I got to level up again."

She let out a pent-up breath. "I wish I had some time to hang out with you and the girls. In peace."

Blake cleared his throat. "Well, I know you have a meeting with Freya tonight, but we have a policy of welcoming anyone at home. Whenever you're free, I'm sure we can prepare a nice dinner."

"I was thinking of visiting tonight. You know, there's no campaign going on tonight. I actually don't have a meeting, but Vidar, he's a bit pressing sometimes, and he gets extra cranky if he feels rejected. I mean, you know I like to vibe with you guys. Your home is... Peaceful."

Blake blinked and swallowed. "You mean you'd like to come home tonight?"

"Of course."

Blake took a deep breath. Alruna and Bryn, in particular, had disliked Blake spending time with her. Jealousy had been a thing. And Blake couldn't deny that she was attractive, with those bright eyes, cute face, and lithe figure. She wasn't pushy, but she'd told him some of her backstory, and Blake knew she'd had it rough. She usually seemed quiet and quaint, not having many friends and not having social interactions beyond her duties as a Völva and Freya's bidding.

But Blake couldn't deny a guest into his home. He wouldn't cross her boundaries or his wives' boundaries, but he wouldn't want her to feel sad or rejected either.

"You've come with us before. I guess they wouldn't have a problem with that."

But talking about jealousy would make him look a bit self-important. No, they were professional Einherjar, and she wanted to get close to his wives, as friends. Thoughts kept popping into Blake's mind, that Svafa would convince Alruna and Bryn to join them as sister-wives, but Blake pushed the thought away. He'd made a choice already. He wouldn't think of her that way. At all.

Unless.

No, he wouldn't even think about it.

Blake rang Eir to tell her who was coming. He struggled not to chew his own fingernails while expecting her response. But when she answered, there was no hint of jealousy through the bond. Perhaps just a little through the bond, but it was hard to really confirm.

They traveled back to Midgard at night, a harsh blizzard pouring hail and snow above Baldur's protective wall, and they flew downward toward their house near the highway.

Blake slid the key and opened the door.

Alruna was lying on the couch, surrounded by the kids while holding an iPad. Blake hated it, but she wouldn't stop. They loved watching shows about puppy cops and other nonsense. Why couldn't cartoons be like before? Couldn't she read them a story or something?

Eir stepped out of the kitchen, wearing an apron with the text "my kitchen, my rules".

"Food's almost ready!" she said. "Svafa! Welcome, take a seat."

"Thank you," Svafa replied, stepping forward, her voice low and almost expressionless.

"Welcome home, stud," Brynhilde said from the stairs, wearing one of his big t-shirts, her flowing red hair hanging loose and short that barely peeked from under her shirt. Her quads looked meatier than usual.

"Svafa," Alruna stood up, holding Lara in her left arm. The child had a thumb in her mouth. "Good to see you. You're lucky tonight. Eir made mashed potatoes. And there's still pizza from lunch if you'd like us to reheat it."

"I'm honored to be welcomed," Svafa said, with a slight bow of her head. "Lady Eir, would you like me to help with the kitchen?"

"Nuh-uh," Eir replied. "You're a guest in this home. This is how Blake would like it."

Eir was a lady, a landowner, and an excellent manager, but now she didn't rely on servants. She had learned to be the host, the cook, and everything else.

Come to think about it, it was incredible how the girl's thoughts on Svafa had changed after three years in Midgard. Especially Alruna. Blake understood that she had been upset during that mission to Jotunheim. Then, Blake had zero intentions to flirt with Svafa. And all this time, he'd kept his distance.

"I'll wash my hands and help with the dishes," Blake said, taking off his shoes before stepping on the carpet.

"Dada!" Lif exclaimed.

"Aha, king, how was your day? You've been drawing, haven't you?"

"Dada. Dog-Badrol."

"Right, your favorite show."

"Blake," Eir called from the kitchen. "Need your help."

"Coming," Blake rushed to wash his hands.

"Shouldn't you be taking a shower instead?" Brynhilde asked him, walking down to pour herself a glass of wine.

"That, I'll take one later, my dear," Blake winked at Bryn, before stepping into the bathroom.

"How was training today?" Alruna asked. "I could feel that you almost had a heart attack."

Blake sighed. "It was hard, but we managed to beat him. And I had a duel with Vidar. It was... interesting."

"No more talking about warfare and blood for now," Eir said, walking into the room, wearing a pink apron. Blake rushed to help gather plates and cutlery and help set up the table.

"Are you sure you don't need help?" Svafa asked, fidgeting with the ends of her hair.

"You can help by pouring a glass for everyone," Eir said, and Svafa responded with a nod. Eir's meatballs were served in the center of the plate, with thick, fatty gravy and a serving of creamy mashed potatoes, pepper sprinkled on top. She had learned the initial recipes from Clyde, who loved to cook and had learned from his own dad. Swedes loved meatballs. As a Norse touch, Eir presented homemade sourdough bread and goat cheese.

Eir and Bryn were wine lovers, so they brought out an old bottle of Merlot and opened it. Valkyries could out-drink a miner, but they did so slowly and elegantly.

Alruna placed the babies on their chairs and stepped closer to slice the food. Bryn stepped in to help them. Svafa remained aloof, looking awkward and tense.

Blake started to serve generous portions of meatballs to his family, as well as hefty spoonfuls of mashed potatoes, and poured himself some wine.

His mouth watered the moment his fork touched the meat. They were tender and soft, with steam wafting across and hinting at the spices. Eir watched proudly and expectantly as Blake tasted them. Extra juicy. The gravy and the Swedish touch of cranberry sauce made the dish a perfect blend of flavors. Blake's eyes lit up, his face breaking into a smile. "Eir, you've outdone yourself. Mmmm. Incredible."

"It's really good," Svafa said appreciatively.

Eir beamed with pride, her cheeks flushing slightly at the compliment, and warm sincerity shining through the bond. "I'm glad you like them," she said.

"Not bad," Brynhilde admitted.

"Help yourself to some wine," Alruna said to Svafa, reaching for the bottle.

As the evening progressed, the atmosphere grew warmer and more relaxed. The wine flowed freely, and the talk about food and peaceful experiences in Valhalla flowed freely, as well as things they usually did in Midgard, such as concerts, shopping, and their experiences in learning about that world. They did not touch on topics such as fate, the Norns, or the war itself.

A delicious smell wafted from the kitchen. Eir got up and brought the dessert, fresh from the oven: Asgardian honeycakes sprinkled with cinnamon.

Alruna took the children to bed, and the grown-ups stayed for a while, sharing their experiences.

Blake felt at home. He felt like he had a welcoming place to retreat to while he wasn't fighting. No wonder Svafa craved that.

"You have no idea how much we wanted this, Blake," Eir said into his ear.

Blake nodded.

"You've been out for months. The kids missed you."

Blake pressed his lips. That comment had made him a bit upset, but he didn't voice it. Eir could tell. Eir knew that all that he had been doing, training his troops, fighting Muspelheim, was his duty, but she somehow expected him to spend more time there.

"Alright," Blake said after suppressing a yawn. "It's getting late. Svafa, would you like Bryn and me to take you back to Asgard?"

"Are you kidding, Blake?" Eir said. "It's almost midnight!"

"We're fine if she sleeps in our big sofa set," Alruna said to him. "Sleepover! Yes!"

Blake was about to ask if they were serious, but stopped himself. "Svafa, are you fine with this?"

"I'd be honored," she said.

"Blake," Eir addressed him. "You go enjoy the evening with Bryn. We're having a girl's night."

Blake scratched his head.

The girls had gotten incredibly friendly with each other.

He kissed his wives goodnight and went back upstairs with his hand around Bryn's waist. They opened the door and turned on the IKEA lamp in the corner of the room. It emitted a warm golden light that Bryn had selected.

Blake breathed deeply and started removing his armor.

"You had a rough day, didn't you?" Bryn asked, sitting on the bed and crossing her leg. Blake could stare at those legs for days.

"I'll take a shower, if you don't mind. Wanna join?"

Bryn jumped in front of him and kissed him on the lips. "And yet, you're not tired."

"I'm about to spend the night with the hottest goddess in the universe. It's impossible to be tired."

Bryn chuckled. "You think you can keep up with me, huh?" Brynhilde's hand moved from Blake's hand to his hip.

"I usually can," Blake said, feeling himself grow. "Got a new challenge for me?"

"It's all you can eat," she said, excitement pushing through the bond. "If you can catch me."

Blake pulled at her hips and drew her closer, pausing a moment to look her in the eyes, making sure that she wanted it. Making it known to her how much he wanted her.

And then, their lips met, softly and gently at first. Bryn used her momentum and strength to push Blake against the wall. Blake enjoyed it for a moment, savoring her pink lips like soft cherries, feeling her waist, first through her clothes.

She helped him a bit with his linen undershirt, and Blake's hands grazed her skin before lifting her shirt. Soon, she was in her full, naked glory – her body gloriously tanned, perfect perky chest, visible abdominal muscles, and everything else. He gently took her hand and led her into the shower.


Chapter 10 - Sword  of Light

Blake rested his head on Brynhilde's thighs, her flame-colored hair caressing his chest.

"Now be serious, Blake. It was tough today, wasn't it?" she asked, running a hand through his hair. "You were almost shivering."

"Same as usual," Blake replied. "He's tougher than most, definitely, but Vidar told me he can kind of read our minds. Or smell our fear, whatever. So I pretended a bit. We beat him at the end."

"Did you? You can't fake that, for me. But... I wish I was there to protect my boy." Her tone was both caring and sarcastic.

Blake chuckled.

"I can't deny that you'd have helped. Did you ever meet him, though? Fenrir, I mean. And how about your day? You took care of my soldiers today. You were so calm I didn’t get any tension through the bond."

Bryn sighed, leaning her head back. "Your boys did well. That's the end of it because I'm tired of you worrying about that. About Fenrir. I was too small to remember much. But he was damn scary. A wolf that lived in Asgard, always straight out killing things and eating them raw in front of everyone. He had a scary temper and wanted to duel anyone for the tiniest reason."

Her eyes drifted toward Blake. "Thor tried to be his friend but was uneasy about him."

"You mean, me?" Blake asked.

"Shut up."

Blake sighed. "I was thinking of how to beat him. We've got some ideas, and we'll tell you tomorrow. As for now, I expect you to come tomorrow, won’t you?"

"I’m all yours." She leaned her head back on her pillow, spreading her arms above her head.

"That’s what I wanted to hear."

Blake turned around, arousal still pulsating through his body. He leaned in, grabbed Bryn's thick legs, and gently pulled her toward him.

***

"So, what's Svafa been telling you?" Bryn asked abruptly after another long session.

"What do you mean?" Blake panted, letting her legs drop to the ground. "I mean, we've been working together all this time."

Bryn rolled her eyes. "Please, Blake. You know she's in love with you, don't you?"

Blake cleared his throat. It was one of those things. Blake kind of thought of that every once in a while, but he didn't want to give it much thought.

"You know it," Bryn said. "But you don't want to make a fuss about it."

"Bryn," Blake chuckled. "Three years ago you were worried about Svafa and me being alone in the Warrior's Dream. We've been professional ever since. What are you implying?"

"I needed you completely back then, Blake."

"And you don't need me anymore? You know I want to make you feel safe and good, and don’t need anything else than you three."

"Well," Bryn closed her eyes and shrugged. "You know what I mean, Blake, it was a tough time for me. Now we're settled, I know you love me. I... enjoy hearing it every now and then, I'm not gonna lie. So you better keep giving it to me! But, she's also a nice girl. Kind of cute too."

"I told you, I don’t need that."

"But what if she needs you?"

Blake took a deep breath.

"Wow, really, are you serious? Or is this some kind of a test."

"I can already read your mind, Blake."

Blake sighed.

This was still uncomfortable.

"But," Bryn said, "I don't want you to play with the poor girl either. Don't be a total asshole to her, you know? I feel it when you're with her, but I hope it's not just lust. The girl comes here looking for a home, and I don't want you to treat her like crap. So, if you really want her, do it."

"Wait, wait, wait. Is this really happening? Are you like... giving me the green light to take her as a lover? I... didn't ask for it, you know."

"Come on, Blake. We're Norse people. This is how it is. If a girl likes a guy, and the wives approve, he can take her. We know how guys are. Anyway, she'd be another helping hand for us. Another close friend to share our load. We've grown to like her. It's just how things naturally go."

Blake blinked repeatedly.

It was as if they expected him to take her as a lover, wife, or whatever.

"The girl's in love," she said, sliding her body through a Norse dress. "And you've broken her heart for years. We did it to her. Together. That's also like that sometimes, but... we know she's a good girl. So don't play with her heart! If you're gonna go for it, be serious and treat her well. Even Alruna's fine with it. Svafa came to us the other day when we were fighting Muspelheim. She straight up came and told us she wants you. She asked if you're a good man and all."

Blake remained in silence, his eyes wide open.

"But listen," Bryn continued. "I don't usually complain. Sometimes you're damn boring and annoying. Eir complains about you leaving your shoes everywhere and never doing laundry. Can you really give us all the attention we need? I don't want you to be an asshole to the poor girl. She's coming to us because she's lonely. You'll have to split it! Eir's upset that you were away all that time and your kids barely see you."

"I get it," Blake said. "I'm not gonna comment on this subject."

But there was something about her loneliness. She had told him what she felt. Deep down, Blake had always wanted to fix it. It could be something purely egotistical, to be desired by someone else, but he felt that he could also help make her happy, and he'd enjoy that too.

"You're worried again," Bryn said. "You were the biggest player in Asgard three years ago. What happened to you now, lover boy?"

Blake turned around, facing Bryn and moving on top of her.

"What's your dream, Blake? What's worrying you so much?"

"I want to do my job, Bryn. This family is my joy. I'm happy I can come back home every day and share it with you all. It's weird, it's... Well, I guess some people don't have it that way. Some have problems with their families. I've heard some miss the battlefield. My dad, for example. But me... This is my everything, coming back home and having you by my side, Eir and Alruna, Lif and Lara. And I wonder, can we live without fear? Without fearing for our future."

Bryn raised a hand. "Okay, you're going there. I didn't exactly want you to go there."

"Bryn, when I think of the kids. I've been a step away from dying a hundred times, but it gets harder every day. I dream of... not having that fear anymore."

She paused for an instant, sighing uncomfortably. "Blake, we warriors know that it never ends. Look at Odin. He's been alive for tens of thousands of years. But even his time must come."

"My question is, knowing that he'd die around this time, how often did he think of his death?"

"Blake, he lost his son. We can't escape from it, even as gods. Even if we have the most power in the world, we cannot escape it. Asgard is paradise, but eternal death can reach us all the same."

Blake cleared his throat. "Now that perspective is depressing."

Bryn sighed.

"I wanted to have a nice talk about family, and you come up with existential dread. Listen. We still have everything we need. The best food, drink, the best sex, but if there's no fight ahead, if there's no tragedy to cry for, there's no life. If there's no death, why even appreciate life?"

"Alright, that's enough," Blake mumbled, leaning back. "Let's sleep. Tell me more about your work with my troops. You still haven’t said much."

"Mission accomplished. Blake, the kids did well. You trained them well. You don't need to worry so much."

"I worry about that kid, Kevin, remember?"

"He almost pissed his pants last time. But he did well today. He’s much more confident."

"Lots of monsters?"

"Same as usual."

***

Blake paid the old dwarf a visit the next morning and got a quick commission. Luckily, the dwarf had lots of Kraken poison stored in his facilities, and Blake's request took less than an hour to complete.

The afternoon came, and this time, Blake drove with Bryn, Alruna, and Svafa to the building and prepared to enter Asgard. Svafa and Alruna acted naturally. Blake could feel Alruna's emotions through the bond, but anticipation for the battle was what seemed to be at the forefront.

They pierced through the realm and passed through the gates of Asgard.

"How did the exercises go last night?" Heimdall asked them upon entry.

"We won," Blake said. "How about you? How's your training?"

"Training hard... I may join you for your tests one of these days. If we have time. I’m training with Lord Freyr as well, with his sword that swallows power. We’ll be in charge of stopping an onslaught from Muspelheim."

"You've got quite a lot on your shoulders, Heimdall," Brynhilde said, crossing her arms.

Heimdall's eyes were unfazed. He nodded.

"I'm gonna do my duty."

Heimdall didn't fear death. Every man was destined to die. Blake didn't know when, but his fate had been written. But Heimdall's fate had been written long before. And like Odin, it was approaching his time.

The golden gates of Asgard opened, and the group made their way inside and wandered toward the woods.

"Well, well, well, well," Vidar said, eyes scanning through them, arms crossed over his muscular chest. "Did you prepare?"

Blake winked. "I've got a trick up my sleeve, quite literally."

"Alright," Vidar's eyes shifted toward Svafa. "Hope you got a good rest because today you've got work to do."

"I'm more than ready," Svafa replied.

The group stood in front of her as she cleared her throat and started reciting her spell. The world spun around them, light and darkness coalescing together, until they appeared... not in a canyon, but a massive field.

This time, Svafa was standing ahead, her brown hair fluttering wildly.

"Svafa, you're here?" Blake asked.

"It's not me," Svafa said, turning back to face him. "I'm an illusion. I'll perform Svafa's tasks, but she's guiding the entire illusion."

"Alright," Blake mumbled, removing the hammer from his belt. By his side, Alruna held [God-Killer]at the ready, and Brynhilde prepared her battle axe. Vidar seemed unfazed, eyes forward and arms crossed, until the ground seemed to shake under their feet. And then, horrible shapes started forming on the opposite side of the field. Dozens, no, hundreds of fire giants started breaking violently from the ground, the ground splitting and letting out rivers of lava and molten rock. And then, behind them, the Jotun rode the winds with inhuman speed, charging against them.

And Blake felt what he hadn't felt in a long time: fear, pushing across his spine, making his heart pound harder, and injecting his veins with adrenaline.

But he wouldn't let the fear engulf him.

"With me," he said to his wives, who prepared their weapons and like him, faced the incoming Jotun horde. "Vidar, are you fine with clearing the fire giants?"

"We should at least split evenly, Olson."

But it was too late to turn back, as Blake stretched his hammer-wielding hand and exploded a dozen of Jotun into a mash of blood.

"We've gotta stay close!" Brynhilde shouted, flying a few feet away from Blake. The Jotnar moved rapidly, as if each of them had three [Speed Rings]. Blake dodged as Brynhilde cut through the approaching one with her axe, and Alruna loosed an arrow that exploded as soon as it made contact with one mid-flight, erupting in a massive explosion, sending a shockwave that made Blake's hair flutter and took with it another dozen Jotun.

And then, a horrid smell pushed its way into Blake's nostrils. He turned around, a mixture of resolution and feigned fear shrouded his mind. He remembered his strategy.

He couldn't be smug about it, for the wolf could interpret his emotions.

The wolf's mouth enveloped Blake and bit into his chest.

Blake grunted, feeling a sudden stab of pain.

Brynhilde swung at the monster, managing to slash her axe into its mouth.

"Well done," Blake shouted through his teeth.

Bryn winked, stepping back, when suddenly, a fang went through her back and she let out a shriek.

Vidar was flying like a rocket, his sword gleaming with a jade-colored aura, when Fenrir disappeared again.

"Damn you!" Vidar shouted, turning around, his sword leaving a green blur across its trajectory.

"Where's Svafa?" Blake shouted. She stood way behind, where Vidar had once stood, her staff raised and summoning a magical wind to keep the fragments of fire giants from joining together.

But she was vulnerable alone. The group of fire monsters lunged at the Völva as she spun her staff and cast single bolts of lightning that crashed against one monster at a time and crushed them to dust.

"Svafa!" Blake shouted, as two fire giants approached, swinging massive fists at the Völva. He flew toward her, feeling the wind strike violently against his skin, and with a single swing of his hammer and a blinding flash of lightning, a legion of fire giants exploded into dust.

"Olson, you fool, she's an illusion!" Vidar shouted, his voice ragged and impatient.

"I would never let my comrades die!" Blake shouted back, just as the wolf's mouth twisted upon him. In an instinctive moment of truth, he slid his hands upward, grasping the wolf's gums as its teeth bit into his skin. He let out a grunt and felt warm blood pouring from his shoulder and leg.

And then... the wolf stopped in its tracks.

Grunts and shrieks of Jotun and monsters continued to echo behind him.

"I'm here to help!" Brynhilde shouted. Blake stepped deeper into the wolf's mouth, breathing as little as possible to avoid letting that stench into his nostrils, and smashed his hammer against its palate.

FENRIR

[HP - 190]

[HP: 1890/1999]

"He's more vulnerable from the inside!" Blake shouted.

Alruna rushed forward, holding [God-killer]in hand, and stabbed the wolf through the chest.

The wolf's [HP]started getting sucked out of its body, one point at a time.

"It's too slow!" Alruna herself shouted, but in that very moment, a Jotun spear managed to catch her and get lodged through her back. She grunted in pain, [God-killer]'s flow of [Odr]stopping for an instant.

In that moment, Vidar rushed through the wolf's mouth, walking through its open jaw and slashing across with his magic sword. The wolf's blue blood erupted over Vidar's body, bathing him wholly.

FENRIR

[HP -201]

[HP: 1689/1999]

And then, the wolf grunted, its jaws closing on Vidar, and it disappeared again.

The effect of the poison had passed.

"Get ready!" Blake shouted.

"You think you can fool me!" the wolf answered back with a voice that could kill a man with fear. "You think you can fool your death?"

In less than a second, the wolf appeared, its fangs piercing through Svafa's neck. Blood poured down her dress as her body dropped lifeless to the ground.

"Shit!" Blake shouted, instinctively dodging a fire giant's fist and smashing a Jotun's ribs with his hammer.

The wolf faded from view, then appeared again, biting into Alruna's arm. Vidar leapt forward and slashed at its snout before it disappeared.

FENRIR

[HP -169]

[HP: 1520/1999]

At least it was doing something.

"Shit!" Alruna cursed, the side of her calf completely torn by the wolf's bite, a mass of flesh and golden blood. Blake stumbled forward, pain pushing through his torso and shoulder as he dodged another Jotun blade and twisted just to find another about to slice into his arm.

He tried to dodge, but the sword caught straight at his shoulder joint.

Damn, it was one of those magic swords.

The Jotun's scimitar whirled in the air. To Blake's shock, his entire arm collapsed to the ground in a splash of golden blood, Mjölnir dropping and leaving a small crater.

[HP – 256]

[524/780]

The searing pain made him scream and twist as Vidar protected him from another pair of giants.

"What now?" Vidar asked, slashing through a swarm of Jotun warriors.

Blake grunted trying vainly to stop his blood from spilling all over. He spoke through gritted teeth: "I guess next time, everyone should bring gloves."

"I'm about to die!" Alruna said, slowing down. "Maybe you want to take my spear!"

Blake turned around, suddenly feeling the wolf's teeth bite into his thigh. He slashed his only remaining hand as the beast tore at his skin and disappeared before Vidar could attack it.

His own HP was descending.

[HP -285]

[HP: 239/780]

"Don't you die on me, Olson!" Vidar screamed.

The wolf came back for Bryn, slicing through her body before she managed to land a diagonal slash across his jaws. The wolf faded but not without letting out a yelp like a wounded puppy.

FENRIR

[HP: 1483/1999]

The attack would've been better if she had done it from inside his mouth.

"Dammit!" Blake grunted. "I'm bleeding like a fucking fountain."

[HP: 203/780]

He felt himself grow dizzy, his left hand having recovered Mjölnir from the ground, summoning lightning.

"We need a coordinated attack!" Vidar screamed, this time moving closer to Blake. "All of us, together!"

Good idea. "Blake," Alruna said, staggering toward Vidar as fast as she could. "Let me..." she prepared her bow and arrow, but the wolf appeared immediately and bit through her body, into her heart. She stumbled forward, crawling toward them. In that moment, despite Vidar's protests, Blake flew toward her, grabbed her with his only hand, and dragged her toward Vidar.

"I can't afford to sacrifice you," Blake hissed, holding her tight with one hand, unable to avoid a massive fist from a fire giant. Suddenly, he felt a bite across his torso, on the side of his chest.

[HP: 123/780]

"Shit," he hissed through his teeth.

But he couldn't just let go of her. He had to hold on.

"Fool," Vidar said, flying toward Blake and slicing through a pair of Jotun. It wasn't easy to stay close. Brynhilde sped up, killing a line of enemies and reaching the group.

"Ready?" she asked, a second before Vidar joined them.

"Now we're surrounded from all sides," Bryn said.

"I don't even need to come for you anymore," Fenrir's wolfish voice echoed across the field. And then, the wolf started to laugh. Like a goddamn psychopath. "Cool, we don't need you," Blake said, popping a bottle of [Mead of Renewal]into Alruna's mouth and drinking another one himself.

The wolf came for Alruna first, as expected.

In that moment, they all attacked at once.

Blake and Bryn's lightning pierced from above, and Vidar slashed at its snout.

FENRIR

[HP: 934/1999]

The wolf's life-force was almost halfway through. But at what cost? And the enemy warriors were still popping up from everywhere. Some of them had magical scimitars that could deal real damage. Despite Blake having been healed, his amputated arm wouldn't return during that simulation.

Then, Blake felt Bryn's hand grasp his left. She didn't speak a word, but through the bond, he knew that she was planning something. Yes, it was obvious now. She slipped the glove off his hand and sneakily put it on her own. And then, as a distraction, she killed another group of Jotun.

It was getting tiring.

Fortunately, the wolf appeared again, and Bryn's hand was quick enough to lodge across his chin, the tiny blades at the tips of his glove taking effect at once.

"It's time!" Vidar shouted, placing his foot on the wolf's mouth and stabbing through its skull, while Alruna sank her spear into its tongue, and Blake and Bryn smashed and hacked through its bones.

FENRIR

[HP – 230]

[HP – 287]

[HP – 234]

A final explosion from the inside did the job.

[-415]

The wolf exploded into a mass of gore, its mouth closing lifelessly again, as the giants kept swarming them like a sea of penitent souls.


Chapter 11 - Imperium

It was a perfect day to instill chaos.

Naglfar had been rebuilt, a massive ship with a hull of enchanted metal, a sky vessel to lead a fleet of tens of thousands of Jotnar. It hung like the cradle of the world in its hangar in New Utgard, with a backdrop of iron towers spitting fire and smoke, where human slaves toiled and built monuments to Jotun grandeur.

Tonight was the first night of their new approach. No more claiming wastelands. It was open war on the Aesir, and they’d be victorious.

Loki’s caravan advanced through the streets on a small flying carriage, with Angrboda and Hel by his side, flanked by the council of Jotnar chieftains. The streets were filled to the brim with Jotun warriors hailing with their swords on high and human slaves prostrated on their knees, in the depths of their pleasure.

Human lives didn’t last. Just how it was meant to be. The Jotnar had the right, if they found someone appetizing enough, to tear them apart on the street and drink their blood.

And since the implementation of Loki’s Mind-Seal, the humans showed little to no resistance to being eaten. Sometimes they craved it. Of course, the Jotnar had to have the common sense not to eat them all and compromise a construction project or whatever work they were carrying out.

Behind Loki, a caravan of floating vessels accompanied him, carrying his greatest generals, and way behind, a troop of elite warriors in modified armor, each carrying the Jotnar banner and an array of magical artillery.

The carriages stopped in front of a massive hangar, under a colossal staircase adorned with pillars that didn’t follow Euclidean geometry, all built of black stone, an entire city made of onyx. His carriage ascended, revealing a view of Naglfar. He stepped down along with his family, facing the crowd from the balcony, and the perfectly ordered lines of Jotun warriors that spread back as far as the eye could see.

This was the feeling he was waiting for all his life. Hundreds of thousands of souls willing to do his bidding. Hundreds of thousands of souls under his command. Human slaves, their heads shaved and as skinny as noodles despite their thick winter clothing, carried stones on their backs. None of them complained. The pain may have shattered their bones, but with the Mind-Seal on their foreheads, interfering with their thoughts, whatever pain they felt was turned into pleasure.

Loki ascended the podium, his black cape fluttering, his chest bare, and his magic wand transformed into an imposing staff.

"Tonight!" shouted a Jotnar herald. "Our great leader will start our glorious counterattack. Tonight, he leads our race to total victory!"

Loki stood on the edge of the balcony, a dark and fetid wind billowing from every side.

"Tonight!" Loki’s voice echoed across the horizon, amplified with his magic. "The war begins. Tonight, we finish what we started once and for all, under my command and of our great Council ofCchieftains!"

Loki pointed at them with his staff. "They have led our way until now, to this great victory. Odin, the traitor, will die, and our race will triumph once and for all. We will take back all that was stolen from us. And we shall kill every last one of the Aesir. Our revenge will be total, and every drop of blood, every heart, every mention of their names will disappear. We shall be the gods of this and all the worlds!"

The crowd erupted in furious cheers.

Loki’s voice grew bolder, rough and thick. He tensed his muscles, veins pulsating through them. "And you will help me kill them all!"

Before the adoring crowd, Loki’s special forces boarded their vessels.

He shut his eyes.

"Are you with me, my son?"

Something moved in the shadows. Loki could feel it, an essence drifting in and out of existence. For an instant, he was there, with eyes like burning gold fixed on him, outside of time and space.

Fenrir did not respond, but Loki understood his answer. He was there, but he wouldn’t show Loki deference. He wouldn’t kneel or even acknowledge he was in charge.

Loki was careful not to let his disdain slip. He had to show reverence to his son, even if it wasn’t completely honest, and let the wolf smell his surrender in order to fool him.

Hel and Angrboda remained behind, leaving a gift of gold and honey for Loki, which he accepted ceremoniously before turning back and climbing the ship. Soon, the Jotnar Völvas began chanting their spells, and the fleet rose above the hangar and started their journey across the black expanse.

With more spells echoing across the walls, they opened portals, shortening the distance.

This was one of the Aesir’s frontier spots, one that was not as well guarded as others. From atop Nalfgar, he could see a vast blackened wasteland, where permafrost and rivers of lava had replaced flowing water, and toxic fumes engulfed the landscape. But miles ahead, there was a spot engulfed in pristine white snow. What little vegetation remained seemed to become more abundant as the horizon expanded. What Loki saw there was open rebellion. It was Baldur’s shield, his bulwark against fate.

The fleet spread, preparing to ambush the city from different angles. It was then that the city’s defense began.

Ballistic missiles flew toward the Jotun ships, but each raised a magic wall with the power of their Völvas. Explosions burst across the sky, but his fleet remained untouched.

"My lord," said the officer in charge of Naglfar. "We are at the appropriate distance."

"Prepared to disembark," Loki declared. A horn echoed across the hull of Naglfar, and the ships started gliding across the empty fields, toward a city at the crossroads of a frozen river. Missiles flew with precision but exploded mid-air. Fighter jets roamed across the skies around them, missiles raged, and fire erupted on the ground beneath.

Soon, the first groups of Aesir were ready to fight. Lightning burst forth from the ground, crashing against their ships, some breaking through the magic shields.

"Beautiful," Loki hissed through his teeth, turning back. "Attack!"

Lines of Jotun stood at the sides of the ship, sections of the railing descending to make way, as they jumped out like a parachute unit.

All kinds of firepower, both magical and human, collided against the Jotun, but the warriors descended like meteors. Loki ascended, his cape fluttering violently, with a view of the onslaught. Human tanks crawled out into the streets, humans evacuating the cities, and air raids echoing across.

He dove toward the city like a hawk, stretching both hands, with Lavaetin in his right. Like a Midgardian symphony, with a flick of his wrist and words of Galdr from his mouth, the buildings beneath him exploded.

Beneath him, he noticed the warriors of Asgard, the Einherjar riding the wind against him, gleaming chainmail over horses like ghosts out of ancient nightmares, wielding spears and axes and round shields, trying to board the flying ships and accost the ones who had already landed.

Loki descended to the ground, finally gaining a ground view of the city. It was mostly what was known as Neoclassical-style buildings, three or four stories high. A row of human defenders remained among posted on the roofs and windows, some still helping civilians evacuate while the Jotun rushed to murder them.

The humans discharged their machine guns, pistols, and other larger caliber weapons. Some of them struck Jotun flesh, but it wasn’t quite enough to stop the giants from reaching them and tearing their flesh with a swing of their swords.

Civilians scrambled to get to their shelters, screams filling the air. It was music to Loki’s ears as the Jotun reached them and tore them limb from limb like mute animals, splashing blood across the once beautiful buildings, over the statues of human lords, and over the roads of flattened stone.

The scene was enough to garner the attention of Asgardian warriors. Odin was wise to keep them close. A handful of them descended like falling stars, dismounting from their flying horses and wearing long silvery chainmail and gleaming helmets, carrying runic swords infused with magic.

Three Einherjar charged against Loki, one of them throwing a gleaming spear. Loki dodged it easily, lifted a hand, infusing his will into Lavaeteinn and commanding the blood inside their veins. The blood under their skins started bubbling, their eyes bulged and mouths curled in agony before they exploded into masses of gore and flesh.

Then, another Aesir ship drifted across the sky. It carried another set of Einherjar idiots, for sure. They approached the area, landing on the roof of a building and disembarking there.

There seemed to be four groups in one. At the helm, a Valkyrie with fiery red hair stood on the hull of the ship. Unruly, messy red hair. Hatred started boiling in Loki’s head. Was it Brynhilde? He clenched his fist on his magic wand.

That bitch should be dead. And he should’ve killed her.

But no... She was much shorter, stouter, and with more of an innocent beauty than the defiant face of the other Asgardian whore. She flew like a falling star, an axe in hand, and summoning the power of lightning.

It was Thrud, the thunderer’s daughter.

More Asgardian warriors descended from the vessel, flying toward the Jotnar force and slashing at them. Loki noticed tall Einherjar with legendary weapons, and even a Berserker wearing a pelt of bear skin.

But when the next unit disembarked, Loki couldn’t believe his eyes. Were they Asgardians too? No... They were humans in military uniforms and gleaming helmets, advancing behind their Asgardian masters, shooting and vaporizing Jotnar with the power of lightning itself.

To his surprise, one of them shot at a gliding Jotun vessel that was about to land, causing it to collapse in a flaming explosion.

The Jotun were already numerous on the street. Loki himself raced toward his enemies and slit the throats of about seven Einherjar of Valhalla.

Thrud crash-landed close to him.

"Well, well, well, child!" Loki said, preparing his wand to deliver a killing blow.

"It’s him!" said a tall Norseman, hefting an axe bathed in blue Jotun blood.

"You have quite the nerve to show up here!" Thrud stated, carrying her axe on her shoulder.

Loki snickered. "Who do you think you are?"

"We’re the protectors of this earth," Thrud shouted, pointing at him with her axe.

Around them, a Jotun general shouted retreat. Loki clenched his teeth.

He was surrounded by cowards.

"You think you’re doing well, don’t you?" Loki asked. "Things are about to change."

In that moment, Fenrir’s voice echoed in Loki’s mind. "s this the Thunderer’s daughter? Let me... I devour her."

"Not yet," Loki replied in a low voice.

"What do you say, Bjorn?" Thrud said to the tall Berserker. "Let’s give this idiot what he deserves!"

"Agree, my lady!" the Norseman grunted. Both charged against Loki, swinging their axes at him in unison, from different directions. Loki dodged one, then the other, and slid his magic wand forward. Its tip morphed into a needle-like blade that pierced into the Norseman’s chest. The warrior collapsed to his knees. In the meantime, Loki felt steel cut through his armor, gashing the skin of his back.

He turned, his eyes ablaze and his teeth clenched in anger.

"You bitch..." he hissed, using his powers to disappear and emerge closer to the woman. He stretched his hand, planning to appear with his blade already embedded in the woman’s chest.

But she was gone. With a gasp, Loki felt her axe pierce into his upper back.

Loki whirled, his wand turning into a bigger axe. He spun, disappeared, and appeared in another spot, cleaving the axe into the woman’s stomach. She let out a grunt, and drops of golden blood burst from her mouth.

"You devil!" the Norseman swung toward him. Loki dodged and swung at the Berserker, tearing a long gash in his stomach.

"It’s over!" Loki said, towering over both enemies.

And then, he shivered, feeling a burst of energy coming from behind him, striking his back and pushing him forward.

He whirled with a curse. What he saw shocked and angered him. Mere mortals were brandishing their dwarven guns, crouching and positioned in between the buildings. A human had stuck him.

Loki had enough. He would not allow himself to be humiliated and derided by such lowly beings, barely better than sheep or goats.

His Jotun forces were retreating. Had he commanded them to retreat? No! It was those cowardly generals who didn’t believe in him. Weren’t they supposed to be the brave sons of Ymir who fought with no fear of death?

"I will crush them," said a gruff, wolfish voice in his ears.

"We... are saving you for last. Let them think they have a chance," Loki hissed back.

He stretched his hand. "I have something else. I will give them an appetizer first, but you will be the main dish."

He was about to turn the tide of battle and show those Jotun cowards their mistake.

Loki retrieved an amber colored stone his girdle. He leaned into his hand and whispered: "Son of Flame. I promised you I’d set you free. Now it’s time."

A sparkle erupted on the stone, drifting softly with the wind, shining like a tiny star.

And then, chaos and destruction took flesh before his eyes, a red hand stretching out, letting out a hellish roar.

The Aesir and their human pets stared in disbelief as Surtr rose eight feet tall, a towering figure of flame with black voids instead of eyes and mouth.

The puny human warriors didn’t hesitate and rained their guns and their dwarven lightning against the god of fire. Or rather... Wasted their weapons because they seemed to dissolve into him.

And Surtur walked undeterred, the human soldiers stepping back and frantically shooting, as if they didn’t know it was futile.

Surtur curled his body upward, his flaming muscles tensed.

And he exploded.

Buildings crumbled, catching fire, dozens of windows shattered, and Surtur walked on.

The Asgardian bitch raised into the air and swung her axe at the fire demon, but it was as if she were fighting against fire itself. She managed to cut through Surtur’s head, but it melded back together immediately.

And Loki fixed his eyes on the human defenders, who had taken refuge behind the buildings and now retreated like frightened animals.

He glided forward, covering a hundred feet in less than a second. He appeared in front of seven human defenders in silver armor. They stepped back in shock, fingers on the triggers of their guns. Two of them went off, sending torrents of lightning, but Loki slipped out of them, reappearing behind them.

Then he noticed an insignia with Thor’s Hammer sewn into their uniforms."Now, let’s try something funny," he said, sliding a Mind-Seal out of his belt. He rushed forward before the humans could react, closed in on one of them and pressed the Mind-Seal into his forehead. The human shrieked in pain as it melded into his skin.

Loki avoided two more human attacks before getting close to the man and whispering in his ear.

"Protect your lord."

The man nodded, turning around. He pressed the trigger, lightning shot from his gun, turning one of his own comrades to a gory pile of blood and entrails.

The men scrambled back, pointing their guns at the one who had done the killing.

"Dela Cruz?" another of his companions shouted incredulously. "What the fuck? What are you doing?"

"I am protecting my lord," the human responded. "And I will kill you if you even think of opposing him."

"Stop that bullshit, or I’ll shoot you myself," said the other, before he was fried to a crisp by his own comrade.

And then, to Loki’s surprise, another human jumped on the back of Loki’s slave, wrestled the gun out of his hand, headbutted him, and aimed the gun back at him.

"What the hell?" the soldier hissed. "What are you doing, Sergeant! Are you under a spell, or something? What’s that thing on your forehead?"

"Move away, recruit... I... am a servant of my Master," he said, grinning like a madman and pointing his finger at Loki. "Look! He’s my god! He’s the only one worthy enough to rule this planet and fix everything!"

The man fell on his knees before Loki, tensing his fists. "Is he not glorious? Did you not experience his amazing power?"

Kevin grunted in disbelief. His face was pale with shock and fear. "What’s wrong with you, Dela Cruz?"

His eyes drifted toward Loki.

"I’m sorry, Sergeant Dela Cruz," the man said. "But I’ll have to restrain you and bring you to Commander Olson."

Loki appeared in front of the other man.

The human faced him skittishly, aiming the gun at him.

"You’re Loki, right? I’ll shoot your weird face off if you make one move!"

Loki chuckled.

"Try it."

The man gripped his gun tighter, finger on the trigger. "I’m gonna fry that fucking brain of yours, you fucking weirdo."

"I don’t think so. What if you join me instead?" Loki said, avoiding a blast of energy, then pressing the Mind-Seal into the man’s forehead. He dodged a few more bursts of energy from the other men and repeated the process, sealing the mind of every uniformed man in sight.


Chapter 12 - Night Of Tears

Returning home after fighting in hell, even though it was simulated, was the best part of the day. The workday was always stressful, full of literal pain beyond human understanding, involving a lot of screaming. But it was worth it, and having such special company made it all the more worthwhile.

"So, loverboy," Alruna said from the backseat, leaning on Blake's shoulder, her abundant blonde hair now tied into braided pigtails. "What's for dinner tonight? Pizza, perhaps?"

Bryn huffed right next to Blake, in the front passenger seat. "Pizza again? Do you ever eat anything else?"

"Me?" Alruna replied. "Of course! I have a very varied taste. French fries, for instance. Or should we have dinner in Valhalla then? I kind of miss it?"

"Valhalla again?" Svafa mumbled, almost complaining. "I've had dinner there every night for a thousand years. Maybe it's time to change it up a little."

"So frozen chicken wings it is," said Alruna.

Blake cleared his throat. "Alright, girls, let's have our night out. What do you think? We go out like normal human beings. What do you say if we go to a restaurant of our choice? Something we all like."

"And leave Eir alone with the kids again?" Brynhilde complained. "That's not fair, poor woman."

"Alright," Blake said. "Who can babysit for us? Thrud had a mission today. I'll give her a call and see if she's still busy."

"What if we bring the kids?" Alruna said. "The poor kids are always indoors."

Blake gritted his teeth. "Allie, they tend to break the baby chairs and run around destroying property. Then, last time they terrorized people at other tables. Remember that old lady that Lif lifted, chair and all? No. Restaurants are no place for toddlers. Especially ours."

"Yeah, but you can't keep your poor babies locked up forever," Alruna countered.

"If you guys didn't give them so many sweets, they wouldn't be so out of control," Bryn said, leaning back.

"You're the one who gave them coffee!" Alruna shouted.

"I didn't know they weren't supposed to drink it!"

"Listen," Blake said. "They're not locked up. We have a big garden at home. They get sun, they're healthy. Eir takes them to their grandfather in Asgard every now and then. But now, let's think of tonight. Bryn, wanna call Thrud and see if she's free?"

"I'll call my niece, wait." Bryn said, removing her phone from her girdle and going through her contact list. They soon heard Thrud's voice echo softly through the speaker.

"Thrud!" Brynhilde greeted her. "How are you? How did the mission go?"

It took a while before she answered.

And she didn't sound like she was ready to help.

Blake could barely make out the words. "Bryn, we have a lot to tell you. Something happened..."

"Loudspeaker, please," Blake said. Bryn switched modes and Thrud's shallow breath echoed louder. Her voice sounded nasal, as if she'd been crying.

"What's wrong?" Blake asked from the front seat. "How's Bjorn? How are my men?"

She took a while. Blake started tapping the steering wheel nervously.

The entire group exchanged glances. Whatever this was, it couldn't be good.

"Thrud, tell me what's going on," Blake insisted.

"Blake, Loki was leading the charge."

"Did he kill my men?" Blake raised his voice, feeling part of his soul sink into the depths. His thoughts went to those men who'd sworn loyalty to him. Each one of them had sworn to fight for humanity and was willing to become a hero.

And now? Had they died? Had they been taken prisoners, to be brutally tortured by the Jotnar?

"I don't really know what happened," Thrud answered. Blake heard her wiping her nose through the speaker. "Loki led the attack, and then..."

"How about Bjorn?" Blake asked. "Alright. Tell me everything that happened."

"He's fine," Thrud replied. "Blake... Loki released a monster in the city. I've never seen anything like that. We had to retreat. Thousands died in the city. We couldn't save them."

"And what happened to my men?"

"I don't know. It's some kind of spell Loki put on them. He placed a device on their foreheads... And gained control of them. They started killing each other, Blake. They weren't like mindless slaves. They acted and talked normally, but what was coming out of their mouths was completely insane. Blake, they were saying things... Praising Loki... That they were following orders of his master."

"Thrud, are you busy now? Come here and tell us exactly what's going on."

"I'm with Grandfather. I... I'll come to you after I'm done."

"Please."

The call ended. Obviously, there would be no night out tonight.

Alruna placed a hand on Blake's shoulder. He had trusted them. He had trusted Thrud and Bjorn, but he couldn't blame them.

He could only blame himself.

***

The mood that evening was somber. The children were sent to sleep early, and no one even talked about food. The room was dark except for a single table lamp. Bjorn stood in Blake's living room, arms crossed, while Thrud sat on the sofa, head down and eyes fixed on the carpet.

Those men whom Blake had recruited were valuable. Each of them had wanted to help no matter the danger they faced. He couldn't stop thinking of every measure he'd taken to ensure their safety. How he'd protected them, especially the newer recruits.

"I'm sorry, Blake," Thrud said with a voice charged with pain and regret.

Blake sighed in frustration. "You should've called us. Didn't you see the fleet was so large?"

"Blake," Alruna broke in. "They did what they could. They did everything Odin's protocol called for."

Thrud looked down. "Lady Alruna, that doesn't change what we lost. And that we lost the city. Forgive me, Blake. Please."

Blake ran a hand through his hair. "As soon as you saw Loki, you should've pulled them out!"

But that would have been senseless. That would have meant an immediate retreat. He regretted saying that. He was frustrated, and those words just came out."We tried, lad," Bjorn said. "We were ordered to disengage, but they kept going at it."

"What was it... The device you said Loki placed on them?"

"It's some sort of coin he puts on their foreheads," Thrud explained. "It must be a magical device, like the collars they use on their prisoners. But it affects their minds. Lord Olson, they... They seemed to act normal at first, they even rationalized what they did. Your soldier, he was sure about fighting his own friends."

"It was as if the bastard enjoyed it," Bjorn said.

Blake clenched his teeth. He'd have to write to his men's mothers and wives. There was no bureaucracy to shield him. There was no impersonal letter to read that their son or husband had been taken. They weren't part of the army. They were his paramilitary group. His responsibility.

And what could he even say to them?

"One of them has died, you say?" Blake asked.

Thrud and Bjorn nodded.

"It was Jake Lee," she said.

Blake gritted his teeth.

"Kevin then attacked dela Cruz and disarmed him," Thrud continued. "But then Loki came and put the device on his forehead too. Blake, I'm sorry. I couldn't stop it."

Blake nodded slowly.

Thrud continued to explain.

"And... along with some reports we got in the previous days, from Jotun holdouts... It seems like Loki is using it among the human population. There's no other explanation for what's going on."

"And what is that exactly?" Blake asked.

"They spoke about that in the council today, lad," Bjorn said. "We've lost contact with the clans we were assisting."

"The rebel groups?"

"We heard strange things," Thrud said. "But if it's true, if Loki is able to get through human minds and break any kind of resistance. If he enslaves their minds like that. It's another level of messed up."

"A fucking loser, he is," Blake hissed through his teeth.

"Blake," Alruna leaned closer to him. "We're gonna go back and teach him a lesson."

"We didn't touch on the other subject," Thrud said, her eyes catching a frightened glow. As if something she didn't talk about was even more ominous and dangerous.

"Surtur?" Blake asked.

She swallowed.

"That monster is even worse than Muspelheim. I've never seen anything like that."

"The damn bastard is unbeatable, lad," Bjorn declared. "Even Thrud used her power on him and dealt no damage. We tried to evacuate the city, but millions more died in the fire."

"That's it," Blake said, getting to his feet. "I'll go myself and take that city back."

"Blake," Alruna got up, grabbing his hand. "Do you really think you can do that on your own? Thrud and Bjorn tried. They're as powerful as you. We have important things to do as well, people to save, and levels to gain."

"You know what's more important?" Blake said, clenching his fists. "It's protecting the people I swore to protect."

"Hey," Brynhilde grabbed his arm. "You're doing this impulsive thing again."

He faced her. "I did the same for you. I did it for Eir, and I didn't fail. And whatever you say, whatever anyone says, it was worth it."

"Then what?" Brynhilde said, arms crossed. "You plan to go to the Jotun capital and face Loki head-on?"

"We can't allow ourselves to be beaten. We can't let more people die! Even if Surtur has come. Whatever, let's bring more powerful Aesir and catch him. Vidar, even Baldur. Freyr! He will defeat him, it's in the prophecies. And then let's stop Loki from spreading his bullshit."

"Lad," Bjorn looked at him severely. "This time, step back and think. You can't defeat either of them on your own. We saw it. We know it's pointless. Let's wait for Odin's order to engage Loki head-on. He's bound to do it at any time."

"And let more people get killed in the meantime? Bjorn, that monster is killing our people and burning our cities as we speak. You said it yourself, you gathered some people and retreated."

The Berserker gritted his teeth. It seemed as though he was looking for a reply but had nothing left to say.

Blake looked through the window.

His thoughts fled to Jake, killed by his own leader. How could it get more disturbing? And Kevin, that young man he had sworn to protect. Hearing what Loki had done was sick. Just what had been going on during all that time was something to send a shiver down his spine and warrant absolute war on his enemies. But this new development seemed even more frightening and unnatural.

Blake got on his feet. "Alright. Time to go."

"Don't be a fool, Blake," Bryn said. "What if you're the one that ends up getting captured?"

"Nonsense," Blake said. "Bryn. You're the strongest. Come with me."

"What do you even want to do?"

Blake cleared his throat. "First of all, I want to see what's really going on. I want to find Surtur and see what he's all about! And Loki. I want us to teach him a lesson. He's been out for too long and he deserves much more than Hrymr ever got. You know, Bryn, what he did to you and Eir. And you were able to run away. Maybe I can stop him before they start killing more people. If not, maybe save one or two. Remember, Bryn, what we did when this war started? We went there and saved lives."

She narrowed her eyes, staring at him intently. "You're feeling all confident because you leveled up and were able to beat Fenrir in the simulations. You're forgetting that they're simulations."

Blake shook his head. "You're just afraid of what people said about Muspelheim and about Surtur. We've been fighting Muspelheim for three years, and we're still kicking."

Bryn sighed in frustration.

"Blake, I don't want us to mess up again! I am not afraid! I fight every single day. I face death every morning and I spit in her eye over and over. But I'm not a fool. I've been alive for more time than you, and I know how to navigate this world. I know my father's intentions, and I say, this may be more dangerous than you think."Thrud cleared her throat. "Guys, we're still here."

"Bryn," Blake ignored her. "I will go and intend to take you with me. Think of it as a reconnaissance flight."

Bryn thought for a moment. "What does that even mean?"

"I'll go," Svafa interrupted them.

"Don't encourage him!" Brynhilde said.

"We've done even more foolish things together," she said. "We've tried fighting Loki himself."

"No, no, no," Alruna broke her self-imposed silence, taking a step and pressing her fists on her own hips. "I won't let you go alone."

Bryn sighed and rolled her eyes. "I'm warning you, but you leave me with no choice. I'll have to take care of you."

"And me?" Eir said. "What am I here for? Am I the family's babysitter?"

"Don't tell me you want to go, sis," Brynhilde asked.

"I'm one of you. If anyone can, it's us. We're the most powerful in the universe."

"No, you won't go," said Brynhilde. "If Loki saw you, he'll go crazy and try to murder you at once."

Blake nodded, then faced Thrud and Bjorn.

"Thank you for your report. It's been helpful."

"We'll return to Asgard now," Bjorn said, stepping toward the door. He placed a heavy hand on Blake's shoulder. "Take care of yourself, lad."

"I will."

As not all of them had the power of flight, Svafa used her spell of transformation to give them the shape of ravens, then transported them across Niflheim, shortening the distance. The group emerged into the dark night, flying like combat planes through the sky, rushing through radioactive clouds.

The coordinates were easy to follow. This was one of the last cities to be protected, preserved in what once had been the Federal Republic of Germany, constructed and protected by Baldur's magic.

Once they reached it, Svafa let go of her magic, and Blake felt his body change again into his real form as they drifted down to land in the middle of an empty street. Flames still covered the roofs and the broken segments of concrete buildings. Houses and apartments had been crushed, and dozens of corpses littered the street.

A voice called from the ruins below. He remained still as a Jotun guard wielding a large spear shouted loudly.

"What do we have here?" the Jotun said, sliding a horn out of his bridle and blowing it.

"We've come to visit," Blake said bitterly, stepping toward the Jotun. The giant lowered the horn and aimed his spear forward, crouching in a fighting stance.

Blake knew he could kill him in less than a second. But perhaps he could gather a bit of intel first.

"Who's this so-called Master of Muspelheim that destroyed this city? I want to see him, to show him how puny he is in comparison to the masters of Valhalla.

"You? You won't even last against us, you fool. Come down here and fight like a man, and get ready to die by my steel!"Jotun warriors started emerging from the windows and alleys, stepping toward the plaza from the open streets, all armed, some with human blood caked around their mouths and dripping across their chests.

"Tell me where he is, and I will spare you," Blake declared.

"Spared?" the Jotun shouted, bellowing a laugh. "Kill these Asgardian scum!"

The Jotun warriors swarmed across them and began leaping and charging at them. Blake turned, nodding at Brynhilde. Bryn stretched her hand toward the sides, sending a massive burst of power, rocking the buildings, glass shattering, and sections of concrete collapsing to the ground. Nothing was left of the Jotnar who had stood there except blue bloodstains that covered the ground.

Blake raised his arm, summoning lightning that crashed across from him, bursting Jotun bodies into charred flesh.

He then took to the skies with Mjolnir, overlooking the area. There was something on the edge of the city. A strange glow emerged around the hills on.

"I'll check that area. Bryn, come with me! Alruna, Svafa, please check if there are more Jotun here and find prisoners."

"We will," Alruna nodded.

Bryn raised above the buildings and closed in on Blake.

"What is it?" she asked, eyes forward, scanning the glow in the landscape ahead.

"I think it's him," he said, as both were now floating mid-air. The glow looked like a bonfire in the middle of the forest.

Brynhilde seemed wary. "Well," she said. "Let's go see it."

Blake decided to fly slower, to approach from the side and advance toward the mountain. They descended from a section dense with dry bushes and trees.

A glowing figure rested at the bottom of the valley, a luminous man sitting cross-legged with his head folded to one side, as if in deep sleep.

Bryn signaled Blake to remain quiet, and together, their feet touched the ground, moist after snow had melted from its proximity.

That creature looked like something out of a fairytale. A massive, bulging, and muscular back, covered by spots of flame.

"So that's him," Blake whispered. "Sleeping like a baby."

Looking back, Blake could see the devastation he had caused in the center of the city. As far as he knew, the cities ahead were currently being evacuated. When he woke, he would undoubtedly make an even bigger mess.

Blake tried to read his life-force. But there was nothing to read.

"Blake," Brynhilde leaned in and spoke in his ear. "We better go."

Blake nodded, stepping back, getting ready to jump into the air until the figure shifted again. It moved its head, black voids emerging where his eyes should have been, and opening a mouth that was as black as the abyss.


Chapter 13 - Shadows

The giant turned his massive body, rising up above the charred tree trunks, radiating fire that burst up in flares of orange and yellow like a close-up of the sun, warping the air around him.

Blake and Brynhilde stood undeterred, eyes forward, weapons at the ready.

"So, you're Surtur, aren't you?" Blake asked, raising his voice. "You're the leader of the cursed realm of Muspelheim? You know what we do to your kind? We crush them to dust until they can't get up again."

The massive creature crouched, tensing his arms aggressively before letting out a massive roar, flames erupting violently across his body.

"I am destruction," he said, his voice like a hundred explosions echoing in unison.

Blake took a deep breath and charged against the monster's chest. The impact pushed Surtur back for a few dozen feet, but he remained standing. Then, Surtur spat a massive thread of fire in Blake's face.

He dodged, and yet, he felt the heat sear into his skin and eyelids, as if he were standing too close to a furnace.

A rapid fist of flame sent him flying toward the trees, flames melting his chainmail and searing into his skin, sending intense pain into his body and making him scream.

Brynhilde raced to catch him, dropped him gently on the ground, and charged against the giant. She raised her hand and summoned her powers. The massive surge of energy pushed the giant back, the flames around his body drifting and fluttering, as if a powerful wind had blown through them. But Surtur countered, charging against her. She slipped from his grasp and summoned her blessing again, but Surtur had already jumped away from her reach.

Blake got to his feet, charging against the giant and swinging his hammer. There was no sign of life force in the monster. Could he even break him? It was as though his core was made of molten iron.

He and Bryn coordinated a joint attack. The monster was fast, but not unnaturally fast like Fenrir and Loki. Bryn was able to smash his head with her axe while Blake sent a flash of lightning.

Blake flew upward, concentrating all the power of his hammer in one point and summoning all the lightning he could. The giant dodged and flew toward him, violently joining his hands together and summoning a blast of flame, like a dragon spitting fire.

In that very moment, Brynhilde let out a war cry and slashed through Surtur's chest with her dwarven axe. That attack could have sliced a building in two. The axe went through Surtur's body, and Blake saw a splash of fluid, like a thread of hot molten iron, exiting his body before being pulled back into his flesh. Blake gritted his teeth and swung forward, smashing Surtur's head. Blake felt his hammer crash into the creature, its head turning into a pulp of molten matter. It reformed immediately, and with a swift movement, sent a wave of flame around him like a tsunami of fire. Heat seared into Blake's skin and he let out a scream before flying away. He grunted, pain jolting through every part of his body. He retrieved a flask of [Mead of Renewal], and gulped it down.

"I curse you, son of Odin!" Surtur shouted. "This is what will become of all your Earth. Your cities will be ash, and fire shall rule!"

Blake flew backward, exchanging glances with Brynhilde.

"Now," Surtur exclaimed, stretching both monstrous arms. The earth trembled, and the dead trees around them caught fire like beacons, turning into coal. Suddenly, the charred wood started coming to life, joining together and forming into spawns of Muspelheim. They crawled toward them across the ground, grunting and growling.

"Bryn!" Blake shouted, fixing heris eyes on her.

He had an idea. He didn't need to put it into words, but he conveyed his surety through the bond. She understood and nodded complicitly.

Blake raised his hand, summoning two simultaneous bursts of lightning from the sky, blinding him for an instant and turning the newly arrived fire giants into dust. Then, he pressed his hands together around the handle of his hammer, gathering all the energy he could. The earth started to tremble beneath him. Dust started rising as if by the power of a whirlwind. Brynhilde prepared, lifting a hand and keeping her eyes on the ground beneath.

Surtur looked up.

"Now!" Blake shouted, summoning a blast of lightning right beneath Surtur's feet.

Brynhilde stretched her hand and summoned her powers. The ground erupted, opening a massive chasm right beneath the monster's feet. Surtur scrambled to his feet, preparing to leap, just when Blake's lightning caught him from above. Brynhilde stretched her hand again and again, heaps of earth and dust rising with a thunderous roar. Blake kept summoning lightning, each burst of power capable of tearing a tree in two. Smoke, dust, and stone heaved upon the earth, burying the spot where Surtur once stood.

Blake sighed, looking up at Brynhilde, and letting out an ironic laugh.

"You know it's not gonna do much, do you?" Brynhilde muttered.

Blake sighed, drinking another sip of mead and finally feeling the last ounce of pain go away.

"Right, but... at least it shows that we can win. Technically. Alright, Bryn, let's go find the girls and see if they found something. I saw this guy face to face and I've seen enough."

"Agreed." They flew back to the remains of the city, passing by heaps of Jotun and human bodies, and when crossing over one of the local parks, they finally saw groups of living human beings crouched and with their hands and legs tied up. Svafa and Alruna were almost done restraining the last. The man screamed like he was in a madhouse.

Alruna turned to them and grinned. "Hey, you're back, my lovelies. How did it go? Did you actually beat him?"

"Not even close," Brynhilde said, her feet touching the ground. "He's damn invincible so far. We just buried him for a while."

"Ah, brings back some memories," Alruna said. "Remember when we first encountered Muspelheim? Look at us now!"

"Well, they've covered one quarter of the world so far," Blake said. "So much for keeping them buried under Baldur's domes."

And while they were talking, the prisoners started shouting, cursing them, or just plain wailing.

"May our lords damn you and curse you forever, scum. We hate you!" shouted a man, each word charged with the utmost hate and almost shrieked out of their mouths.

"What the...?" Blake muttered, letting his thoughts drift. They looked like civilians. But each and every one of them had a coin-shaped piece on their forehead, and they cursed like there was no tomorrow.

Svafa was standing behind them. She cleared her throat and moved toward Blake, fidgeting with her staff.

"Blake, you've got to see this. It's in the building. Come and check it out."

Blake nodded and followed the dark-haired Valkyrie. Aside from the Jotun blood on the walls and the bodies of frost giants littering the ground, which the girls hadn't cleaned up, there was a reception desk, and on top of it, a metal box with interesting carvings on the sides. It was open at the moment, and the insides were full of the same metal coins that were now embedded on the foreheads of the prisoners.

He picked up one of the coins. It gleamed like silver flame and was completely covered in runic etchings, each of them with the precision of a machine. It was Dwarven craftsmanship, for sure. Each rune seemed to pulse with a life of its own. Something dark and malevolent, even oppressive. As he examined it, a chill ran down his spine.

Overcome with unease, he dropped it back into the box.

"What's written on it?" he asked.

Svafa let out a sigh, but her gaze showed concern and worry. It looked like a good time to give her a hug, but he didn't feel that close to her. At least not yet.

She seemed to be struggling to explain it.

Blake continued. "Cause to me, it feels like gibberish. Even in Old Norse, it makes no sense. You know how dwarven spells are. But hell, the feeling I got was something. Can you read it, Svafa?"

Svafa couldn't take her cool blue eyes off the coins.

"I can grasp its meaning and how it works. It's... brilliant, in a way. I'd never seen a spell so complex. And that's the problem."

"What do you mean?"

She swallowed.

"I think there's no way to get around it." Blake narrowed his eyes. "You mean we can't break it? Maybe Dwain can come up with something, don't you think?"

She bit her lower lip. "I quickly went through it." She lifted the object and squinted an eye while examining it. "I tried to look for clauses where they could be broken. We still have to send it to our dwarves to analyze it. But from what I could gather, it's built-in to kill its victim as soon as the seal is taken off."

"What?"

"It's a one-way journey to Hel," Svafa said coldly. "Loki wasn't playing. The entire spell is filled with ways to suppress emotions and direct them toward him. It hijacks the mind of its victim. Hardcore. It kind of lets them act as if they're living human beings, with desires, with wants, and needs, but all of the pleasure receptors in the mind have been switched to serving Loki, then the Jotnar, in that order."

"Shit," Blake said aloud, thinking of each of his comrades, especially the newest recruit. Guilt started settling into Blake's mind. After all, he'd been the one who brought them together. "There has to be a way."

Svafa looked at him attentively. "We'll give this to Dwain. He's the greatest dwarven mind in all the nine worlds. I'm sure he'll come up with a way to break it."

Blake nodded softly.

In the meantime, a wild roar echoed outside the building.

"Your friend woke up and he's out for blood," Brynhilde said, leaning into the door.

Blake stared out the glass window, focusing on the prisoners instead. There was hate in their eyes. They were definitely not zombies, but there was something deranged in their glances, a kind of vacant look that made Blake feel uneasy.

"Let's get out of here," he hissed. "I don't think we can carry all of them out. Svafa, can you please check where the city's tension point is?"

She nodded slightly, as if she were addressing a superior. "May I take a look through your shard?"

"You don't need to bow like that," Blake said, extracting the segment of Kiar's shield and passing it to her.

"Thank you." She nodded again and stepped out of the building.

"You did well by coming here," Alruna approached and wrapped him in a big hug, leaning her head on his chest.

Brynhilde walked in and winked at him. "At least we have something to work with."

Suddenly, another explosion echoed across the city, so loud that it rang deep into his ears.

Blake looked back. "Looks like he's serious."

Blake didn't hesitate; he shut the metal box and carried it out of the building. The three largest buildings in the area were burning in flames.

"Quick!" Svafa shouted from atop a nearby apartment complex, the flames reflecting on her face. "It's up here!"

"Let's get these people out of here," Blake said, pointing at the bound civilians.

The girls rushed to grab as many as they could on their shoulders and arms. The civilians writhed like caught fish. Then, the girls rushed toward the spot where Svafa was standing. And then, another explosion rocked the city. A loud, inhuman voice echoed across, and a flash of light blazed in the sky. A hot wind whirled around them, accompanied by the sound of a million mirrors breaking in unison. Blake turned back, just to find an explosion's energy blast spreading rapidly toward them, crushing buildings and burning through trees and plants.

His heart pounded. The last time he'd seen something like that was the nuclear explosion near the capital.

The people! Blake and his Valkyries would survive, but the people would be fried to a crisp.

He infused [Odr]into his speed ring. He had at least ten already positioned in Svafa's place. Could she even make it? Would his magic belt be enough?

Brynhilde was still trying to bring the last two prisoners to the terrace. One had escaped, and the others were trying to fight her off. She raced upward, flying to catch them. Even she struggled to beat her race against the flames.

At that moment, the explosion came close to a stop, seemingly mid-air.

It passed by him; it didn't touch him, nor his lovers, or the civilians.

Svafa was standing, her staff held high. The fire circled around them, a blazing explosion as if seen from behind a glass dome, across from which not a single thread of flame could approach.

"Svafa!" Blake exclaimed. She stared back. Her mouth moved, but no sound came out.

And then, Svafa's barrier stopped a shower of broken glass and molten metal that fell from all sides, the walls blackened, buildings collapsing left and right, and a massive humanoid form advancing across the ruins.

Svafa started chanting. It was time to get out.


Chapter 14 - A Cave with a View

"Lord Protector, it’s an honor to have you in our realm," said a dwarf with a black beard that reached down to his feet, standing next to two dwarven guards carrying halberds. "To what do we owe this visit?"

"The honor is mine," Blake replied, trying to speak over the complaints and curses coming from the humans. "Bad news. How are your defenses?"

"We’ve heard a distress signal, but we haven’t blocked the tension point yet. Once the protocol is in place, the enemy won’t even be able to find our location."

"You must do it immediately," Bryn said, stepping forward. "They haven’t found it yet, thank the Gods, but it’s important. It’s only a matter of time."

Blake cleared his throat. "And... we have some guests you might want to take care of."

"What’s wrong with them?" said the dwarf, leaning back and peeking from behind Brynhilde’s legs.

"That’s another thing we’ve got to talk about." Blake said. "We need a message to reach Lord Dwain as soon as possible. Their minds have been tampered with by a magical device. We plan to deliver some samples to the king. Take care of them, feed them, and make sure they’re treated well. They might be aggressive."

"Thank you for the heads up, Lord Protector," the dwarf bowed his head and signaled for his colleagues to deal with the prisoners. Within a few minutes, the uncooperative humans were taken into the settlement, and naturally, with spears pointing at their backs.

Once Blake was sure that they were safe and that the dwarves would take care of them, he eyed Brynhilde and Alruna and signaled to leave.

"My Lord," the dwarf approached him again, bowing his head. "It’s been a while since you have stayed in our realm. You and the lady warriors look like you would enjoy a rest in our facilities. Maybe a brew to ease the mind?"

Blake scratched the back of his head. "Well, actually..."

Bryn cleared her throat. "Night out," she whispered in his ear.

"Night out?" Blake whispered back. "But Eir..."

"Eir has enough work to do. We’re here. We’ve had a rough night. Dwarven beer. Remember?"

"Uh," Alruna said. "That’s a good point."

"The real stuff, I hope," Brynhilde said to the dwarf. "Not the stuff they try to pass off as dwarven ale in Asgard."

The lead dwarf let out a deep laugh. "Ah, my lady, each dwarven settlement has its own brew. We’d be honored if you stay to try Fort Kattegat stout."

Bryn narrowed her eyes. "You... have my attention, little dwarf."

"Honestly," Blake scratched his chin. "That doesn’t sound too bad."

The dwarves let them into the settlement. As usual, there were groups of them working in large furnaces, with long iron pipes that extended beyond the cavern walls. There were holes on every section, where dwarven families lived, as well as businesses and taverns, which Blake identified through their runic inscriptions. All the while, Alruna and Svafa had been chit-chatting about their cats, their names, and the type of food they liked.

"Actually," Alruna told her after moving on from the topic of the Norse farm cats they had in Asgard, "Blake didn’t get along with Leo at first. Now the baby loves to rest on Blake’s lap, and Blake pets him to sleep."

"And you told me you were a dog person, Blake," Svafa said.

Blake sighed. "I still don’t get why they don’t want a dog."

"I want one," Alruna said.

"Our house is big enough!" Blake said.

"You want a big dog," Alruna said. "We have some in our properties in Asgard, but I don’t like them coming indoors."

"Labradors are the best," Blake added. "And they’re not that big. They get along with kids. I’d leave that to your consideration."

"We’ve talked about it," Alruna said. "When Lif and Lara are a bit older."

Blake narrowed his eyes.

"But..." Svafa went back to the topic. "Leo looks like such a cutie! He’s so chubby. How old is he?"

"Two and a half."

"Dumb cat," Blake blurted out.

"But you love him. You always share your food with him."

Blake cleared his throat. He didn’t want to admit it was pleasant to pet the cat. Cats... had no real loyalty or emotions. Yeah, they were kind of cute and funny sometimes.

"Listen!" Alruna said. "When we go back home, I’ll show you this adorable video I found on the internet."

Those two were basically old cat ladies.

The dwarven tavern was well lit with magic orbs, and the cavernous walls, decorated with engraved wooden tiles, gave it a nice atmosphere. The owner, a chubby dwarf with curly brown hair, dusted off a set of tall chairs and brought them one by one, accepting no help from the group.

There wasn’t much they could do for the table, though. It looked pricey. The wood had a dark orange tint and intricate carvings throughout. It must have taken weeks to finish, but it was so small that it would’ve been perfect for a kindergarten.

The food and beverage menus were engraved on wooden tablets. Odin was crudely depicted on top, with his single eye and flanked by two ravens, in the middle of an engraved flourish that actually looked cool and interesting. Blake wondered what the old god would think of that.

"Alright," Blake said. "I’m excited to try that ale. And I’m starving. I’m sure they won’t disappoint."

"They do have good taste," Brynhilde pointed out. "Pork ribs, pork chops, pork belly."

"Nice, they don’t have a taste for carbs," Blake commented.

"Except for sourdough bread," she said. "And... Breaded fish. For whatever reason."

Blake cleared his throat. "Emm... Niflheim river fish? I don’t know, but that doesn’t sound too appetizing."

He took a closer look at the menu.

"Any Kraken in the menu?" Blake asked, looking at Brynhilde, going back to that day a few years ago where they had to deal with that creature. He’d been scared to lose her. But something good had come out of that encounter. And the Kraken BBQ they’d made afterward hadn’t been so bad.

"Svafa?" Blake asked. "What’s your favorite food?"

"To tell you the truth," Svafa said, "Kraken would be nice. I haven’t had it in a while. I don’t think dwarves have a unique taste. Let me check. Is there anything else that’s a bit outside of the norm?"

"If you like breaded fish."

"I like fish sticks, but..." she examined the tablet, then flipped it around, but there was nothing written on the back. "To tell you the truth, I like exotic things... Not much in here. Duck? Not exotic but, well. I like roasted duck."

"Bryn?" Blake asked. "You want the spare ribs?"

"Of course."

"I’ll take the same. How about you, Alruna?"

"Hmm," she mumbled. "I think you’ve spoiled me back in Midgard. Breaded fish! Hmm... At least they have potatoes. They’ve got the memo. Let’s do it! Is it the same as fish and chips?"

"I guess. We had some in England. But... I think the radiation levels were a bit high on that one."

"Ready to order?" said the dwarf. They hadn’t even seen him approach. They placed their orders and their drinks were ready in no time.

The glass mugs dripped with condensation. Blake observed the deep dark color of his ale. He caught a slight grainy smell. The taste had hints of sweetness and more malt than hops. He’d been developing a more refined taste for beer in the past couple of months. This serving had been poured perfectly and the silky texture gave witness to that.

"Oh, nice," Alruna said, holding her mug with both hands and taking a sip.

"Well," Blake said, leaning back. "Thank the Gods we got a moment to breathe."

"You definitely needed that," Bryn said.

"We should’ve done this much earlier," Svafa said, leaning her face on her hand and observing the foam on her drink. "It... feels good to hang out with all of you."

Bryn poured the contents of her mug down her throat, emptying it in a second and slamming it against the table. "Master dwarf! Bring another one!"

"Coming," the dwarf exclaimed from the kitchen.

Bryn leaned back on her chair, trying to get the last drop of beer from her mug. "And... Svafa, you’ve always been in love with Blake, right?"

Blake gave her a serious look. "Whoa, Bryn. Is this the moment to talk about this?"

"Why not?" she shrugged.

Blake cleared his throat."I mean, the way my relationship to you didn’t exactly grow like that."

"You had to work hard!" Bryn said.

"More like, I had to spill the beans," Alruna said.

"And claim him before anyone else," Bryn replied, giving Alruna an accusatory glance.

The blonde Valkyrie shrugged. "I killed two birds with one stone. And look at us now, it worked."

Brynhilde took a peek at the kitchen, trying to catch the server’s attention and lifting her empty mug. Then, she addressed Svafa: "Alright, come on, give Blake an arduous task to perform in order to win your hand."

Svafa cleared her throat. Was she offended? She didn’t seem shy, nor humiliated. For someone who usually kept to herself, she didn’t seem uncomfortable yet. Blake decided he wouldn’t say a word, or he could make it awkward as hell.

Svafa sighed deeply, fidgeting with the ends of her dark locks. To be honest, she looked adorable playing with her hair like that. And the way she looked at him gave too much away.

"I just think Blake is an amazing man," she said.

Simply, directly.

Now that was stroking his ego. Blake felt uncomfortable, but he also wanted more.

"Is that all?" Brynhilde chuckled.

Now that he thought about it, it was awkward as hell in front of his wives.

"Well, thank you, I guess," Blake said, feigning humility. "You’re awesome too. I’ve learned so much from you and you’ve helped us a lot."

Alruna cleared her throat. "Svafa, tell him the truth," Alruna said. "Let’s spill the beans. We’ve talked about this for months."

"I’ll tell you later," Svafa said, looking down.

"Fair enough," Blake said. "Whenever you’re comfortable."

Then, a nasal dwarven voice interrupted them.

"Spare ribs? And... More beer?"

"Here." Brynhilde raised her hand. The portion was massive. Just what he would’ve expected from a dwarven meal: richness, fattiness, and a lot of flavor. And good news, the dwarves announced that it was on the house. He didn’t want to take advantage of their hospitality, but they insisted.

Bryn drank the second mug and ordered three more.

They ate like barbarians. Something dwarven food always had, was that it was fatty as hell. Just how Blake liked it. Beer mixed with fatty food were a match made in Valhalla.

"Alright, time to go home," Blake mumbled, leaning back on his seat.

"So soon?" Alruna said. "It’s still early."

"You want to eat more? Or what? Don’t tell me you want to go to a concert, or something. IT was nice to stop worrying for an hour. But we’ve got work tomorrow. Lots of work."

"No!" Brynhilde protested. "We are Warriors of Valhalla! This is what we do! We fight, then feast, then f...!"

"Yes!" Alruna said. "Those are words to live for!"

"Svafa, you’re tired, right?" Blake asked her.

"I’d like to do something, of course," Svafa replied. "It’s still early. But would prefer something more relaxed myself/ Tonight has been exhausting. And there’s tons to report to the Aesir lords."

"I like this girl," Blake said.

Alruna pouted. "Come on, Blake, let’s make the most out of this night."

"So, Svafa," Blake continued. "What kind of places do you like visiting?"

"Quiet places," Svafa replied. "With beautiful landscapes, you know where I can sit and think. I love forests, canyons, mountains. Even caves."

"You sound like you have something in mind," Brynhilde said, her side of the table now replete with empty mugs, currently drinking a sixth.

Svafa nodded.

"I know of a place in Niflheim," she said softly.

Blake raised an eyebrow. "A beautiful place in Niflheim. I’d have to see it to believe it."

"I can get there," Svafa said. "I promise it’s worth it. Just for a quick walk."

"Well if you say so," Blake said, scratching his hair and drinking another sip.

After leaving the tavern, Svafa led them to another tension point in the dwarven complex, clearing her throat and preparing to chant. Her voice echoed loudly, and the magic started again. They drifted across time and space, crossing through dozens of tension points in Niflheim.

They emerged in a tiny vertical tunnel, dry and lifeless, with mist pooling above them.

"Okay?" Blake mumbled. "What’s this?" He looked up, but his view of the ceiling was blocked by the mist. As it rolled, Blake noticed a tiny bluish glow above.

"Would you take me up there, Blake?" Svafa said, closing in on him. "I’ll show you."

Behind them, Blake saw how Bryn lightly elbowed Alruna’s arm.

"You guys go ahead," Bryn said. "We’d like to talk about... how our business endeavors are going."

"Exactly," Alruna said. "Business."

"Sure," Svafa answered for Blake. "Catch up with us later."

Blake swallowed and didn’t say a word. He wrapped an arm around Svafa and flew upward, piercing through the mist. As they crossed the tunnel, Blake noticed that the light blue glow was growing brighter and clearer.

They emerged above the mist, into a wide cavern that spread far and wide. As soon as the image struck, Blake wondered if he was dreaming. The entire cavern glowed with an ethereal light, hundreds of stalactites hung like ancient chandeliers, each one pulsing with a soft, cyan luminescence. The walls sparkled as if dusted with stars, reflecting and refracting the light in a mesmerizing dance.

Blake’s breath caught in his throat as he took in the scene. "Svafa... this is incredible."

"Do you like it?" she asked. "I used to come here all the time."

"It’s like a dream."

She smiled, her face bathed in the soft glow. "I thought you might like it. This place is hidden away, known only to a few."

"Did no dwarves ever build in here?" Blake asked. "I mean, all of this. Is it a type of dwarven mineral?"

"It’s just a bunch of pretty sparkly rocks. But it’s extremely fragile so they leave it alone. Some came here to send offerings to Odin, but there’s not much here aside from a pretty view."

Blake looked down, wondering if the girls were already coming. The bond made it clear. They wanted to give them some time alone.

Blake stretched out his hand. "Let’s get closer to it."

Blake held her by the hips and gently floated down, setting Svafa on her feet. The ground was soft and covered in a fine, moss-like carpet with a faint glow. He marveled at the tranquility of the place, with only the gentle drip of water and occasional rustle of unseen creatures breaking the silence.

Strange mushrooms grew at the edges, each glowing with a pale cyan light. He had seen similar things across Niflheim, but none had this unique color that matched the mineral formations so well. He also noticed a tiny stream flowing downward, forming cascades that reflected the otherworldly hues.

They walked further into the cavern, each step revealing more of its beauty. Small pools of water dotted the floor, acting as liquid mirrors for the glowing stalactites above. The air was cool and refreshing, carrying a faint, earthy scent that was oddly comforting.

But what truly added to the beauty of the scene was Svafa herself, now standing in her own glory, with her long brown hair cascading below her hips.

"Come here, there’s a little clearing," Svafa said, turning around with dilated, sweet blue eyes.

Blake looked back and saw that Bryn and Alruna had moved to the surface but stopped to rest. It seemed they were serious about giving Svafa her own time with him.

He followed Svafa as she pranced over the smooth stones, her dark dress gracefully draping around her modest yet firm butt.

The cave sloped upward into a boulder that allowed him to look down into a larger pool, its surface reflecting the ethereal glow. Svafa found a smooth, flat rock and sat down.

"This is perfect, Svafa. Thank you," Blake said, sitting beside her with a soft smile.

"I’m glad you like it. It’s nice to take a moment and just... be," Svafa replied.

Blake smiled.

"Svafa, I hope you’ve felt welcome. It seems like it, and the girls enjoy being with you."

"I know," she said, her gaze fixed intently on his. That little close-lip smile was contagious. There was something about it. Maybe seeing her genuinely showing signs of happiness after acting aloof and expressionless for so many years.

She looked forward, her blue eyes gleaming with intensity.

Blake could tell through her eyes that there was a lot to her that she didn’t show.

She swallowed, turning around, her eyes reverently fixed on the stream. "You’ve known me for a long time. What do you think I see when I look at you, Blake? When I see your family? Tell me, so that I know if I am right."

Blake leaned back on a rock. "Honestly? I feel like you want to belong somewhere."

"I do," she said. "And after so many years, I feel like I finally found it. And...well. I want to know if I am really welcome. Please, Blake, tell me what you think of me?"

"You’ve always known it, Svafa. You’re a part of our team. You’re wise, the most talented sorceress I’ve ever known. And you’re gorgeous. I really don’t want to hurt you at all, nor hurt any of the women I love. But I know there’s so much to you."

She blushed, then paused, facing him directly.

"Would you love me like you love them, Blake? Could you ever do that for me? It’s what I want, what I truly want with all my heart."

Blake leaned forward and gently reached for her hand. You know me, Svafa. I’d never hurt you. I wouldn’t take you because you know you need something lasting. Something serious. You want a place to be. And if you want to have me, you’ll have me all the way. You’ll be part of us, you’ll have my heart. If and as long as you want it."

She cleared her throat.

"Blake," she said, her breath cutting off for an instant. "I’ve been crazy for you for years. Madly. Since we started, I have wanted to be by your side. You know, I’ve never had that. I saw that kind of love that I could never get in thousands of years. A love that was true, that was devoted, coming from a man who could satisfy every desire of my mind and body. When I told you that back in the day, I wasn’t kidding. I wasn’t testing you. I’ve been crazy for you. I want that love that others get from you. I want that closeness, I want to be taken, held, and be possessed by you. And I want to feel that I possess your heart."

Blake paused as she leaned forward.

"You’re an amazing man, and I’d be crazy not to let this happen."

"Svafa," Blake said, leaning forward.

"Don’t worry about your other wives," Svafa said. "They’ve grown to trust me. They’ve grown to love me too, in their own way. But please, please take me."

Blake leaned forward, reaching for her hand.

Her bright blue eyes drifted toward his lips. She didn’t need words, not even a bond, to tell her that she’d been wanting his lips forever. That she’d been daydreaming of him, fantasizing of him every night for so many years, that she’d kept the jealousy at bay due to their customs.

Blake had hurt her. His wives had hurt her. Was he at fault?

But now, he could not deny it. He could let go and embrace what he’d been denied for so long. He leaned in gently, as she shut her eyes, yearning for his passion. Then, their lips met. Soft, wet, and as desirous as hell. She pounced on him, kissing him as if she’d never wanted to devour something so badly in her entire life. As if she’d been hungry for centuries. She let out a moan, reaching for his hands and pressing them against her own butt. Blake indulged in her firm and terse figure, opening his mouth slowly and letting her tongue slide in, madly reaching for his.

Blake gasped, and she let go, panting slightly, her eyes dilated, mouth partly open.

He leaned in as she closed her eyes and prepared for another kiss, he flipped her over, she placed her pale hands to the side, which Blake gently pressed, restraining her against the ground as she kissed her deeply. No bond required, he knew what the woman wanted with every cell of her body and every desire of her heart.

"Please," she begged. "Please, make me yours."

Blake moved from her terse lips, sliding down across her chin and reaching her soft, milk-colored neck and planting a kiss. She shivered slightly.

Blake smiled. Something so simple elicited a maddening reaction from her. He could only imagine what the full-course meal would bring as he kissed an inch lower across her neck. His hand released its grip and moved towards her dress, unveiling her upper body. She lifted her legs and wrapped them around his hips, revealing milky white skin untouched by the sun.

Each kiss brought a passionate shiver, her body trembling with ecstasy. Blake took it slow, savoring each inch of her skin as she had long been curious about his touch.


Chapter 15 - Newfound Strength

"Wow," Svafa said, her head pressed against the stone ground, her brown hair completely ruffled and spread, her pale skin exposed, lying over Blake’s cape. Her eyes were narrowed, as if she had just woken up. "Best night of my life."

Svafa turned around, now lying on her back, leaning her hand on his chest. "I’ve been dreaming of this night for so long."

"It was amazing." Blake leaned back and let out a pleasurable sigh. Svafa inched forward, crawling on all fours, hair cascading down her bare chest. She closed her eyes and leaned in to share a kiss.

"So," Svafa said, her fingers circling around Blake’s chest. "What are we, then?"

Ah, the infamous question.

"I know what you want," Blake said, fearing to be wrong. "And I want you to be by my side too. But listen. I feel like people sometimes have problems with communication. And sometimes, especially now that things are just starting between us, it’s not easy to communicate clearly."

"I admit, I’m not that good at that. And I’d expect you to know what I want. For now, to put it simply, I’d like to join your family."

Blake reached for her hand and held it gently. "It’d be amazing to have you be a part of us. You’ve seen more or less how our thing works. We’re not always perfect, but we try to take care of and support each other and our projects. Eir likes her farm and loves our son above anything else. Bryn loves to fight and do her duty. Alruna is more of a free-spirited woman, who also loves to work hard in helping people. Whatever projects or dreams you have, we’d want you to pursue them. And... I already have three wives, so I have to split my time and attention equally. It will sound like I’m an asshole, but sometimes it’s not easy. I think you want and deserve the same."

"I understand, Blake. I... Had low expectations. Men have always treated me like crap. What I’ve seen here is a dream. And I have experience too, I know things are not always what they seem. And they’re never perfect. But it seems like you guys are trying. But the question now is you. What are your projects and dreams?"

Blake took a deep breath. He paused for a moment.

"Honestly. I barely have time for anything. I have two worlds now, my work, helping people, trying to, at least. I don’t always succeed. And my family."

His mind went back to his men, his prisoners.

Svafa tightened her grip on his hand.

"Blake, it’s gonna be alright, trust me."

She gave him another kiss.

"I wish I could be more of a family man as well. I enjoy spending time with family, and with you, it’ll always be a blast. But... I’ve left behind many of my dreams, I guess. I’ve been more of a practical guy. I used to love researching mythology. Well, it’s not mythology anymore. I’m living in it."

"You’re amazing, Blake."

"I like to hear that. There’s a lot I could do better, though."

"And you’re really the best. I know, I can tell there are lots of things that you consider failures, but see how far you’ve come. See all that you have accomplished. And I’m sure, I know one hundred percent that you’ll do even more amazing things. I’ve seen it."

Blake sighed.

"Now," she continued. "Would you be there for me when I need you? Will you keep me in your thoughts?"

"I will."

She leaned her head back. "And... You know our culture as well, Blake. There’s something... that’s very important. You know me, and you know I want to be a lower-class lover."

Blake swallowed. "Is that one of your dreams?"

"If it’s worth it, it is."

"Then," Blake smiled "We can make it happen." He got to his feet and grabbed his clothes. "But now, let’s go back. I’ve started to feel them stirring through the bond. I don’t know if it’s boredom or what."

"Alright," Svafa said, putting her dress back on and staring into the pristine lake to comb her hair. When she was ready, they descended toward the other side of the cave. There, they found Alruna and Bryn sleeping, Alruna leaning her head on Bryn’s lap.

"Psst," Blake hissed. "Sleeping beauties, we’re back."

Bryn opened her eyes.

"Aha, you two had a good time, didn’t you?"

"You have no idea," Svafa said.

"Glad you enjoyed it," Bryn replied. Blake was surprised to feel zero jealousy.

"I hope it doesn’t get old after a while," Svafa said.

"Well," Bryn shrugged. "It’s like everything."

Blake cleared his throat. "Bryn."

"I’m teasing you. Don’t worry, he’s a good lover. Tireless too. As long as you get him in the mood. He gets distracted sometimes."

"I’ll keep that in mind," Svafa replied.

"So," Alruna asked, a smile on her face. "You’re officially part of the team?"

"If that’s how you call it?" Blake asked. 

Alruna jumped to her feet and wrapped Svafa in her arms. "Now we can really chit chat about important topics for us ladies. More than before."

"Sure," Svafa said, running a hand through her hair. 

***

Odin’s face was red as he sat on his throne, his hands balled up into fists, one of them holding his spear as tight as if it were trying to get away.

"I knew these fools couldn’t be trusted with anything." He stretched his muscular finger, fixing it on Blake’s face. "Your troop. What good is it now, if it turns against us?"

"I understand, Allfather, believe me, it was frustrating to me..."

"Who cares if it’s frustrating to you? All I want is a solution!"

Brynhilde broke in: "Father, our dwarven craftsmen are analyzing Loki’s device as we speak. You don’t need..."

"Don’t you see?" the Allfather raised his voice again. He was becoming almost unbearable. Three years ago he’d been a kindly and wise old man. But now, it seemed like he had actually gotten old and lost half of his temper.

Blake leaned his head forward.

Odin took a deep breath. His voice returned to the cold baritonal quality he usually had.

"You have fought Surtur, haven’t you?" Odin asked.

Blake nodded. "We faced him, and basically imprisoned him for a few minutes, but we couldn’t find a way to kill him. But he’s slow and brutish compared to the wolf. Maybe there’s a way to restrain him. And about the wolf, we’ve beaten the wolf in every simulation."

"Are you really that foolish? You? Even Vidar thinks that way?" Odin let out a cold, sarcastic laugh. "Do you really believe that the Twilight of the Gods will be like a simulation? I will tell you one thing, your sorceresses don’t know a tenth of what the wolf is capable of. All she can conjure is based on the memories of his former friends and enemies. But his power grew. And don’t get me started on Surtur."

"Father," Bryn said. "Wasn’t he a captive? His power must have been reduced."

Odin shook his head sharply. "He has never manifested one tenth of his power. There are some things even you don’t know about, sources of power that were lost and kept hidden to protect this world."

"What about the ropes that bound him?" Blake asked. "Can we recreate them and use it to fight him off? Perhaps even fight Surtur with them and bind them both."

"I have some spare strands of that ancient leash. The one time my sons did it was by gaining his trust and tricking him. Aside from that, the ropes may help us in battle, but binding them will only delay the destruction of the Nine Worlds. And no, there’s no time, the pattern of this universe is almost coming to an end. We must fight them and defeat them, even if it costs us our lives. There’s no other way. Fight them, and pray that they don’t take over this world. And you!"

Odin got up from his throne and advanced toward Blake, placing a finger on his chest.

"I told this to Vidar. My visions end with my death. That’s all that is secure in this history. What lies beyond may be, or may not be. Surtur is rising. The more his rage grows, the more times we fight him and lose, the more powerful he grows. We just received a report that he’s much larger than last time. The time is almost here. If you think it’s bad now, it’s gonna become your worst nightmare."

Shit. That made sense. Surtur had seemed bigger. But how more powerful could he get?

"I understand, Allfather."

Odin spoke through gritted teeth. "I want you to keep training. And tell your Sorceress to up her simulations!"

Blake nodded.

Odin stretched his hand. "Now, get out of here and don’t fail me!"

Blake and Bryn stepped down from Odin’s vantage point. Blake stopped for a while, looking at the oaks and birches in Asgard.

It was so otherworldly to see that. Paradise still existed in Asgard. And to hear so many prophecies saying that this oasis of life would burn.

Brynhilde placed a hand on his shoulder. "So, my dear husband, that means that Surtur will get even more annoying. Any ideas?"

Blake took a deep breath. "Make a hole big enough to hold him. Maybe the earth? Trap him in Niflheim?"

"He could burn through Niflheim too. The dwarves won’t find that nice. Perhaps Jotunheim, if we manage to get there. First, we have to find a way to actually control him."

Blake descended, taking a last glance at Valhalla. It wasn’t the same as before, now that shit had really hit the fan. Half the tables were empty, Einherjar being dispatched to protect people in Asgard. To think that their routine had remained unchanged for thousands of years.

Alruna and Svafa awaited them at the bottom of the staircase. "Hey!" Alruna said. "How did the meeting go?"

"Same as usual," Blake jumped down the last step. "Time’s running out, yadda yadda yadda. And that Surtur is probably getting stronger, and that the simulations might not do Fenrir justice."

"I’m trying," Svafa said, shrugging. "I guess I’ll make it even harder."

Blake sighed. "I’m getting worried about Surtur."

"The only thing we can do," Brynhilde said. "Keep training and planning."

But there was even more to do. He still had to make a call. He couldn’t waste more time, as the men’s families would be waiting.

Alruna grabbed his hand. "Blake. It’s alright."

He closed his eyes. He couldn’t let them die. He had to find his soldiers and save them.

"Don’t do anything foolish," Brynhilde said. "If you go there, you may mess up Odin’s plan, you may make things harder for you and me. Be patient. Keep training. You’re good at planning and coming up with strategies last minute. But I’m still not convinced that you’re a tactician like Odin."

"Blake," Svafa said. "What did Odin tell you about the simulations, exactly?"

Blake shrugged. "Listen, I don’t know if he’s seen them or what, or if he’s just exaggerating, but he said our simulations are not even a tenth of what the wolf is capable of. That you’ve got to make it harder."

"Oof," Alruna said.

"I will do my best," Svafa said, nodding.

Blake sighed. "However strong Surtur and Fernir are, this just crushed all confidence. Well, the solution is to train more."

"I love it when you think that way," Alruna said, leaning her cheek against his shoulder. "We will win! And our children will have the most wonderful future."

Blake nodded. Of course, nothing was as important as his own kids, but his mind kept going back to the children of other parents that he’d promised to protect.

This was not a large organized military force. Before recruiting, he had spoken to the men and their families in person, and now he had to do the same.

If he didn’t, he’d be a coward in his own eyes.

That afternoon, Blake called every closest relative of his captured men.

He had to do it. He found it hard to explain the part about Loki’s device. He assured them that most of them were alive, but were being kept forcibly conscripted among the enemy.

It was hard for him to call Kevin’s wife. He had never written to her, and now he had to call her out of the blue and tell her that her husband was a prisoner. She took it stoically. After it sunk in, Blake thought she was probably still in the phase of denial.

The hardest part was telling the family of the one who did pass away.

He hated having to do that. He thought of doctors having to tell their patients.

It was hard not to make it personal.

After that, he wanted to get out of it, do something else. But his mind and soul kept telling him to go out and fight for them. Downstairs, his daughter was crying. And negative thoughts started to come back.

"Blake," a gentle voice rang from behind him.

"Svafa?" Blake said, turning around. She was standing next to the entrance to Bryn’s study room, where Blake had made the calls. Svafa wore a different black dress, one made in Midgard, and her hair was tied into a high ponytail.

He was surprised once he noticed his own reaction. He was happy to see her, and the darkness disappeared from his mind. She seemed to perceive his shift in emotions as she approached.

And the fact that he now had the freedom to treat her as a lover was also a shock. All those thoughts of restraint were a thing of the past, and he felt free to ogle her. Gods, she was pretty. Had she taken that look just for him.

"May I?" she said, standing close to him.

"Come here," Blake said, taking her hand. He couldn’t deny it felt a bit wrong having her so close in his own home, in the vicinity of his wives. "I had to tell them, their families, I mean."

She gently cupped his hand in hers.

"I don’t want to change topics abruptly, but I have an idea. And a proposal."

"What is it about?" Blake asked, looking into those mesmerizing eyes. Did they tell her to wear that haircut, because it looked sexy as hell?

She walked over and sat on his lap.

"I offered something to you years ago," she said. "Something precious. And you did not take it then. I was thinking... maybe it’s time."

"Are you talking about what I’m thinking?"

She blushed. "What exactly are you thinking?"

"To have you in many different ways."

"Yes, be patient. I can’t wait to have you again. Ah, by Freya. Can I ask your wives to lease you for the entire week? I’d do you every single day."

Blake opened his mouth, but didn’t answer. Any word he said could be used against him.

"Too much to ask for now, isn’t it?" she said with a shrug. "And, unfortunately for me, Alruna’s taking you tonight. I’ll have to fight for my spot. But... There’s no rule against enjoying you before bed time. The gift I’m talking about is something else. I hope they’re useful and that they can protect you."

"Svafa. It’s good that you never told me exactly what your [Blessings]were. And hell yeah. I’ve no idea about their powers, but I’d love to have a bond with you."

"I’ll give you all that I have. Everything. As long as you’re as kind to me as you’ve promised."

"I’ll do all that I can," Blake answered.

"So, would you take my blessings?" she asked.

"Hell yes! Honestly, I really want to go get that bond."

Svafa smiled and reached for his hand. Blake felt energy rush through her skin, an electrifying current. A connection surging, like two souls linking into each other through an indestructible thread. [You have received: Vindir]

"Sweet? What is it?" Blake asked.

"Don’t try it indoors, please." She gave him a peck. "It’s the power to control the wind. You can summon a burst of air so sharp and quick that it can cut like a blade."

"That’s badass!

[You have received: Talmynd]

"And what about this?" Blake asked.

"It’s a simple illusion. Try it."

Blake used the magic, wasting a little [Odr]. Immediately, he felt as if someone else was standing on the other side of the room. Turning around, he found a mirror image of himself standing still. With a simple mental projection, he saw him take a fighting stance, and his clothes changing into battle gear.

"Interesting," Blake said, thinking of its potential usage in battle. He thought perhaps he could use it against Jotnar and even Surtur, but the wolf would probably rely on his sense of smell.

"Can you replicate our scent?" Blake asked.

"Not with this blessing. There could be a song or a spell that could do that, but I’d have to look it up and create it."

"So, as of now, I can’t use it against Fenrir. It’s useful overall though. Ah, by the way. What about what Loki does all the time. His speed is insane. I’ve seen gods and giants become almost invisible with their speed, but after we started using [Speed Rings]we were able to see them. Not so with Loki. He can go insanely fast and appear behind us."

As soon as Blake mentioned that, her expression turned sour.

"It’s hard, Blake. Loki is on an entirely another level."

"Can Freya even do that? If so, why can’t we learn it?"

"She can, but not to his level. We can theoretically do that by chanting, but the way he does it is by just thinking it in a special way. He visualizes the secret words in a specific way. I don’t know how to do it. Freya has tried to teach it, but it’s almost impossible to learn."

"So then, how come Fenrir has similar powers? He can appear and disappear at will."

"That’s... not the same. It looks similar."

"Alright. We have what we have. And we’ll do our best with it!"

"Yes," Svafa said, placing a finger on his lips. Then, she spoke softer. "Now. Wait. Don’t make a sound. Can you feel it, Blake?"

Blake took a deep breath, feeling the bond vibrate, a new sensation spreading through his mind, linking him to her.

"It’s your feelings, Svafa."

She cocked her head, pretty blue eyes shining for him. "Do you know how wonderful it is to open one’s heart and not only tell them, but let the other person experience their feelings? After keeping them inside for so long. This is what I feel for you, Blake. And it’s the best thing ever to know that you feel the same."

Blake reached for her hips as she inched closer. He gave her another long, deep kiss. She reacted by gripping his shirt and kissing him harder, deeper, almost desperate, the bond flaring through both of their minds and souls.


Chapter 16 - Godhood

Loki watched from his balcony and breathed in the grandeur of his work.

The new capital was glorious.

Fumes wafted into the air from hundreds of towers of stone, with perfectly obedient humans building scaffolding and carrying massive bricks on their shoulders to lay them. The most entertaining part was that they all enjoyed it.

Wasn't it a perfect world? Thousands of people obeyed his will, with no complaints, not even a murmur of discontent. He wished he could extend that even to the Jotnar. He had them under his thumb, but every once in a while, they'd come back to the old bickering, and he'd have to come up with another ploy to get on their good side.

He was a few steps away from achieving his goal.

It was the ultimate plan, and after he was done with it, he'd take all the power for himself. He would not even need seals on the foreheads of his slaves. He could remake the world in his image, every soul existing with the sole intent and desire of serving him. There would be no need for strife or wars unless he planted it in them.

And the only thing he needed was to kill Odin with his own spear.

He could allow a little bit of strife to come up, in case things turned out to be too boring after all. That being said, he had an eternity to train, to have his future servants construct, conquer, and worship his name.

His perfect dream was interrupted by Angerboda. The woman approached from behind. He could even hear her discontent in the way she breathed and sighed.

He looked at her and smiled, but inside, he wanted to grab her by the collar and scream in her face. She still dressed like an Aesir, with long dresses and silver brooches around her chest. She looked out of place in a Jotnar palace where the attire was either mere straps of cloth or full battle armor.

"What is the matter, my dear?" Loki asked sharply.

She advanced slowly and stood next to him, down the balcony, staring with what appeared like disgust. It was interesting how the same glorious landscape seemed to cause the opposite reaction in her expression. "Is this what we fight for, my husband? This kingdom of iron and lead?"

Loki snickered.

"It's just a stepping-stone, my dear. It's a step to achieve my perfect world. Besides, don't you enjoy progress? Is it not beautiful how cities can be erected in months and grow endlessly?"

The woman shrugged. "Call it what you want, but I see no beauty in this."

"Don't you see it, my dear? Just look at this magnificent land! Can’t you appreciate the glory of industry, of unbridled power to act and rule? What? Do you wish to see a green world, like Odin's Asgard? Listen. And trust me, my dear. We will have a world for ourselves. A perfect world. You have been loyal to me, you've brought me the sons that will grant us victory, so sit back and enjoy the ride."

"You think it's all about you. This doesn't impress me. I want you to prove you care about us. Show that to me, and you'll have my enduring loyalty."

Foolish woman, Loki thought. Still thinking too much of herself. Who cared about that anyway? She was getting on his nerves. He'd give her a chance, but for now, her only use was calming down her son and keeping him in line.

She pretended to care about her family but didn't care about him. He didn't have time to woo a woman. But he'd pretend.

"What would make you happy, Angrboda?" Loki asked, looking at her. He chuckled amicably. "Remember those days? Thousands of years ago. How I came to you."

"I was given to you, Loki."

"And what a bride you were. Naive and innocent. I was there with you, guiding you. And things will be the same. You and me, creating beautiful things, creating a world of power, where every soul will chant our names. Me as supreme God, you as Goddess."

She sighed. "And with time I learned wisdom. Is there really space for me in your perfect world? Is there space for your children if they don't follow along with your plan? Or are we disposable like the Jotun."

Loki gritted his teeth but avoided being deliberate.

Ah, how he missed Sigyn. His heart ached every time he thought of her.

And he cursed the names of Blake Olson and Brynhilde.

He cleared his throat. "Can't you see that you're the pride of my world? Don't you remember the countless times I showed you my love. The garlands of flowers, the victories I granted you. How I fought for you and lived for you. You and our children are the center of this struggle."

"I only wish it could be that way. I know that you cared more for Sigyn than for me. She was your favorite, wasn't she? I wasn't enough."

"Stop with that foolish bickering!" Loki exclaimed. "Do not dare bring her up like that. She was your sister in glory and power. Truly your equal."

It was a bad joke to compare those two, but he had to do it for now if he wanted to keep her by his side. A comparison could be used as leverage, but it wasn't the moment.

"What would you have me do, daughter of Ymir?" Loki looked down, placing both hands on her shoulders. She was tall as a Jotun and eternally beautiful, more fragile than Sigyn, which was a lofty trait.

But he was starting to hate her.

She looked straight into his eyes. "Give me what any woman wants. A safe home for me and our children, a man who honors me and loves me. If I am to be a goddess, may I be one who is revered in her own home and not a slave to your whims. Others may enjoy that, but not I."

"Oh, I understand that, child. I want that for you. Now you do the same. Be glorious in word and deed, and join me in battle, join me when I lead these Jotnar, and remind our son that I am his father. Be mine, my child, once again, and you'll possess my heart like you did long past."

Why couldn't she be like Sigyn? Why didn't she take pleasure in worshiping him?

What was he thinking? Was he not one step away from absolute godhood? He could even bring Sigyn back.

That reminded him of something, not painful, just a thought to ponder on. Even his slaves had been coerced with his magical devices.

Sigyn had worshiped him of her own will and volition. If only all world could do that.

***

Loki walked down the steps of the capital, reaching the halls of the Jotun chieftains. The great council was convened, with the three great chieftains staring down at him from their high seats.

"My lords," Loki bowed reverently. "I am overjoyed to be received here once again, after our great victories."

"Very well," Aurvandil said. "We have read reports, we have seen great advances. In just a few weeks, construction has doubled, human riots are almost completely under control, and we have taken a major Asgardian city."

"I humbly accept your praise," Loki replied. "And that is just the beginning. We are ready to increase the pace of our attacks and put extreme pressure on Odin. We have improved our maps, and we are almost ready to begin our grand invasion. I swear by this Council that Odin will soon be defeated."

"Don't fret too quickly," Aegir said bitterly. "You have a reputation for making rash decisions. The Aesir haven't attacked at full force yet. They're keeping their pace because they know a slow war is advantageous to them."

Loki snickered. "Rash? I am a master strategist. You? An incredulous fool who has failed to see what was right in front of his eyes. Learn of your superiors. I took the liberty of bringing something else. Another weapon, if you will."

"Another circus freak, you mean?" Aegir said.

"Take a look." Loki turned around. "Let them step in."

"Come, my loyal servants," Loki bellowed, making a sign with his hands. Then, boots echoed against the ground, all in the precise beat of a human march. The Jotun troop turned with blank stares, hearing something they definitely found dreadful. A troop of human warriors advanced into the hall, holding current dwarven weapons shaped like human-made rifles, but with sleek curved designs. Their uniform seemed like a silver human uniform, with bright black buttons, each with a design of Thor's hammer. Neither of them were wearing their helmets, but Loki's seal gleamed on their foreheads.

"These, my friends," Loki exclaimed. "Are the personal guard of Blake Olson, the man who calls himself the Protector of Mankind. These were the men he entrusted his life to. Now, they are my servants, and I am their god. The god each one of them is ready to die for."

Every single one of them suddenly stomped the ground and held their right fists upward.

"Hail Loki," their voices echoed sharply.

"So? More human pets with fancy weapons?" Aurvandil asked. "What is special about this? You took them from the Protector? It is not as great an achievement as you intend to portray it. Those are mere humans."

Loki chuckled amicably. "Ah, my Lord Aurvandil. Do you not know the power of passion? Olson, that sentimental fool, is crying over these worthless animals and is probably planning to rescue them at this very moment. You should've read the reports. And now, this very squad will be at the forefront of our new assault, our new vanguard against Asgardian forces. Our attack tonight will feature them as our main attraction."

"You'll send them to die?" asked Alvadi, fidgeting with his beard.

"Nah, I'll make sure they live. And that they take as many human lives as they can. We'll make a beautiful show."

A smile formed on Aurvandil's face.

"As you wish, Son of Ymir. Entertain us."

"My pleasure."

Loki did not rest. That night, he visited the harbors. The fleet had been ready for hours, all crew posted in their spots, armed to the teeth, and their Völvas standing close to the bow of each vessel. Naglfar, the black ship that brought the Jotun to this part of the cosmos, was at the forefront. Loki boarded it followed by his new Stormtroopers.

And then, the journey began. Black winds guided them through the night. Their sorceresses chanted ancient spells that shortened space and time. And they sailed through the mist, toward the lands that were once called America. There, Baldur's lands shone anew, like an oasis in the midst of a cold desert, illuminated buildings in the night, trees that lived and produced leaves and fruit, instead of charred coal and cursed fire giants.

Loki lifted his palm, the sparkle of Muspelheim springing to life in its center. He alone had tamed the flames of Muspelheim, he alone held a leash on the master of destruction, and he would give him plenty of wood to burn.

"Come, my friend..." he whispered into his hand. "Show us your beautiful flame."

Loki blew gently, watching from Naglfar, how that speck, like a tiny sparkle from a bonfire, drifted toward the city below.

Air raid sirens started echoing in the distance. Humans were probably beginning to evacuate. If they were lucky, they'd be guided to places hidden in Niflheim.

Of course, he wouldn't let them.

The Warriors of Valhalla didn't make themselves wait. They appeared immediately, like ghosts drifting across the mist, black horses riding across the air, carrying warriors in full chainmail. The first bouts of lightning started coming from those Einherjar and their lightning rings, blazing upward toward the ships.

"My Lord," a Jotun general approached Loki, hand pressed against his chest. He wore one of his new armor designs; a robe of tight chainmail and a nasal helmet with runic engravings, each imbued with power. "Permission to initiate attack."

"Huh?" Loki turned sharply. "I will issue the orders, no one else."

The Jotun looked at the scene below, then at the blonde sorceress who stood on the opposite side of the deck.

The Jotun cleared his throat. "But my Lord, at this pace, the Völvas will need to recharge. They won't be able to..."

"I know how to wage warfare, lad." Loki faced the rest of the Jotnar crew, hands behind his hips. "Attention, all of you. This is a new kind of warfare for you. Those who have witnessed this in action, take note. You'll have your time to kill and eat, but first, behold."

Loki walked over to the bow and leaned on the railing. From there, he could see the entire landscape flowing beneath him, lightning flashing against magic shields.

A few Einherjar had managed to reach the ships below, passing through the shields, their chainmail gleaming with their own light. The Jotun army battled them there, charging against their horses with swords, axes, and dwarven magic weapons.

Loki even saw a few Valkyries. He counted about a hundred. A decent force allocated by Odin, almost immediately. Loki could imagine that even more were coming in through Niflheim.

"My lord..." The general was still trying to get his attention. Were they truly that foolish? Weren't the Jotnar masters of subterfuge, while this fool couldn't grasp the concept of baiting the enemy?

It was all about the show he was about to put on.

He shut his eyes and whispered the spell.

And then, Surtur came alive.

It was like a man-shaped nuclear blast, taking hold in the middle of the city. A man of burning flame, like a sun stained red and yellow. A giant of flame coming to life where humans and Aesir were trying to evacuate.

He had grown taller since last time.

The magic he had offered had been working well.

Surtur gathered his energy, crouching at first. Flames blended as if pushed inward by the wind.

And then he exploded.

A red whirlwind spread violently from him. Entire city blocks caught fire, melting structures, glass, bone, and metal, burning everything in its wake.

The Einherjar on the ships started retreating, following orders from a Valkyrie in silver armor. She rallied the men to retreat toward the city. Their priority was to save humans.

"To the ground!" Loki ordered, signaling the ships to disembark by raising his magic wand. "Chase them down!"

Dozens of Jotun vessels began their descent.

"Now!" Loki ordered. "Völvas, cast your spells."

The blonde Völva on his ship cast him a worried glance, a frown forming on her face.

He gave her a sharp glance. Loki would make sure she complied.

She raised both arms and started chanting. Naglfar's speed increased, falling faster than an iron cage, crushing skyscrapers with its indestructible hull. Explosions rocked around them, buildings crashing down, metal and plaster tumbling, grinding thousands of humans into dust. They passed the inferno that Surtur had caused and crawled deeper into the city, cutting short the last hopeful cries of humans trying to escape.

Smoke and debris exploded around them, flames roared, and a wave of black smoke arose, dissipated by a dome of magic power. The ship continued on its way, crash-landing amidst an inferno of molten stone and pavement. And then, it came to a sudden stop. Human cries echoed in the air. More than one Jotun licked their lips.

"Now that was a pleasant melody," Loki remarked.

"Should I order the troops to march?" asked the general.

"Not in the front-lines," Loki shouted. "We will serve as a support battalion tonight. Our new friends will lead the charge."

"My lord?" questioned the officer.

Loki stretched out his hand, silencing the officer.

"Troops!" he called out. Olson's Stormtroopers marched forward, fully equipped for battle, their dwarven guns at the ready. "You will carry out my orders tonight. Listen closely. How about a little game? I want you to kill humans, regardless of whether they are soldiers, women, or children. Kill them in groups of nine, leaving one alive to tell the tale. The one who finishes the fastest and has slain the most groups will earn my favor."

"Lord Loki," said one of the humans, bowing down submissively, his eyes unnaturally wide open, a peculiar expression marking those under the Seal. "We cannot wait to do so! I swear I will kill more than a hundred."

"A hundred is too little!" stated another comrade.

"Very well," Loki agreed. "Enough talk. It is time to begin the slaughter. Sorceress! Open the gates. March alongside these gentlemen. Tonight, we shall ensure they please me and deliver a powerful message to our Jotun allies."

The Völva and Jotun nodded in agreement. At that moment, the front sides of the ship shifted, conjuring a black staircase out of thin air. The troops began their descent.

"But why...," questioned a human voice. "Why must we kill all those people?"

Loki turned back to the man, narrowing his eyes. It was the one called Kevin. The boy had shown spirit before being sealed.

But Loki hadn't anticipated that question.

Those under the power of the Seal possessed the ability to reason, but it usually didn’t lead them to these questions and dilemmas. Could it be a flaw in the Mind-Seal?

Loki took a deep breath. "Do you not understand? Life would be much better if you succeed in pleasing me."

The human blinked.

"I understand, my lord. I trust your knowledge and believe your orders to be wise. I wish to fulfill my duty... but I simply wish to know the reason."

"Are you doubting our master once more?" interjected another human soldier.

Loki placed a hand on the doubter's shoulder. "Save those questions for later, my son. Carry out your duty now, and I promise you will be rewarded. Do not assume you know better than your Master. The reason will soon become clear."

The soldier gazed at the devastated city ahead. Something changed within him. Perhaps the satisfaction of doing Loki's bidding? But his expression transformed, and he smiled. "Forgive me, my lord. I... trust you. I will do as I must."

"Very well, my friend, now go out there and kill!"


Chapter 17 - Following Orders

"Blake..." A male voice woke Blake up and sent a wave of shock and discomfort through him, while he rested on Alruna's king-sized bed, with a pillow behind him, and both Bryn and Alruna wrapped under the same blanket by his side.

The voice echoed again in his mind. He recognized it as Baldur's.

"Shit," Blake hissed, lifting his arm over the sleeping Alruna and turning on the night light.

"What's going on?" Alruna asked.

"Baldur is calling me."

"Are you sure it's Baldur?" Bryn mumbled, her voice muffled by her pillow. "Are you sure it's not just the voices in your head? Oh shit." She changed her tone immediately, opening her eyes as if she herself had heard the call.

Baldur's voice echoed again. "Listen, it's important."

"Hey, bro, give us some privacy," Bryn hissed, rolling the blanket over her naked chest.

"I'm not looking at you!" Baldur's voice responded, as if coming from behind the walls. "But I needed to reach you."

Downstairs, Lara started crying.

Baldur continued. "We need you all to come to a certain location. There's been an attack. Loki, Surtur, and a troop of Jotun. Heavy casualties. We need you now."

"Understood," Blake mumbled, forcing himself to sit on the side of the bed.

"Blake," Baldur continued. "There have been reports of human troops armed with magic and attacking other humans."

Blake narrowed his eyes. What did that mean? Of course, something in particular crossed his mind, something that he didn't even want to consider at all.

Bryn got up, wrapping a blanket around her shoulders and rushing toward her own room. Downstairs, Lara's cries echoed even louder.

"Blake," Alruna mumbled in her morning voice, putting on a pair of leather shoes, then wearing a Norse dress and her chainmail. She retrieved [God-killer]. The weapon glowed with an otherworldly light, especially the runic engravings.

A knock echoed on the door.

"Guys?" Svafa's whisper came from behind the door. Alruna opened it. Svafa wore no eyeliner, and her eyelids drooped heavily, as if she'd lost sleep. "Does Baldur always do that?"

"It must be really bad," Blake said. "Close to here. In the Western Sector. They gave you the coordinates, didn't they?"

"They did," Svafa nodded. "I'm ready."

"This is the real deal. If Loki's there, it's gotta be bad."

Eir kissed Blake goodbye, holding a weeping Lara in her arms. Blake finally bothered to check his watch, and it wasn't even 2 A.M. They slept for an hour and a half tops.

But Blake's mind raced. The anxiety he had felt for his recruits couldn't compare to what he was feeling now. He didn't even know how to face it. He had performed dozens of missions with clear goals, rescuing someone important, killing his enemies. He had to find a specific goal, and it definitely wouldn’t be killing them.

"What's all this, Blake?" Brynhilde asked him as they approached the nearest tension point. "Your mind feels like you're about to take your final exam."

Alruna looked at her with a raised eyebrow. "Bryn, have you ever taken an exam?"

"As a matter of fact, I am studying. I've taken a few online as well. But that's beside the point. Blake, what's wrong? We know we can beat that stupid fireball whenever we want."

"It's not that," Alruna said. "It's his soldier boys."

"Am I that easy to read?" Blake replied, before letting out a pent-up breath. "There's no solution yet. I have one fear. I'm not strong enough to think about it."

"You mean you're afraid of having to kill them?" Brynhilde asked.

"You explained it quite clearly," Blake said through his teeth.

As soon as they reached, Svafa raised her staff; reality whirling around them and transporting them through time and space, shifting through tension points.

The last tension point was crossed, emerging into the sounds of explosions, surrounded by a whirling cloud of smoke.

"Let's take to the sky!" Blake said, Mjölnir immediately jumping from his belt into his hand, and he ascended along with his lovers, Svafa climbing on Brynhilde's back.

Smoke billowed all around, but the screams that echoed from below made Blake's blood boil.

The group did not even need to verbalize their intention to each other. Svafa morphed into a raven and flew with the group toward the source of the noise.

"Wait!" Brynhilde shouted, stopping abruptly and drifting downward. Blake followed her as she faced off against a trio of Jotun, stretching her hand and exploding them in masses of blood and guts. She descended, crouching to lift a collapsed concrete wall. Voices echoed beneath, pained cries of utter agony.

Blake came to help, lifting stone after stone, finally revealing the people beneath: a woman, her blonde hair, clothes, and face completely covered in soot and ash, along with two children coughing violently. Bryn reached out her hand toward them, and they climbed, numb expressions on their faces.

"Please, please," the woman cried, pressing her hands together. "My son is still down there! Please, I beg you, help us find him."

Brynhilde reached for the woman's hands. "We will." She stepped down into the debris and lifted an iron beam with one hand.

"What's his name?" Bryn asked.

"Braden," the mother said through a pained breath.

Bryn faced the mountain of rubble and lifted another large segment of the wall. "Braden, can you hear me? Are you there?"

Blake could hear shallow breaths deep beneath him.

A childish voice echoed from beneath. "I'm here."

Brynhilde turned to Blake. "Go find the rest. I can help with this family all by myself."

Blake nodded, then rose toward the sky, hovering over the buildings until he found what appeared to be a former battlefield, or something far worse: scenes of a horrendous war crime. It seemed that human beings had been lined up in groups and mercilessly cut in half by magic lightning. The image burned into his conscience, filling his mind with shock and disgust. He descended, forcing himself to witness the devastation. Most of the bodies had been severed, seemingly cauterized by concentrated and intense lightning. Limbs and torsos were arranged with the obvious intention of causing shock. He saw women, children, unarmed men, and even elderly individuals, many clinging to one another in their final moments.

The damage inflicted on the structures surrounding the park, along with the markings on the walls—dents caused by the power of lightning—were all the evidence Blake needed to know that the dwarven guns he had commissioned and armed his troops with were responsible.

Guilt engulfed his mind, and he clenched his fists, fingernails painfully digging into his palm. Was there no end to Loki's evil? Was there no limit to his horrors?

Suddenly, Blake heard Alruna's voice from the alley behind him. "Is someone there?"

Blake tuned into his senses. Yes, there were screams echoing faintly in every direction. They would have to keep searching and rescue as many people as he could.

"Alruna!" he said, but had no words to convey the horrors.

She looked at him reverently, raising a hand. "Blake," she said, seemingly ignoring the scene. Forcing herself to ignore it. There are people here, Blake, survivors. Svafa is tending to some of them. I’m sure there’s one around here."

Alruna hurriedly checked the alleys and approached the still-standing buildings. "We're here to help. Please come out. We will protect you!"

Blake heard footsteps echoing around the corner, short and almost muffled. He ran toward the scene, discovering an elderly man with white hair, slowly shuffling forward, barely raising his feet off the ground—possibly due to his old age and frailty. Soot covered his clothes, but at first glance, there were no visible injuries on his body.

"Sir," Blake addressed him. The man appeared unaware of his presence and continued on his path. He walked past Blake and Alruna, his vacant eyes fixed straight ahead, his muscles tense despite his movements. There was no seal marked on his forehead.

"Sir?" Alruna followed behind him. "Sir, we're here to help. Please allow us to assist you."

The man made his way to one of the park benches and sat down.

Blake approached cautiously.

"Sir," Blake spoke with reverence. "We are here to help you. You may come with us, and we will provide you with medical attention. If you can, please provide us with details of what happened."

"Sir?" Alruna inched closer. "Please tell us, and we will do everything possible to aid you."

The man's gaze remained fixed ahead, and no words escaped his lips.

Suddenly, a loud bang reverberated from behind the buildings. Blake reacted swiftly, grabbing his hammer.

"Get him to safety!" Blake shouted, leaping into the air and taking flight, crossing over the narrow streets and collapsed buildings. A troop of Jotun warriors emerged from a rooftop, swinging their weapons with great speed. Blake evaded an attack and closed in, raising his hammer and delivering a crushing blow to the first Jotun's head. Then, he extended his hand, summoning lightning."Well, well, well," said a voice that he recognized.

Loki stood over a building, black hair falling below his shoulders and billowing in the toxic wind. "Look who we have here!" "Damn you!" Blake shouted, his vision blocked by half a dozen Jotnar in armor. Blake stretched his arm, summoning lightning and shooting it through his enemies, exploding them into pieces. Loki disappeared and shifted, appearing behind Blake and swinging a curved blade. Dodging his attack, Blake leapt upward, thinking he'd left the god behind.

In that very moment, Blake felt a stab in the back.

[HP: -97]

[HP: 683/780]

"Damn you!" Blake increased his speed, raising his hammer and shooting a wave of lightning toward the spot where Loki would have been.

"Not bad, but not quick enough," Loki hissed, now standing at street level. "You think you can even touch me? Are you foolish enough to believe that? Anyway, I won't kill you today. I wanted you to come and see the good work your buddies have done."

Blake snickered. "You're not even a bit stronger than the last time I fought you and smashed your jaw."

Loki shrugged. "Very nice now. I know what's on your mind, my boy. That's why you're all riled up today. I have good news. I've taken good care of your friends. They're here!"

Silent figures approached from the corners of each street, their faces barely visible, but Blake recognized their uniforms and weapons.

"No worries," Loki continued. "I've completed their training. They've done a great thing today. Especially Kevin. He's the most eager to serve. Kevin, please give your report."

"My Lord Loki," Kevin replied sharply. Blake felt his heart sink. It was that voice that Blake had heard swearing to defend humanity. It was the same voice that had been hesitant and worried for his family. "I was not able to count all of them, but I've killed at least a thousand today. We gave them hell, my lord. You should've seen their faces squirm in horror!"

Loki laughed. "A thousand humans in an hour. Is that not wonderful?"

"Kevin," Blake hissed. "Don't listen to him. Think of your family, of your daughter! Think of what she would've thought of you!"

Loki let out a deep laugh. "Are you so foolish to think it's of any help?"

"Blake Olson, huh?" Kevin replied. "I won't listen to your lies anymore. Now I serve Loki, future god of the universe! The only one who cares for me, and the one who is fit to rule."

"Kevin!" Blake pointed at him with his hammer. "He doesn't care about you. He doesn't care about your family, all he wants is power."

"Well, Mr. Olson. I don't give a damn about any of that. I'm way above it. All I care about is serving my Lord and the glorious Jotun race. He's going to become the god of this world! And I will fight by his side."

Loki shrugged. "You see? There's nothing you can do. What do you want to do, kill him? Feel free, it doesn't really affect me."Blake spat on the ground and fixed his eyes on Loki. "You miserable rat. Come here and fight me! Don't bring them into this shit." The Lord of Chaos cleared his throat and proceeded to issue an order: "Boys, load your weapons and destroy this cursed Einherjar once and for all!"

"It will be a pleasure, Lord Loki!" Not even a second had passed when magic lightning shot toward Blake from every corner of the street. He infused both his [Speed Rings]and raced toward Loki, preparing to slam his laughing face with Mjölnir. Loki disappeared before he could touch him.

Blake infused power into his third [Speed Ring], pivoting, and reaching Loki from behind. Once he was close, he swung against his chest, smashing Loki's bones, but in the same move, Blake felt a blade bite into his rib-cage.

[HP: -217]

[HP: 466/780]

Blake gasped, pressing a hand against his torso, feeling warm fluid spurting out. He found it harder to breathe.

Just as he slid a hand into his pocket to reach for a vial, a blast of lightning crashed against his body. He felt the beam pierce into his stomach and cross through his internal organs. He let out a grunt when another blaze of blinding light came at him from the side.

[HP: -147]

[HP: 319/780]

"Excellent!" Loki bellowed. "Now this is good. You, getting killed by the very puppies you trained!"

Blake edged forward, managing to dodge another blast. He fell to his knees, pain burning deep into his abdomen, and blood seeping from his neck. He reached for a bottle of [Mead of Renewal], which exploded right in his hand.

"Uh-huh," Loki muttered, suddenly reappearing in front of Blake. "Tonight, you die, by the hand of your men."

Blake lunged forward to strike but found his legs latched to the ground. Looking down, he saw a strange silvery substance seeping into the ground and tying him to the concrete.

Loki whirled his staff, and it spat another red thread that morphed into a chain, wrapping around Blake's neck and attaching to the ground. Blake tried to summon the strength to break the metal, but his movement had been constrained.

And then, another blast of power came from behind, punching through his gut.

[HP: -135]

[HP: 184/780]

Blake let out a pained scream, gritting his teeth to stop himself from screaming.

"Nice, huh?" Loki rested his wand on his shoulder, now morphed into a long sword. He whirled it and stabbed Blake through the heart.

[HP - 143]

[HP: 41/780]


Chapter 18 - Our Greatest Fear

A sound like a jet engine breaking the speed of sound echoed behind him, and a figure like a ballistic missile broke through the air and crashed on Loki's stomach. The god of lies was sent flying toward the wall. 

Brynhilde jumped back, a crater having formed underneath her feet, her axe now dripping with the blood of a god.

Loki crashed against a building, denting the wall. He looked down at his own chest, blood staining his robes.

"You will pay for this, Aesir bitch," he hissed through his teeth.

In that moment, Blake pushed upward with all his strength, lifting a section of pavement off the ground and then breaking it with Mjölnir's power.

"Blake," Alruna arrived just in time, throwing him a bottle of mead. Before he could catch it, another ray was hurled at him from beneath. He was surprised to see it bounce against the air around him.

Svafa had arrived, and was raising a magic shield around him.

"Don't hurt them yet!" Blake said. "Break their guns if you can but don't kill them."

"Yes!" Alruna replied before rushing and avoiding another flash of energy.

Blake gulped the bottle of [Mead of Renewal]and immediately launched into action, along with Bryn, chasing the god of lies.

[HP + 195]

[HP : 236/780]

Bryn closed in on him, swinging her axe. Loki faded from view and re-appeared behind her, turning his wand into an axe and slashing at her. Bryn dodged, moving swiftly.

Blake then approached from behind, managing to land a blow to Loki's back. The god turned in anger. Thrust his axe upward, aiming at Blake, then disappearing. Blake felt a powerful blow slicing into his shoulder.

Loki flew backward, avoiding another swing. Loki made a hand signal, and like clockwork, Jotun warriors started leaping from the buildings behind, grouping around Loki and attacking Blake and the girls like suicide bombers.

"You won't get away from us today!" Blake hissed through his teeth, summoning lightning from the sky and exploding Jotun after Jotun.

Loki's voice echoed around him. "Alright, it's been fun, my boys, but I have other things to do."

"You coward!" Brynhilde shouted.

"Oh, no," Loki said, now standing on the edge of a building. "Boys! Retreat! Our work here is done."

Blake pushed through the hordes of Jotun like a rocket and landed in front of Loki. "You're afraid because the cavalry showed up?"

"Believe my boy," Loki hissed. "You've got nothing to threaten me with."

"Come on, Lord of Chaos, lord of lies. You see how pathetic you are? How cowardly you are?"

Loki remained, arms crossed as more Jotun warriors started to step in between him and Blake. Blake summoned [Hraesvelgr's Belt]. The world around them coming to a stop."

Jotun warriors stopped on their tracks, some suspended mid air, a ray piercing through one and cutting his body in half. Loki remained still, hands on his pockets.

Blake landed in front of him.

"Are you foolish enough to challenge me one on one? You're only alive because your pack of bitches came to save your puny ass. Don't make me laugh, boy. You're not even one tenth as strong as the Thunderer."

"All I want to say," Blake said. "Is that you will pay. I will make sure we get you, and whatever you suffered in that cave won't even come close to what we'll make you experience."

Then, suddenly, a voice echoed inside Blake's mind. His entire body froze. He had heard it in simulations. It was deep and menacing, like the growl of a hungry animal.

"Is this the protector? This.... Thing?"

Loki snickered. "He wishes he were. It's just his soul, but no memories nor strength."

The great wolf hissed, and Blake looked around.

"So?" Loki shouted. "I don't need you now."

"There's no use for me fighting these weaklings... Not yet."

Loki shrugged. "Agree, don't forget to close the door on your way out. Now you little animals."

The magic ran out, the Jotun started moving and swinging their weapons and magics at Blake, which he avoided.

"Frightening, is he not?" Loki said. "Don't worry, I got something better for you."

Suddenly, the ground started to shake. Blake looked back, noticing the pavement shifting. Heat started to rise from beneath, as if the ground were a stove. Then, the street started melting into itself, turning into the color of tar, the air becoming fuzzy and warm, until the black tar changed into flaming lava.

A red hand rose from beneath, along with a hellish roar. Surtur emerged like a demon out of a portal.

Loki was a dozen paces behind them, Brynhilde chasing after him like a hunter.

Fire blazed from beneath, charring everything in its path. Blake flew faster.

"Blake!" Svafa's voice echoed below. Blake looked down, Svafa ran quickly, running away from the flame. She couldn't fly without transforming and was deeply vulnerable.

Blake turned around and raced toward her, the fire reaching him, a magic circle circling around him. The flames reached Blake, pain searing into his flesh. He reached her, grabbing her and shooting upward as the explosion swallowed the ground, earth and melted buildings and stone, but Svafa's shield prevailed.

Blake ascended, increasing his speed to get out of the flame.

"Thank you," Svafa said, wrapping her arms tighter around Blake. "I wouldn't have made it."

"It's alright," Blake said, as they emerged from the exploding ground, flying over the crumbling skyscrapers.

From the other side, Blake could see the Jotun ships being boarded again and lifting up into the air at at unnatural speed.

"Shit," Blake cursed, looking over his shoulders as the fire reached massive proportions, destroying an entire quadrant of the city. Suddenly, the flames returned, as if time had turned back, leaving only destruction in its wake, and reached back into Surtur. The giant once again took shape. But this time, he seemed twice as big as the last time they met him.

Bryn and Alruna emerged from the clouds.

"He looks meaner than last time," Bryn said.

Blake nodded. "Odin told me he grows stronger every time."

Below, more of Muspelheim's fire giants had formed from the rubble, spawns of rock and flame stepping and destroying whatever structures had survived the explosion.

"We meet again!" Surtur shouted, far beneath them, but as frightening as ever.

"Can we defeat him?" Alruna asked.

Blake gritted his teeth. "He's stronger than last time."

"Then is it wise to retreat?" she asked.

Blake looked back. "Did you manage to get those people to safety."

Svafa nodded. "We did. They're in Niflheim now. We couldn't find all, but managed to rescue a few hundred."

"Good, because I think there's nothing for us here."

As if in response, Surtur let out a howl that echoed like the depths of hell itself.

***

"Blake, it's alright," Alruna held a hand over his shoulder. Blake sat in darkness, his mind racing through the scenes they had witnessed.

He knew that would've happened. He should’ve done more to stop it.

"You took their weapons, didn't you?" Blake said to Alruna. "Why couldn't you catch them."

"Blake, they were completely uncooperative. There was not much I could do. Even if we brought them. They were much worse than the prisoners implanted with the seal. Your boys would've killed the other prisoners, or worse."

"Alright, alright," Blake replied, trying not to snap at Alruna. She had done exactly what he'd told her. And now he wasn't sure if his renegade troop had even survived the explosion.

Blake's hands were rolled up into fists around his hammer. Could he tell those families that the men of their lives had turned into psychopathic killers. Did he even have to do it? After escaping, talking with the survivors the girls had saved gave him all the information he needed to fuel his nightmares. He had seen the charred bodies, the aftermath of their butchery, but to see the fear in the eyes of the victims they had spared, just for them to tell the story. To hear of the laughter and the sadism of the people Blake himself had trained.

According to the dwarves, there was no way to remove the seal from the mind of their victims. Surgically removing it resulted in immediate death. But there was one thing he could do: kill Loki.

At this point he didn't care about the prophecies. He knew he could strike him and damage him. Bryn and had become strong and fast enough.

But the thing he wanted the most was to be able to defeat him by himself. It was the only way to guarantee that Loki could die.

"I can just say I curse Loki. He's behind it all. I want to be able to kill him," Blake hissed. "I want to have the strength and the speed to best him. I know it's possible. So I’ll train on my own. I’ll squeeze every hour of the day to practice until I am able to kill him myself."

"Blake..." Brynhilde stood on the corner of the room, arms crossed and a serious expression on her face. "We could beat him. But there's no time to train and become as powerful as he. You have your own tricks and powers, and they help, but you know even I am far from his level. You know the prophecies, and if what you care about is duty, keep your pace. We have enough work already with preparing to fight Fenrir."

"You talk about duty? Brynhilde, I have a moral duty to these people and their family. I was supposed to protect them, and I failed them all. The only culprit is that bastard! I have to get him."

Bryn lowered her hands in frustration.

"Can't you see what you're saying? It's completely irrational. I get it, I get your emotions, you feel responsible."

Blake grunted. "I may sound like an asshole, but these impulses are why you and Eir are here with us and not boiling in Hel."

"And, so that's what you think? Careful, boy, if I had a dollar for each time you've been about to go visit your ancestors and we saved your ass, I'd have... more money than you."

Blake let out a sigh, but his frown turned into a smile. He couldn't complain about the girls. They were more than perfect. And they'd been patient with him.

"Bryn, we've done amazing things, you and I... I know we can do even greater things together. But I cannot live feeling like this. I know I can do much more to beat him, and I feel like I should. I guess if I analyze myself, there's no other way to right what he's done, but to make him feel pain."

"That's a very Blake thing to do, and very Norse as well," Brynhilde said. "But don't only think of what you're going through."

"Isn't that what I'm doing? Thinking of all those families?"

"You're thinking for them, not necessarily thinking what's best for them. How do you know how they'll react? Do you know exactly what they feel? You're too scared."

Blake blinked.

"I'd never thought you'd turn out to be the group's therapist."

"I learned a lot from you. I learned to voice my concerns and understand what I'm missing, and what I really want. I can tell what you're feeling, and why. I just wonder if you understand it too."

"I want to do it, though. I want to train harder. I will train alone." He faced the new addition to his family. "Svafa, I need your help to create simulations about Loki. Please."

Bryn huffed in disappointment. "You're obsessed, Blake. There's nothing wrong with you training, except that you're taking the little time you're already spending with your wives and children. You're destroying the little time you have to be a man. To be a husband. You're taking away the little sanity that's left in this world."

"But what do I do then? Bryn, do you have any idea what's happening? I don't have the right to take those men away from their families."

"And do you even know if killing Loki will fix it? You don't know! You're just letting yourself be guided by your anger. It's justified, I get it. You should get stronger, I get it, but you're obsessing over the wrong things. I don't want you to loose your grip on other important things. Do you know what we've been feeling all this time? Ever since you started building your army, you're barely at home, you barely think about us. You give us, what, six hours a night. It's four of us, with Svafa."

"Yes, Blake, we've been talking about this," Eir said, walking into the room. "You barely see your children. Even know that you come back home almost every night. You're not there. I get this time is busy, and a lot of families do that, but from the beginning, we didn't want it to be that way."

Blake swallowed.

Svafa stepped back. "I... am sorry if I've caused problems."

"Don't worry, Svafa," Bryn said, placing a hand on the other woman's shoulder. "You are welcome here. We were expecting you to help Blake come around. It's splitting his attention even more, but we thought she could ground him."

Blake let out a sigh. "But what do you want me to do? I know you care... You care, too much. You're always concerned for me. I know... All I want is to enjoy time with you, but there's just so much to do and so much to worry about."

"We just don't want you to grow distant," Alruna said. "And, we want you to know that we're here for you."

"Then," Blake replied. "I know it's not what we wanted. And I don’t want to keep promising that things will change. They can change if we work together to make them better. For now, there’s nothing that will stop me from doing my duty. Will you all help me train? I need you, girls.."

"Blake," Alruna said, sitting on the side of the sofa and running a hand through his hair. "I've always loved your honesty and openness. I don't want that to get lost. I love that we can just be ourselves and trust each other. I mean I want to be by your side, Blake, and keep protecting you."

"Me too," Bryn said. "You know I love you, Blake. We all love you. Eir doesn't show it anymore, she's just pregnant and angry."

"Excuse me?" Eir shouted, anger seeping through her voice.

"I'm joking, sis. And I know you love Blake. Now this is another candid moment. Blake, don't get upset."

"That’s very cruel language!" Eir exclaimed.

"Oh, gods," Blake said. "Here we go again."

"I've played around for long, tiger, but I'm as open as a box now. My poor sister. She misses you."

"I... understand that, Eir. And I'm sorry. I'll be there for you."

"Nicely put, but we like the Blake that actually does it."


Chapter 19 - Renewal

Despite that morning’s horrible nightmares, Blake woke up to enjoy time with his wives and kids. Contrary to what Eir had suggested, they still recognized him.

Why not bring out his guitar and sing with them? He looked up some kids’ tunes and strummed the chords. Lif and Lara went crazy, laughing and dancing excitedly. Then they played with their box of dinosaur toys. Lif was already trying to pronounce some animal names. It was crazy to see him grow and learn more words, and become more refined in his speech.

To think that Blake had made them. He still felt overwhelmed by that fact.

Thoughts of guilt and sadness threatened to push into his mind, of Kevin and his daughter, and those horrible mass murders, but he pushed them away. There would be time for Loki to pay, and justice to be delivered.

Breakfast was served across their large table, pancakes with whipped cream and berries, as well as a large bowl of scrambled eggs with milk and bacon. Svafa had squeezed the oranges for a big jar of juice. This was what they had been missing. This was what life should be when not fighting. There were problems all around, every day, and they would never go away, but there had to be time for family.

"Alright," Blake, Svafa, and Alruna gathered in the living room after breakfast. It was time to train. Together.

Blake sat cross-legged in the center, Bryn at his right, Alruna at his left, and Svafa in front of them, with her staff over her crossed legs.

"I am ready," Svafa said, lifting her staff. Blake nodded and the chanting began. Svafa’s voice echoed across the room. If Blake weren’t used to it, it would have startled him. As the chanting went on, his eyebrows drooped and he felt as if he’d been going without sleep for a week. He collapsed onto the carpet and fell asleep, and his soul got pulled into the Warrior’s Dream.

And once again, Blake faced those canyons of black stone that rose high above the air.

A figure stood above them, against a backdrop of whirling mist and roaring thunder.

"Well, well, well, well, well, well, well. What do we have here? A pup, coming to claim his revenge?"

Blake snickered and laughed. "We’ve come to kill you! Ready, girls? Let’s kill this moron once and for all."

Blake rushed toward Loki at maximum speed, feeling both Bryn and Alruna behind him. He lifted his hammer and prepared a devastating swing, but Loki disappeared, coalescing behind him and thrusting his wand-turned-blade toward his back. Blake slipped away, while Loki moved behind him and swung at his head. Blake barely dodged, just as Brynhilde managed to land a hit to Loki’s back.

Blake took the opportunity to stretch his hand and cast a torrent of lightning at Loki. The god grunted in anger, disappearing again. Blake turned around, noticing darkness growing around him. He opened his eyes wider, but his eyesight had faded to black.

"Blake!" Alruna shouted. "I can’t see!" And then, Loki’s blade pierced through Blake’s back.

[HP: -140]

[HP: 640/780]

That hurt.

Blake whirled, moving away and noticing his eyesight return slowly.

Loki attacked again, this time, casting a blast of green energy that exploded in Blake’s face.

Brynhilde countered again, swinging at Loki’s head, but the god dodged effortlessly, feinting and then managing to slash into Bryn’s torso.

Alruna shot an arrow, which disappeared midair and flew back directly at her. She managed to leap away from its trajectory, and it exploded as soon as it hit the rocks.

This time, Blake had barely been able to land a hit. He was determined to change that. Filled with anger, Blake infused all of his [Odr]into his rings and flew toward Loki, preparing Mjölnir and swinging with both precision and ferocity. He aimed for the head, feinted and swung at his back, but Loki kept disappearing and changing his trajectory.

"Together!" Bryn shouted, as she moved in from behind, slashing at Loki. He dodged, but despite his speed, he wasn’t quick enough to appear too far away. Alruna closed in too, preparing [God-killer]and pointing it at him. Loki was surrounded, he tried to fly downward, but Blake caught him, wrapping his arms around his neck and shoulders.

"Quick!" Blake shouted. Loki headbutted his nose, but Blake held tighter, leaning on his shoulder to avoid more strikes. At that moment, Bryn managed to slash into Loki’s stomach. He grunted in pain and fury, shaking violently. Blake hooked his legs to restrain him, wrapping his arms around his neck and shoulders.

"Alruna! Faster!" Blake hissed.

Alruna had stabbed [God-killer]into Loki’s torso. The god shouted, shaking his head his life-force started to drop.

"No! No, no!" Loki shouted in despair. Suddenly, Blake saw a blaze of green light burst around him, searing into his flesh and throwing him to the ground.

"I didn’t like that one bit!" Loki shouted, now free from Blake’s grasp, floating above them. "And now, I shall curse you."

"Huh?" Blake looked around, Fenrir staring right in front of him, howling.

"Svafa? I thought we said you wouldn’t..."

Fenrir disappeared and coalesced right in front of him, closing his jaws on Blake.

But he did not feel the bite of multiple sharp canines and the smell of death. He felt a single stab of pain, Loki’s blade, piercing right through his neck.

[HP - 99].

[HP: 541/780]

––––––––

Blake cursed. It had been another one of his tricks.

He flew again toward him, finding that Brynhilde was already doing her work of destruction, and Alruna was seconding her by trying to stab him. [God-killer]was one piece of the puzzle, it could reduce his energy indefinitely as long as Blake restrained him.

"You know what to do, huh?" Brynhilde said, eyeing Blake.

He nodded, trusting that they were on the same page. "Alruna! Let’s do it!" he shouted. He would channel his emotions and lead them. He didn’t even need to count to three; instead, he manifested emotions of expectation and tension. Then, he let his anger run through his mind and flew toward Loki with the utmost speed he could muster. The girls followed him. He swung at Loki, but he shifted forward, passing Blake.

Bryn was waiting for him, swinging her axe. Alruna came from the side. Blake reached out, about to restrain him when Loki slipped from below. The three of them followed downward.

Loki charged against Blake, preparing to swing his blade. Blake dodged his first strike but couldn’t help the second.
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[HP: 241/780]

Brynhilde approached, but Loki was already out of sight.

Blake made it clear in his thoughts that he wanted to try the strategy again. But Loki had already avoided it twice. His mind raced through the possibilities. Kraken poison was of no use.

It was arguably one of the riskiest tactics, but he’d done it a hundred times. Blake flew away from the area, reaching a spot and floating in the air.

"Let’s see if you can hit me, you damn animal."

Loki grinned wickedly and charged against him. He was close to Blake in the blink of an eye. Blake avoided the first slash and the second. Strikes to the neck were too risky. When the third one came as a thrust into his ribs, he caught Loki’s arm and wrapped it with his wrist.

––––––––
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[HP -165].

[HP: 76/780]

"Oh no!" Alruna screamed. In a second, the two Valkyries were already on top of him as Blake struggled to keep the blade inside his body and Loki used his massive strength to break out. The god pulled sharply and managed to free himself, just before Bryn went for his neck. Blue blood spurted out of him, and Alruna managed to stab him through the foot.

In the meantime, Loki’s blade was burning through the insides of his body, draining his life-force bit my beat.

Blake gasped, feeling the metallic taste of blood slipping into his tongue. He used his last bit of strength and speed to latch onto Loki and hook his legs and neck in a Jiu Jitsu move.

Alruna kept sucking out his life force.

But Blake’s wound kept weakening him.

Suddenly, Loki started laughing.

He was about to die, but he would go down with a bang.

A blaze of blinding light burned his eyesight, with an immediate jolt of full-body pain that was over in an instant.
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And then, he awoke back in the living room, letting out a sharp gasp.

Looking around, the other girls were still sleeping. Alruna had collapsed forward, Bryn was sleeping on her back. Svafa was awake, but with her eyes shut, concentrating on her vision.

Alruna was the first to awake, lifting herself off and sitting on the carpet.

"Well, love," she said. "It’s not exactly the way I hoped it would happen. But we did it."

Blake shrugged. "At least we know that [God-killer]works. Without it, even with Bryn’s superior strength, it would’ve taken a long time to weaken him."

Bryn sat up and yawned, stretching both her arms.

"Honestly, ganging up on something is not precisely honorable," she said. "Unless it’s a dragon or something. You were the most honorable, Blake, with your sacrifice. But... Please don’t do that in real life."

"So, aside from that, what did you girls think? What are our chances?"

"It’s obvious," Bryn said. "You restraining him caught him by surprise, but it would only work once."

"Unless I get better at restraining him," Blake said, shrugging.

"If you choke him, perhaps," Alruna said. "If he weren’t that dangerous."

Blake chuckled at the thought of choking Loki out with a simple jiu jitsu move. He’d fight the most powerful evil god in the universe and beat him with jiu jitsu. No, it had a chance of working, but Loki would blow up his face before he made any progress.

"It’s that goddamn trick he does," Blake said. "If we break down his techniques. Unnatural speed, and even with three speed rings, with Helm of Awe, we can’t match him. What can we do to get close to his speed? Turning into wolves?"

"I’ve told you, Blake using a spell," Svafa said, opening her eyes. "But he’s so good that he doesn’t even need to chant it. It took him thousands of years to perfect it. Not even Freya can teach us that."

"Can the dwarves do something like that?" Alruna asked.

"That’s what Hraesvelgr’s belt does," Blake replied. "But Loki has the same power already."

"You know," Brynhilde said, a finger on her chin. "From what we’ve seen in real life, and Svafa reflected it quite well in this simulation, he’s not immune basic hand-to-hand combat concepts. You don’t even need [Skald’s Voice]to see this. Loki always swings first at our neck, he feints a little and then tries to stab. We could focus on his flanks like that."

"Well, if it’s about speed," Svafa said. "We have a spell. I assume it’s the one Loki uses. I’ve told you it’s not usable in battle."

"Teach it to me," Blake said.

Svafa nodded.

The rhythm was strange, so repetitive and choppy that it didn’t sound like what he imagined when thinking of Norse music. And it was long, there were like six phrases, none of which he could translate successfully, despite Svafa trying to pronounce it as slowly as possible.

Immediately as she finished saying it, she appeared on the opposite end of the room.

"That’s wild," Bryn said. "That’s a weird time signature."

"I do not know what you’re referring to," Svafa said.

"What does it feel like?" Blake asked. "Is it like Hraesvelgr’s belt?"

"Like when you use your speed rings," Svafa continued. "The world doesn’t stop, it just feels much slower than before. Even slower than the rings."

"Alright, write it down. As it is, it’s not useful in battle. And I think you’ve pronounced it as quickly as it can humanly be said. Unless... Unless I’m using the speed rings already. I can do it faster."

And yet it would not be nearly as good as Loki, doing it with his mind.

He paused for a moment.

"Svafa," Blake asked her. "Do you know any spell that you can conjure in your mind alone, without the need to vocalize it?"

"Nope."

"And chanting or picturing it in your mind doesn’t work?"

"Definitely not. Blake, it’s something else, it’s not leaning on our bodies, our vocal tract, and other parts of us to conjure it. It’s an entirely different system."

Blake nodded.

"Alright. Who’s hungry? Let’s train a bit more today."


Chapter 20 - The Council

Two days later, the council met on the highest point of Valhalla. Heimdall was clad in that armor that sparkled like the moon, with a nasal helmet emblazoned with runes. It was rare to see him away from the gate.

Vidar was present, as well as Tyr, Baldur and Freyr, each with their own seat around Odin's throne. Freyr was also rarely present, as he frequented Folkvangr instead of Valhalla. He looked like a male version of Freya; a bit too chubby and hedonistic for a Norse god; clean shaven, with straight golden hair, and wearing a green toga with a red cape. He wore some kind of eyeliner and golden ornaments around his neck, some with raunchy phallic symbols embedded with pieces of amber. His sword looked nothing like a Norse sword, with a blade that was thrice as thick as its handle, every inch of it emblazoned with cascading runes.

Odin had got off his throne and paced around the room. Not one of the other gods made a sound.

"Is it that you can't understand what's happening?" Odin said, raising his voice. It was harsh and breathy as it had become as of late. "Do you not recognize the signs of what's at stake? Have you seen how they fight? The fire is spreading. Recently, Brynhilde and Blake Olson fought both Loki and the giants. Olson, tell me what you saw!"

Blake nodded.

"Allfather," Blake lowered his head, Bryn grabbing his hand behind his hips. "We have fought them, and I am happy to tell you that we can beat Loki. We've practiced with Vidar and we've perfected our strategies against Fenrir, although we keep an open eye on possibilities."

Odin gritted his teeth. "Foolish lad. After all this time, you're unable to see what's going on? After all the reading you've done. Tell me, did you win the battle the night you faced Loki?"

"We won time, Allfather. And we were able to hurt Loki."

Odin shook his head. "Every soul that sits on this council can hurt Loki. But none can kill him one on one. Especially with his allies around. And you speak of time. Time? Every time you fight Surtur, he grows more powerful."

Blake cleared his throat. "Allfather, I believe we can imprison him."

Odin raised a hand dismissively. "What do you think it's going on? How many Einherjar did we lose that night? Do you have any grasp of statistics? You lost your entire troop. We lost seven Einherjar and a city. As we're speaking, two areas are being swarmed by Jotun enemies and spawns of Muspelheim. Their rate of destruction has more than tripled. Our Einherjar have all increased in power in the past couple of years, but the Jotun have increased their numbers exponentially."

"Allfather," Tyr interrupted the meeting. He looked imposing with his red mane and muscular forearms. "I have dispatched my best Berserker to the areas that are currently under attack. Rest assured they will do much better."

Odin laughed bitterly. "Very good. They’d do well at fighting Jotun like they’ve always done. But they’ll fail once they come across Surtur. Am I surrounded by fools? This is a different type of war. You cannot stop Muspelheim from spreading anymore. I swear to you, that the tide of war has already changed."

"So," Vidar lowered his arms. "Should we stop this war of attrition, all this dancing around, and summon them for a grand battle? Is it time?"

Odin clenched his teeth "It is time."

Blake felt a chill through his spine. He'd been living through Ragnarok for three years. It was literally the end of the world, and he had been through all kinds of calamities, but hearing this gave it an urgency that distressed him. Why was Odin so stressed? He seemed desperate, willing to go to extreme measures to get it done.

Stupid prophecies. If only he could make them change. Sometimes he thought that they didn't need to happen exactly as they were written, and more often than not, the interpretation people gave them was wrong.

He raised a hand. "Lord Allfather. What if we were to concentrate our attacks when Loki is at a certain location? He'd probably bring Surtur along. Even the wolf." 

"Protector," Tyr responded. "We can try it, but there's a problem with that strategy. One, he more or less knows where each of us is located, he can use it to his advantage, and disappear when another sector is vulnerable, trap us there and continue his war on other fronts. An open field war against them, with a few strategic relief units on our part would be more effective to stamp the Jotnar out once and for all."

"If," Freyr said. "We can trust his word that he’ll move all his forces to the battlefield."

They wanted to go the old school route.

Blake continued his proposal: "Then, at least let’s take Baldur, Heimdall. Or Vidar. You can help us assassinate Loki because he causes any more harm. They can come with us on a smaller mission. Catch him by surprise. We've grown stronger, and I'm sure we can finish him. The prophecies are clear but they don't necessarily speak of a simple battle like back in the day."

"It's all or nothing, lad," Odin replied. "You have prophecies. I have visions. That's why the last battle is so important. We cannot split our attention. We must all be there to help each other. It's a great heathen army that must fight together. There's space for strategy there, there are troops that we can use for later, there is much we can do, but as long as we have all those units at our disposal."

"I understand," Blake said. "That was only my suggestion."

Freyr crossed his arms. "Think of what's happening, Loki suddenly shifted his strategy, brought the full force of Surtur and revealed more of his plan. He is done playing, giving the Jotun what he wants. You should not offer him a date and a place. I have always opposed this idea. It shows that we are weak and desperate. Are we panicked because he took four cities? He has to come of his own accord. Even in the last days, if we're gonna survive this world, we cannot be the gods that fought out of desperation. Up until now, it's all been organized, we've steadily kept their forces at bay. But they just increase the intensity and we're idiots who don't know what to do! Or do you have a big master plan that you're not telling us about?"

"Always with your subterfuge," Odin said. "What difference does it make? I would argue it's better for him to think we're vulnerable. Our victory will be greater then!"

"So," Baldur asked, sitting cross legged. "Should we write a letter to him now, set an appointment?"

A female voice was the one to interrupt the council. Freya stepped in from the stairs, with the grace of a dignified queen, attended by two Valkyries in chainmail and nasal helmets.

"So," she said softly. "Do you remember who we’re fighting?"

"We're not stupid," Vidar said. "It's our eternal enemies, and we know them damn well!"

Freya chuckled. "Very well. But what if I'm telling you to look deeper? What are we? What does your essence mean in the great pattern of the Norns. What does their essence represent?"

"Chaos," Blake said softly. "They are chaos. Loki is anger, he wants to control everything, torture everything, hate everything... He even calls himself Lord of Chaos. And Surtur. Well, he doesn't care, all he does is destroy."

"And there's a little bit of chaos in all of us," Freya said. "But we are called to be something else. Odin etched laws into these worlds. He set them as if in stone, with his spear. He is the great Lawgiver. And he knew the world was gonna devolve into chaos. Chaos and despair was gonna engulf and overwhelm even us."

The room felt silent.

Odin smiled, pleased. "And none of you has any idea how deep this chaos runs."

He stretched his hand, and a massive illusion displayed in front of them. 

"May this meeting be a secret to us all. For we shall plan our strategy, according to my visions."

Mountains and valleys spread in front of thte group, surrounding a massive steppe, at the moment covered in snow, like a vast white ocean surrounded by a fortress of rock.

"Tyr, chief commander of the Einherjar. Your troops shall lead the main cavalry charge against Loki's hordes, Vidar, commander of the elites of heaven, you shall bring your [Berserkers]and fight whatever monsters or demons are released. You shall stand by my side, facing those demons before encountering the wolf. Heimdall shall keep an eye on Loki. Freyr and Freya, the hosts of Folkvangr will arrive at the last moment, preserved to the end and attack from the flanks. Olson, you will protect humanity and the dwarves before you come help in the battle. Here, I shall deliver instructions to each of you. I shall grant you visions of what you must do. And you must, before it's too late."

***

Days worth of information were projected into Blake's mind. He saw the world as it would be in a few days. A desolate wasteland where nothing could live. But he had a chance to stop it.

But with all he viewed and knew, it seemed like the battle was lost."

Guilt hammered against his mind. He was aware of his greatest gift, which sometimes became his greatest flaw: always looking for the good side of things. Even in deepest despair, he found time to sit back and see the good. But along with that gift, he carried the guilt of billions of deaths he had not been able to stop.

And that he wouldn't be able to stop anymore.

What kind of hero was he? What kind of protector was he?

Odin's wisdom gave him the answer: there was no way of going back, just learning from the past and doing one’s best.

The vision hadn't yet faded when a loud horn echoed across Asgard. It sent a flashback down his mind, of the first time he saw Loki, of the first time he feared losing Eir. And the day when he almost lost Bryn.

He turned around, facing Heimdall. The already pale god had flushed a shade paler.

And then, Odin let out a loud laugh. "Now, my children, now it's the time to defend your land once again."

It could only mean one thing.

The enemy was here.

The gods raced out of Valhalla, toward the gates, soaring through the air with their weapons ready.

A battle roared on the outer part of the walls, swords clashing, grunts and battle cries; battering rams crashing against the eternal fort, and an unnatural voice that made Blake curse out loud.

Blake landed, flanked by Bryn and Alruna.  Behind them, the Einherjar started assembling, horses emerging from encampments and barns and flying like phantoms, as other gods flew toward the sky, among them the mighty Thrud, Freya and his Valkyries. 

"Worry not," Heimdall announced, stepping ahead of the warriors. "They'd need my authority to open the gate. No one can make the door obey, except for me."

And then, a blaze of light spread across the sky and an explosion burst against the gates of Asgard, breaking through the once indestructible stone. It crumbled like a sand-castle.

There was no smoke resulting from the collapse. Instead, a twenty-feet tall figure, like the closeup of a sun in the shape of a man, stepped through, charring the grass beneath his feet, melting the stones and the rock around the gate, consuming everything that came in contact with it. A sword of flame sprang to life in his hand.


Chapter 20 - At the Gates of Asgard

Surtur had grown more than four times taller, and there was no way to measure it, but Blake could tell that the heat had become much more intense than before, even standing hundreds of feet away from it. Whatever it was made him sweat profusely.

"Now!" Tyr screamed with all his might, rising a sword surrounded by a red hue. A horde of Einherjar archers loosed their weapons against Surtur. It looked as if they were trying to fight the sun itself.

Blake, Bryn, Thrud, and Freyr summoned lightning to push him out, and behind them, a horde of Völvas cast a typhoon of icy wind, strong enough that it could easily tear down a forest.

Surtur struggled to remain in place, stretching a hand of burning flame forward and clinging to the wall. Despite his struggle against the wind, he was finally pushed out, falling behind the collapsed wall. The rainbow bridge disappeared beneath his feet, as if by magic, and Surtur fell like a boulder, letting out a thunderous roar and piercing through the black clouds.

The gates were now open and vulnerable. Blake could see the dozens of dead Einherjar guards, their bodies charred and burned, as well as more than a dozen dead Jotun warriors, some of them as burned as the Einherjar. Surtur had not cared how many of them he killed.

Bryn spoke into Blake’s ear: "He’ll be back, you know? He’s bigger and meaner than before."

"I wish I could say something bad-ass," he replied. "But I’ve no idea how to beat him."

Suddenly, another voice echoed ahead. A figure with long black hair floated over the rainbow bridge, arms stretched and descending like a long-awaited god of death. Blake’s heart churned inside his chest.

Loki was here.

"See how things have changed?" Loki’s voice echoed across Asgard. "You see how powerful I have become? I can now stand before Odin Falsefather. How about your gate of Heavenstone, built by eternal giants? How it melted in less than a second! It proves something to you, something you can no longer deny. I can burn this home of yours, and I can burn you all!"

Heimdall stepped forward, his armor clanking heavily. "You have the nerve to come here. Your strength averages any of ours. I can kill you at once if you duel me!"

Loki snickered. "That’s why I am going to win. That’s why I am going to break this world. Because it’s not strength that counts. It’s much more than that."

"Come here and fight me, then!" Heimdall grunted, unsheathing a sword that gleamed with white light. "Fight me!"

"Rushing to fulfill our prophecies, huh?" Loki said. "As foolish as I’d thought. I am in no rush."

He flew backward, his robe fluttering wildly as he let out a fierce laugh. "I have a gift for you before I go."

He spread out his hand, and a single spark started flying toward them.

"It’s the fire giant!" Heimdall shouted. "Quick, you must block his way."The Völvas started chanting, raising their staffs and spears, an icy wind spreading from where they stood. Suddenly, the air around the crumbling gates of Valhalla coalesced into a layer of crystalline ice. Blake felt a cold chill that pushed away the raging heat from before. The wind kept the sparkle at bay where the gate had once stood.

"Not again!" Brynhilde muttered through her teeth.

"Listen, all of you!" Blake shouted. "We make him stronger every time we hit him. We don’t want to make him more powerful. We’ve already made that mistake twice."

"There must be a way to kill him!" Freyr said, his oversized sword ablaze with a golden beam. "My sword! My sword has the power to swallow the enemy’s strength. It’s just like his own power! Let him fear it and know it will end him!"

Another explosion would happen soon, and the Völvas started chanting a spell of protection. Blake could see a subtle membrane, a magic shield, spring to life around the first line of Einherjar. And then, a powerful blaze of light erupted inward, this time much closer to Blake.

The shield withstood the explosion, but the grass and stones of Asgard were degraded into ash and magma. A shock went through Blake’s spine with the realization that Muspelheim had come to Asgard.

Surtur was massive, now towering over the gate like a hill. It let out another inhuman shriek and raised his sword of fire.

"Hold your weapons!" Odin ordered. "Stick to hand-to-hand combat for now!"

And then, Baldur charged like a ballistic missile, floating toward the monster, restoring the ground into fertile immortal soil, turning the blackened ash and earth into blossoming grass. Baldur’s skin gleamed like stone as he crashed into the fire giant. Surtur swung his blade at him, but the white-haired god dodged.

Baldur grew like a monster, becoming as large as the fire giant. His hands of stone restrained the wrists of the fire demon. Baldur grunted, kicking the fire giant in the ribs.

"You are nothing to me!" Baldur grunted, tackling Surtur to the ground. But Surtur exploded again right in front of Baldur’s face.

Baldur let go, the flesh of his hands and face reddened and scarred by flame. Baldur remained on his knees for an instant, as if in shock. Surtur moved back, raising his sword and swinging at Baldur. It cut right into Baldur’s flesh, searing through his cape and into his chest.

"It can’t be!" Baldur shouted. He stared at his wounds for a moment, but his skin recovered after a few seconds.

"Absorbing power, aren’t we?" Baldur asked.

"I can destroy it all!" Surtur shouted, stronger than before, concentrating his energy and preparing for another explosion. Baldur floated back, raising both hands to command the elements. The ground of Asgard trembled before bursting upward. The brown earth transmuting into a massive canyon of gleaming metal where the gate had once been.

"Regroup!" Tyr shouted to the legions. "Gather the treasures! We are fighting to defend our home!"

Blake felt a hand on his shoulder. He turned sharply, finding the Allfather in front of him.

"My son," Odin said, his single eye fixed on him, like a spear about to stab him. "You have a duty to fulfill! We must stay and fight this creature. But I have given you a duty, and you must commit to it. You and my daughters!"

"But... Allfather, I can fight here. Look at all this! I’ve fought him before. My power is on par with the gods!"

Odin shook his head. "Nonsense. You have enough power, aye, but you have been set for this hour, for something even greater!"

"Father!" Brynhilde rushed toward them.

Odin continued: "Now you do exactly as I say, or things will get out of control. You think of the people you wish to protect. There’s no way to save Asgard now."

"But everything we built!" Brynhilde reached them, sadness in her eyes as flames engulfed ancient temples and homes.

Odin faced her. "Child, for once in your life, be wise and let go. We have been waiting for this moment for thousands of years. It’s over."

"But our farm!" Blake said. "Eir has land, she has animals. They could feed generations, not to say all the humans who are struggling. So many precious resources are here. Why didn’t you tell us? There were stories, yes, but not even Eir could tell that Asgard would burn."

Odin was agitated. "Don’t you remember? Surtur is beyond what we can see in visions. It is bound to happen, my child."

Odin had not finished his sentence when the entire world turned bright, and Blake felt heat burn into his eyebrows and eyes. It blinded him for an instant, and a wave of heat like standing in the center of a stone oven engulfed his body. It overheated the mail of his armor and his helmet.

Odin grabbed Blake by the shoulders and pulled him forward.

"Leave, son, for all that it’s worth."

Blake nodded, stunned as he noticed fire giants coalescing from the charred ground. He never thought he’d see that there.

Then, Svafa’s voice took him out of his thought. "Blake." She reached for his wrist, staring at him with pain in her blue eyes, runny warpaint under her eyes as she’d been crying. "We have to get away."

"Svafa!" he said, immediately wrapping his arms around her. "Are you okay?"

She nodded, wiping another single tear. "It’s alright." She sniffled. "It’s just...my cats."

Blake held her tighter. "Let’s get out of here."

Odin was fighting the incoming horde of Jotnar. Blake couldn’t think right. It didn’t feel like that was actually happening. Was it really? In Asgard?

"Blake, we have to go!" Svafa said in his ear. In a second, Blake could see Brynhilde and Alruna standing close to him.

He knew what Odin expected of him. There was no other way. And he knew what humanity needed from him.

A vision had been implanted deep into his mind, and he knew if he failed, millions would die again. This time, if he failed to act, there would be no survivors. Explosions raged across Asgard as black ships floated in the air, veiling the eternal sun, darkening the sky. Thousands of Jotnar with fury in their eyes and weapons of destruction landed and swarmed the realm of gods.

"This way!" Svafa called, running into the forests.

Alruna stopped to look at her burning farm for the last time.

"My horse!" she shouted, but Bryn grabbed her hand sharply.

"Alruna!" Brynhilde said angrily. "There’s no time."

Alruna nodded absently, eyes wide open and fixed on the flames that now enveloped her field.

They made their way to the forest. Blake could hear someone chanting behind the trees. The Völvas were teleporting somewhere. But where to?

"Where are we going?" Blake asked Svafa. "Svafa. What’s all this?"

"Listen," she replied, running her sleeve across her nose. "Freya has prepared these spots, to be used in Asgard’s greatest time of need. When there’s no hope left, so that means now."

They ran through a narrow passage of oak trees, with thick leaves and twisted branches. It didn’t look different than any other spot in Asgard.

"They’re fighting," Blake said, turning back, but suddenly felt Brynhilde’s arms clasping around him.

"What are you thinking?" Brynhilde said. "You heard my father. Don’t... make me hesitate."

Blake nodded.

Thoughts kept pushing into his mind. Women, children, mothers, fathers, and sisters of the volunteers he lost to Loki’s magic. All the ones who struggled to live day by day in a twisted world, those he knew and loved, his friend Angel, his father Clyde, all their friends, all the human beings who needed hope.

And Svafa started to chant.

When the journey ended, the world was silent. The black sky circled around him, lava circled around them despite the inhuman cold, and the soil of black volcanic rock served to remind him of what Asgard would become soon.

Blake and the other girls looked around.

"Where are we?" he asked.

"Midgard," Svafa said.

"We get that," Bryn added. "But why here? Isn’t this just a random place to escape to? You’ve saved these spots for so long?"

"It is..." Svafa explained. "It was predicted that this spot was going to be vulnerable."

"Alright," Blake replied. "If you say so, I’ll take a look to see if there’s someone we could help."

Blake raised toward the sky. Lightning flashed in the distance, among pitch black clouds and purple fumes. Far ahead, in the distance, Blake could see the lights of a town flickering in the night. Due to the pervading darkness at that time of the day, Blake could deduce that they were not in America, but somewhere in the old world.

Whatever place it was, it was right on the new border of Muspelheim, and the red lights on the opposite side, which looked like Mordor, showed that they were right across from the enemy. The people in that town were extremely vulnerable. Whatever Freya had foreseen to send them there, she’d been right.

Blake descended, landing gently in front of them. "There are people there and a Jotun settlement on the opposite side. We’ve gotta help them. Listen," Blake said, approaching Svafa. "This grand escape was set by Freya. Wasn’t it?"

She nodded.

"Do you have more spots? Are there places to go?"

"Of course, Blake. See for yourself."

Blake extracted his shard of the magic mirror and looked through it. He could see tension points warping the air in different nearby spots.

"What does this mean?"

"Freya had prepared these secret tension points. We hope that they are not disrupted. But Surtur’s power will probably grow even greater as our people are not able to contain him. We want to move as many people as we can to Niflheim as the Jotun are going scorched earth right now."

"I see," Blake said, nodding.

He knew what he had to do.

"It’s time," he said. The bond should make his emotions and determination clear. He nodded to the girls.

Together, they journeyed toward the lights ahead. A lone town stood in the middle of a vast nothingness.

Ice and snow covered the ground. Cars had all been buried under thick layers of snow, but the light of civilization prevailed. A few of the civilians looked up from their windows, many more started pouring into the streets. Others raced into their homes, perhaps fearful, suspecting that he was a Jotun or another enemy of mankind.

Blake floated over the town square, descending slowly, his hammer hanging from his side.

The ones who stayed looked up at his face as the thunder raged and lit the sky around him.

"It’s him!" said one. "It’s Thor! He’s real and has come to us!"

"I’ve seen him, it’s General Olson!"

General? Is that how they called him?

He drifted like an angel coming down from heaven. The crowd started gathering, approaching like devotees of a promised god, growing more numerous, mothers wrapped in thick coats emerging with their children in arms. Some people falling on their knees, as if they were witnessing the answers to their prayers.

Most, however, were reverently silent. They knew his face.

"We’ve come to help," Blake said. The other angels, the real angels, came after a few seconds. Bryn descended with Svafa in arms, Alruna came down gliding, unease in her face and through the bond. Blake guessed that she wasn’t feeling at all well after knowing that her farm and all of the creatures she loved would be lost.

"We’ve been waiting for you!" said an older man with a thick mustache. "We’ve heard the giants are right on the other side. And it’s hard to cross the ice to safer areas."

"We’ve gotta move quickly," Blake replied. "It’s not safe anymore. We’re gonna try to move you all, but it has to work in groups. Svafa? You’ve got any safe tension point around here? Here. Check for any place with a signature for Niflheim. I’ll be waiting."

"Pack what you need!" Brynhilde announced to the crowd. "And lightly, please, bring canned food and water for a few days at least. We start our evacuation immediately."


Chapter 21 - In the Mist

"Blake..." Svafa sat in front of him, surrounded by a dark forest, deep foliage hiding them away from the world. She had summoned him into a dream.

He cleared his throat. "I need to know exactly what we're doing," he said. "Tell me what Freya had originally intended. First of all, do you know what the safest tension points are?"

She lifted her hand and a new illusion displayed in front of his eyes, a vast array of realms and kingdoms, networks of caves and cities, and gleaming spots on some of them. Those spots represented tension points.

"This is what we have," she said, the illusion casting an orange glow over her face. "Think of it like one of those train charts Midgardians used to make. I can go through many tension points that I already know, and the enemy might not know at all how to find us. But some of these were explored or at least exist in Jotun-made maps of Niflheim. Freya's other Völvas are sending them to Niflheim, and they'll keep a record of where is safe and let us know."

She raised her hand, some of the tension points on the map darkened.

Blake narrowed his eyes. "Honestly, we've done most of the work of finding the most secure spots and gave it to the dwarves. I can't conjure them right now, but I'm sure you know what I'm talking about."

She nodded.

"Is it not too far for us?" she asked.

"It is, it'd take a long time taking these people. So it may not be practical. How safe are these?"

"I'd recommend this," she pointed to a specific tension point. "We used to use it as a storage of magic weapons. It's right about the middle, and it would take a few dozen tension points to reach it, from the places we know the Jotun had mapped."

"That sounds reasonable," Blake said. "Can you guarantee it's safe."

"It's the safest bet."

"Then we can't waste any more time. Let's do it!"

Blake got to his feet, suddenly feeling Svafa's hand wrapped around his hand. He turned to face her. She looked up at him, begging for love.

"Svafa," he leaned in and wrapped his arms around her. He leaned in for a kiss, which she welcomed deeply.

Blake searched his feelings, he searched the bond they shared.

"Your help has been fantastic, Svafa. I'm sure we can do much more together. And I'm really sorry for what happened on Asgard, with your home and your cats. It meant a lot to you."

The bond's message was clear. She wanted more love, more closeness. More attention.

"It's... alright , Blake. I... will mourn then later. I'm ready to go," Svafa said, lowering her gaze.

Blake leaned down and kissed her again.

She looked up, smiling faintly before transporting him back into the present.

A large crowd had gathered, many of them looking over the horizon. Black figures hovered over the already dark clouds. The Jotun had started their attack.

Blake cleared his throat and raised his voice: "Alright, women, children and the elderly first."

A man raised his hand in the crowd. "Sir, with all due respect. I wouldn't trust my family with anyone, even you."

Blake narrowed his eyes.

"I understand that sentiment. I would be willing to make exceptions, if that's what your family wants."

Blake turned toward Svafa. "Let's make a line for families that wish to stay together. They'll come after we're done transporting these women and children."

"Sounds good."

Brynhilde called at them, standing atop a nearby convenience store. "I see a lot of activity back there. I think the Jotun are gonna start swarming these shores soon. I'll have to stay here and watch."

"You can ward them off, and make them pee their pants. Stay with Alruna. Svafa and I will lead the first group. Are we ready?"

They separated the first group of the most vulnerable populations. Some of the children were crying because they left their toys or devices, some crying for their dads, while their mothers reassured them, in some cases telling them they'd be back for them after the danger passed. An older man was asking if they knew for sure if it was necessary. A panicking woman had to be calmed and reassured by Alruna.

Svafa guided them to the nearest tension point, in a hidden alley. Blake noticed Alruna loosing arrows and taking down crows and bats, claiming that these could be Loki's Völvas. The enemy’s forces surely knew they were there.

"Blake, I'd summon a magic mist to hide the tension point while you open the gate," Svafa said.

"Great idea," Blake said, looking upward. Crap. Things were going from 1 to a 100 in less than an hour. They were having such a hard time just with the first town. And there were thousands of vulnerable places to evacuate.

A white mist started spreading above them under Svafa's command. That should keep Loki's ruffians or his beasts from interfering. Blake faced the crowd and decided to prepare them.

"People, please don't panic. What we're about to do will feel very strange. It may be very uncomfortable at first. Boys, girls. It's gonna be a weird experience, but it only lasts a few seconds. It's not painful. Don't be scared."

He felt himself failing. Nothing he'd say would prepare them for what was about to happen.

"It's not dangerous," Blake said to a concerned woman carrying a baby. "It won't hurt the baby."

The only way he could describe it was like a psychedelic trip, but perhaps that comparison wouldn't be appropriate for a random mother to hear.

He chanted the spell, his vision whirled and blurred, while he felt he carried the souls of all those people on his back. His sense of time and space changed and his vision became a blur as they entered Niflheim. They drifted across different dimensions, keeping the map that Svafa had shown him in his mind and scanning the tension points his awareness barely catching glimpses of caves and fountains, he saw some structures, perhaps underground temples of Freyr and Freya...

And yet, he couldn't help but feel that something was wrong.

He halted as soon as he was sure he'd reached the tension point in question.

His body took shape again, and the refugees behind him coalesced into existence. Babies and toddlers started to cry, and someone vomited violently. Svafa was the last to appear.

"Alright, the bad part is done. We reached the place safely. You should be feeling better after a few minutes."

Blake looked around. The sound of flowing water continued echoing behind them.

The place didn't look bad at all, considering the stream and the cliffs. The cave was large enough to hold an entire settlement. They'd have to find more, anyway, if he was intending to move a massive population into the mountain. It could be adapted as a fort. The cave sank deeper, and some of those segments could become a hazard unless they were modified, or step ladders were carved into the slopes.

"Alright," Blake said, stepping backward. "We'll be here for a few days while the situation is sorted out on Earth. We will be back with more people.

"Sir, is one of you gonna stay in the meantime, to take care of us?"

"Why can't they find their way on their own?"

"Unfortunately only she and I can transport us," Blake said. Then, he looked over at Svafa. "And if one of us comes back alone, we may compromise our position. Svafa, what do you think?"

"I don't think it's a good idea. Loki's still on the lookout, and if none of us is there to hold a mist and keep us hidden, I think we're putting ourselves at risk."

Blake sighed and addressed the crowd again.

"Unfortunately, Svafa and I have to leave, but I promise we'll be here very shortly. I will call for reinforcements, and if they can help us, I'll bring more people to protect us."

"Don't leave us," begged a mother with a child in her arms. "Do you even know if this place is safe?"

"It's as safe as it can be, ma'am. I promise we'll be back soon."

"Blake," Svafa said, holding on to his arm. She leaned into his ear. "This place should be secure, but..."

Blake could feel unease in her. Was it just because everyone was wary?

"I can feel that something's off," Blake replied.

She narrowed her eyes, looking around.

"Excuse me one moment," he said to the crowd and started to float toward the curved ceiling of the cavern. He drifted forward, flying over the stream, which sank deeper into the cave and the cliffs beneath. It spread for a few miles, and Blake rushed across it to catch a glimpse of everything. There were a few glowing mushrooms at the lower end. No animals or plants. Everything seemed normal.

He flew forward, ready to reassure his people.

And yet something felt wrong.

He slid his hand into his pocket and retrieved his shard of Kiar’s mirror. He flew lower and held it close to his eyes, reflecting the cavern beneath him. It seemed normal at first, the rocks, the creek.

Until he got to the edge of the cave.

There it was. Among the larger rocks, Blake could see hundreds of large figures holding crude weapons. They were Jotnar, and they wore thick layers of chainmail under strange silver tunics. He had never seen them dressed in such a way. As if it couldn't be any worse, he noticed an iron cage held on by magic chains. 

Blake cursed, flying back toward Svafa.

She could feel his emotion, her eyes had opened wide, she grasped her staff tightly.

"Maybe," Blake said into her ear. "It would be good if we take everyone and bring them out of here."

"But where?"

Blake sighed. "Take me to one of Dwain's caves, the furthest one you can find. We'll talk to them."

She nodded.

Blake turned around to face the crowd.

"Alright, unfortunately, this place won't do. We'll bring you to one that has a bit more resources."

"What?" murmurs started to echo, along with complaints and voices of agreement. Many more were wary of being teleported again.

But in between those voices, there was something else, screams that reverberated violently at the cave's edge. Screams of horror.

He leapt toward the sky, noticing two things that made him curse the Jotun enemy with all his heart. A family of three had approached the creek, a woman and two children. With horror, Blake noticed their headless bodies and a Jotun with greasy hair feasting on their open necks. Another was chasing an old man, pushing him to the ground and pressing something to his forehead.

That thing. That cursed thing that had caused so much destruction was there. And the Jotnar were planning to use it.

"Svafa!" Blake shouted, Mjölnir jumping toward the palm of his hand and his heart pounding fast with undying fury. Dozens of Jotnar emerged from the cliffs beneath. Blake charged, summoning lightning that rang through the caverns of Niflheim, striking the armored Jotnar who was devouring the woman. The ray struck through his head and pushed him to the ground.

But it did not kill him.

The Jotun recovered.

The Jotun’s silver tunic gleamed slightly, but he recovered and stood. Their new armor was effective against lightning.

Both Jotnar, now followed by half a dozen of their comrades, unsheathed curved blades and leapt toward Blake.

He summoned lighting, but it seemed to bounce from their armor. 

What had Loki done?

Whatever it was. He had just made the Jotnar's deaths a bit more personal. Blake loped on the first one, human blood streaming down his mouth and staining his tunic.

Blake smashed his helmet with Mjölnir. Whatever durable and lightning resistant tunics Loki had made, they couldn't stand blunt force. The helmet was dented inward like a watermelon, blue Jotnar blood pouring from inside.

The other two swung a spear and a sword. Blake caught one of their arms, slid his hand toward his neck, in between the layers of his armor, and pulled at the Jotnar's trachea. It emerged in a mess of blood. 

Blake swung Mjölnir, smashing bones and wrecking ribs

"Blake!" Svafa shouted from behind. A mass of Jotnar had bypassed him and were now focusing on the crowd. They circled behind Svafa, her magic shield still holding, but just barely.

"Shit," Blake said. He smashed one after the other, denting helmets and smashing heads, splintering bones and drawing blood.

Behind him, Svafa’s staff morphed into a spear and she started smashing through Jotun eyes and necks at inhuman speed.

But still, this method was too slow for their current needs.

"I'm sorry, my friend, but I'll give you a break," he said, kissing Mjölnir and sliding it through his girdle. Maybe it was time for some old school Berserker action.


Chapter 22 -  Heart of Fire

––––––––

He dodged a Jotun’s curved magic blade, using a judo throw to disarm him.

It wasn’t [Gramr], but it was the next best thing. The blade didn’t even need [Odr]; instead, a strange energy irradiated through it. There weren’t many of them left anymore because Loki had lost access to Eir’s blood. But Blake had found one, and he would use it right.

He infused power into his ring and summoned the power of [Berserker].

Blake grunted, anger flowing through his veins. His teeth pressed against each other, like a rabid dog about to go for the kill. He slashed through the enemy as if they were blades of grass, slashing and killing as if he were cutting through paper. Blood splashed his clothes, and masses of Jotnar kept charging in suicidal frenzy.

"Come to die by my hand!" he grunted, slashing and killing another handful. He wanted more death, more blood, and the pleasure of fetid guts splattering the ground, limbs collapsing in pools of blood: the blood of his enemies spilled for vengeance.

He stopped himself, looking at the retreating Jotnar.

He immediately released [Berserker]and floated back toward Svafa. A casual glance revealed frightened humans huddled behind the Völva, and women covering the eyes of their children.

Blake felt shame before the dozens of eyes  that stared at him, some of them averted, moved by the horrid carnage he had caused. He had done it to defend them.

But a scene like that shouldn’t be seen by anyone. Let alone children.

He swallowed, letting out an exhausted sigh.

"Svafa," he said. "More Jotnar will come, and they have monsters. I will stay and fight them, but I need you to get these people out."

"Blake," she replied, holding his hand. "We don’t know what’s out there. We don’t know what’s coming out of that thing. I know the way you fight, and know that you wouldn’t hesitate to die protecting others. So I won’t leave you alone."

"Svafa, trust me, you’ve got to get these people to safety."

"We need each other. Blake... I know how you fight. You always give it your all. You sacrifice yourself. But how many times would you have won when fighting alone?"

Blake gave no response.

He faced the cliff.

"Then, as you wish. If things go bad, go back. Take all these people to the dwarves and protect them. It’s the only solution."

She nodded.

And then, the chains that bound the iron cage were released.

What came from inside the box slithered toward them, stretching like a demon, a slimy serpent with a head as large as a battering ram, yellow eyes that gleamed with a predator’s anger, and a forked tongue that slithered from side to side.

Blake heard panicked screams behind him.

"We’ll take care of it!" he shouted.

The serpent rose. How long was that thing? From where he was, it covered at least twenty feet from the ground, and most of its tail still crawled on the other side.

Blake charged, flying at high speed and preparing to slice the serpent to pieces. He closed in, swinging at its head. The creature was as fast as hell, reaching in to bite him. Blake dodged, slashing with the Jotun sword. His blade crashed against the monster’s scales, bouncing off with an electrifying current. Nowadays, most monsters had indestructible coatings.

The serpent pulled its head back, facing Blake.

Well, he’d have to use the classic approach.

"You damn animal!" Blake shouted. He closed in toward its mouth, approaching as it spread open its jaws, revealing a long set of fangs that spread downward like curved knives.

And then, the serpent spat.

A green substance splashed over Blake’s body and armor. It was slimy and as corrosive as bleach, causing a sharp pain to burst across his face.

[HP: -229]

[590/819]

Poison.

He tried to fly back toward the monster’s mouth. He’d push through it, but another thread of poison came through.

His hands started to tremble. His grip loosened. His body was starting to get paralyzed. The monster prepared to spit again.

Blake threw himself to the ground, his body stiff and immovable, but the serpent closed in and closed its jaws on his body.

He managed to dodge.

"Blake!" Svafa shouted. "Drink your mead quickly."

Blake raced backward, his mind spinning, his legs ten times heavier than before. He reached for a bottle of [Mead of Renewal]and drank it all.

His body recovered.

But now he was wary of the beast.

"Blake, can you do shields?" She asked.

"Not while I attack," he replied. "Wrap me in a shield, and I’ll do it."

"Sure thing!" she shouted, then began to chant. Blake saw a membrane of light coalesce in front of him. He leapt with all his might and flew toward the serpent’s mouth. He closed in on it as the serpent’s jaws spread open and the poisonous fluid came out, crashing against the air around Blake.

The serpent’s yellow eyes gleamed with fury. It leaned forward and swallowed Blake whole, venomous spit spurting out continuously. Blake held on to the Jotun sword and thrust it through the serpent’s mouth.

Then, he slashed across, blue blood dripping across Svafa’s magic shield. He cut upward, pressing through the inside of the serpent’s head. Then, Blake summoned Mjölnir’s power and sent a shockwave of electricity from within. The serpent’s entire body shook violently, cooking its brain before Blake felt gravity pulling the monster’s head toward the ground.

He emerged by pushing its teeth apart. Svafa was guarding the people from a last wave of Jotnar attacks.

"Hey, shitheads!" he shouted. The Jotnar turned toward him, anger and frustration evident on their faces.

Blake dived down like a fighter jet. "Please cover your eyes," he said to the crowd.

His sword cut right through each of the enemy’s armor and flesh, slicing every last one of them in half across their torsos.

He looked around. Jotnar bodies littered the ground, as well as the enormous serpent with the exploded head.

Now, he had to go back and talk to the people.

He stepped forward, shame in his eyes. He knew he was defending them, but feared the effect he could have wrought upon the minds of those children.

"I apologize for this. Did anyone get injured?"

"That man?" Svafa said, pointing at the edges of the crowd, where an older man had been restrained. Two sturdy elderly men and a younger woman held him pinned against the ground.

Blake approached.

"Get your stinking hands off of me," the man shouted, Loki’s Mind-Seal gleaming on his forehead.

"I don’t know what happened to him," said one of the gentlemen. "He started punching and kicking. It’s like he’s possessed."

Blake went down on his haunches. It was sad that one of the men had his mind sealed. But Blake couldn’t do anything else.

"Something like that," he said. "Unfortunately, we can’t heal him now, so we’ll need to keep him restrained."

The men and women who’d done the work looked at each other like they were up for a long night of work.

"It’s gonna be alright," Blake said.

"Now what, young man? Do you know where you’ll take us?"

"I know another place. We’ll protect you in case something goes wrong, but stay close."

Blake sighed, knowing that he had been wrong from the beginning. It hadn’t been safe at all, especially for women and children.

He approached Svafa.

"How’s your link to Freya? Any news of how the rescues went?" Blake asked.

Svafa looked down. Blake could feel feelings of guilt echoing through the bond.

He rand a finger through her hair, then gently lifted her chin. "Svafa, it’s alright. You didn’t know. Loki tricked us. And if it wasn’t for you, I and all these people would be dead or under Loki’s control."

"But still," she replied. "This shouldn’t have happened. Our sisterhood is based on honor and vows. Someone must have broken them. This was a set up, the Jotun wanted us to leave them alone with the refugees."

That meant that other Völvas had been led into a trap.

Blake nodded. "Then, Loki may have gotten a hold of one of the Völvas, which is worrisome. But whatever mess Loki has made, we’ll do what we do best. We’ll fix it."

She nodded hesitantly.

"Alright," Blake said. "Let’s try to find a suitable place first, and then. Shit, there’s a lot of work to do. We have to move refugees, and if your sisters have already been delivering them, we’d have tons of people sealed with Loki’s magic."

"That’s not good," Svafa said, her eyes suddenly spreading open. "I will contact Freya at once, if she hasn’t been told already, to change our plans. Maybe she can halt all groups of refugees moving, and we won’t tell them where we’re going first. They shouldn’t know."

"It’s gonna be a mess, but alright," Blake said through his teeth. "Let’s go."

Svafa chanted again, to the sound of crying children and the curses of Loki’s new servant. They pierced through realms this time, traveling twice as fast as before. Blake saw glimpses of warfare on other plains. The damage had already been done, and he could only wish there could be a solution to Loki’s evil.

They stopped in a dark canyon that enveloped them completely. There was barely enough space to fit all those people."So, is it here?" Svafa asked, walking toward the massive stone. "I don’t understand. It’s supposed to be a dwarven settlement."

"Ah," Blake let out a sigh, a smile on his lips. "It’s because you don’t know dwarves."

"Huh?"

Blake leaned forward and knocked on the canyon walls.

"Open, friend," he said, and his voice echoed loudly across the cave. In that moment, the rock split in two, opening like a massive door. A legion of armed dwarves stood at the gate.

"Lord Protector," said the leader, one with golden armor and a strange, ballista-type gun that hung from a sling around his back. "What brings you here?"

"A long story, lord Dwarf. Asgard has been attacked. We were trying to move human refugees to avoid a massive attack from Loki’s forces, but the caves we tried to move them to had been compromised. I ask you, Lord, to open the gates and let these humans find rest."

The dwarf general sighed in frustration. "This! I should contact the council for this!"

"Send a missive to Lord Dwain if necessary. But we must continue."

The dwarf cursed. "Dwain is obviously going to say yes. He has no choice. But this should be evaluated and not done hastily. For now, we’ll let this group through. And please confirm, they are not Mind-Sealed, are they?"

"Just one of them, and the others are holding him down to avoid any damage."

The dwarf nodded.

One of the refugees, an older woman with dark hair, moved closer toward Blake. "Is it really safe with these men?"

Svafa reassured her. Blake couldn’t blame them after what they had just seen. He was hopeful that basically no one was panicking.

"Alright, the dwarves are taking us in," Blake said. "This is the safest place you could be during this time."

The dwarves made way, and the crowd started pushing through, first hesitantly, with children watching the dwarves with both curiosity and horror. The man who had been sealed by Loki had his hands tied behind his back, while the other two men urged him to walk.

Blake and Svafa were left behind. He let out a long sigh and looked at her.

She held his hand and leaned in for a kiss, then pressed her head against his chest.

"Svafa," Blake said gently. "It’s alright."

"I’m full of shame, Blake."

"It’s not your fault at all."

She pressed her teeth together, and Blake could see tears staining her face again.

"How many are dying right now because we failed?" she said in between shallow breaths.

Blake held her tight. He had messed up so many times. He had much more to be blamed for. But he wouldn’t let it get to him. She was exposing her emotions, and he’d make sure he made her feel better.

He wiped her tears. After a few seconds, she looked up into his eyes. She was ready.

"Come on," Blake said. "Let’s fix it."


Chapter 23 -  Summoned to Fight

––––––––

Blake and Svafa emerged into the city to find it under attack. Loki’s troops flew on black vessels far ahead, casting deafening magic blasts, crushing buildings and setting them ablaze. Blake could feel Svafa’s bond, her emotions succumbing to pressure and fear. He gripped her hand tighter.

"I’ll be here for you, Svafa. Let’s do our best."

She nodded, leaning toward him. She usually held her emotions in check. Aside from the tears that she had shed that day, Blake wouldn’t have known she was going through that. How had she felt during all that time, during the entire war? Blake could tell that there was a lot that she held inside.

"Let’s find our refugees," she said, determination winning over the rest of her emotions.

"I’ll do it," Blake replied. He decided to take a bird’s-eye view. He leapt toward the sky and hovered over the buildings, catching a glimpse of the battle ahead.

Alruna and Bryn fought desperately, taking down the Jotun vessels and killing as many as they could. Blake approached, raising Mjölnir, stretching his hand, and sending a barrage of lightning toward a Jotun flying ship. The rays blazed downward, piercing through the hull like a barrage of missiles, killing the Völvas and sending it plunging down against a building.

Alruna faced him, soaring away from a Jotun arrow, her hair like spun gold fluttering freely. He was so happy to see her. "Blake! Good to see you! What happened down there? You were going mad with rage!"

"Bad news. It was a setup. We’ll be sending the next group to Dwain instead. Where are the other refugees?"

"Inside the parking garage. We ordered them in to avoid them being scouted. Some military guy is responsible."

"Alright, that was a good idea, as long as they’re not seen. Thank you."

"Take care, my amazing husband. We’ll defend this city as long as there are refugees, and then we’ll wait for your orders."

"Thank you, my treasure," Blake winked. "Have fun defending the city."

He plunged downward, chanting the spell of mist. It started to gather underneath, covering the entire city like a blanket. Then, he flew toward Svafa.

"Hey there, cutie. They’re in the parking garage."

She blushed, running a hand through her hair, her lips curling into a smile.

"Alright, then. Let’s go save them!"

This time, the process was easier than the first time, and when he reached the dwarven realms, he received a quick message from Dwain, stating that the dwarf lord would support him with anything he needed, as long as the transition was controlled. It took them hours, and they soon moved to other nearby regions, saving people from the incoming attacks. Svafa herself told him that Freya had sent a message through her mind-link. She had outed the treasonous Valkyrie who had given away the tension points to the Jotun, without disclosing if it was through blackmail or a willing betrayal. Unfortunately, many of the humans who had been ambushed had already been mind-sealed by Loki’s forces, so the council decided to let them be.

"Come on, there are important places to save!" Blake said, ready to make a real difference. "Svafa, can Freya send us some help, some trusted Völvas who’ve survived the betrayal?"

"I’ll ask her, Blake."

Something burned in his chest, something that put all other worries to shame. The most important city in the world was surely a target.

"Let’s start with Houston," he said sharply, his mind racing toward the safety of his wife and kids, his own dad, and the families of his comrades. He wouldn’t leave them to their fate. He wouldn’t let them die.

***

They were lucky that legions of Einherjar and Aesir were already posted in Houston.

The edges of the city were withstanding massive barrages of Jotun magic, as well as dozens of vessels coming from every direction. Freya had destined a legion of Völvas and Valkyries to the city, and all of them formed in the Aesir building, in front of Blake and Svafa. War echoed behind their backs, through the windows. But none of the seventeen sorceresses in front of him showed any sign of fear.

"Thank you for coming," Blake said, standing next to Svafa. "Tonight we have the duty of saving humanity. I’ll make it short. We’ve set up loudspeakers in every section and we’re gonna direct the population to you. Svafa will give each one of you a trajectory to one of our locations. As long as the population follows our instructions and brings only their emergency belongings, we’ve planned this evacuation to last less than an hour. Please do your best."

"We’ll do so!" The leader of the Völvas said, a 6’8 tall freckled blonde with a staff of white wood and a sword across her back. "Hail Odin and Freya!"

The group of women raised their magic staves and hailed.

"Dismissed," Blake said. "And good luck."

The sorceresses faced the windows, chanting their spells, morphing into ravens and flying into the battle.

Svafa reached Blake and leaned on his shoulder.

He sighed.

"Do you trust them, Svafa?"

"They’re capable, Blake. They’re the best at what they do. But after what happened, I can only hope they work for us. Which is hard to say, knowing that I used to call them sisters."

"Now we have to do our own thing. I honestly can’t trust them with my people."

Svafa shrugged. "I understand that."

Blake took her hand, walking over toward the window, their eyes fixed on the battle at the edge of the horizon. It was already dusk in this part of the world, in his homeland. And for... reasons... he felt like this was really the end of everything.

It was probably a cliché. He’d seen layers upon layers of doomsday scenarios.But this was it.

At that moment, there was only him and Svafa. He shut his eyes, concentrating on her skin, her palm, and the bond they now shared, as explosions rocked in the distance, buildings exploding to the ground.

"Svafa..."

"Blake?"

"You met me at a very strange time in my life."

She chuckled.

"I love that movie."

"Wait, what?"

"You guys in Midgard sure know how to tell a wild story."

"Wow, you haven’t wasted your time living in this realm, huh?"

"I’ve seen a lot of movies in the past few years. And petted a few cats. Now I want to pet a bigger animal."

"Okay, I..."

She chuckled. "I’m not good at pick-up lines."

"Impossible not to get the meaning," Blake nodded, holding his laughter. "Ahem. Let’s... deal with this city, ‘cause you’re starting to give me ideas and that would probably take a long time to deal with."

"Agreed," she said, still holding her laughter.

The plan was getting his wife and children, father, and his closest friends directly to Dwain’s fortress.

Blake and Svafa landed next to their home, close to the edge of the city. Eir was waiting, wide awake, stress and fear echoing through the bond. He’d have to save his family first.

Eir came to the door and wrapped her arms around him while the roar of fire giants resounded just a few miles behind.

"Get the kids," he said after giving her a kiss. "We’ll take them to safety."

Blake gathered the rest of his family and friends, then traveled through time and space, reaching the gate of Dwain’s very own fortress and opening the magic gate. Dwarf warriors armed to the teeth came to greet them. The lord of the dwarves himself stepped forth, wearing a crown as well as a three-piece suit and a sash across his chest.

"I’m entrusting you with my family," Blake said. "Please do your best to keep them safe."

"Of course, Lord Protector," Dwain said. "I will do my best to keep them safe. I... need not bring it up, but just so they know. You did the same for me."

Blake went down on his haunches and stretched the dwarf’s hand, then pulled him into a hug. "You’ve been a great asset, Dwain, and most importantly, a good friend."

"Well," Dwain said, facing Blake’s family. Clyde was holding his granddaughter in his arms, while Eir held Lif. "Welcome, family of Blake Olson. Lady Eir. Lord Father. If you grant me the honor, I will treat you as family too."

"Now," Blake continued. ‘The city needs my help. I will fight to protect them, and if what Odin prophesied is true, when we come back, the world will be a better place."

"May it be so," Dwain said. "May your blade strike true forever."

"Blake," Eir said, pulling him close for a kiss, fixing him with those dreamy gray eyes. "Take care. I’ll come and help if you need me."

"Stay safe. Eir. I need you to be safe for the world that will come. You know you’ll be a part of it."

"Dadda," Lif stretched his arms toward Blake. He gave the boy one last hug, and then his daughter Lara."You take good care of my husband," Eir said to Svafa. "I need him alive."

Blake and Svafa were ready. They rode through dimensions and realms, flying back to their home. They emerged back in the city, ash and debris falling from the sky, smoke and flames rising across the city. Surtur walked across Houston, his body now taller than most buildings.

"Shit," Blake hissed, rising higher into the air.

A voice echoed in Blake’s mind. Svafa gripped his hand. He recognized the cold, melodious voice of a man, but it resounded all across the sky, like the voice of the sea, but coming from every stone, from the concrete and all materials around him. It sent a shiver through Blake’s spine.

"Hear me out, children of Odin. Warriors of Valhalla."

A massive light appeared in the sky above them. It took the shape of a man with stretched arms gleaming like the moon, perhaps as big as a mountain, towering in the heavens above. Svafa clung to Blake’s arm.

"I am Baldur, son of Odin. A truce has been reached. Our forces and Odin’s shall regroup and fight. A place has been set in Vigrid, the steppes of ancient times. Join our Lord and Father there, and we shall fight to the end."

Blake’s heart pounded hard. Svafa pressed her forehead against his shoulder.

"It’s happening," Blake said. He grabbed her arms. "Svafa, how’s the evacuation going?"

She shut her eyes, reaching through Freya’s mind-link.

"Almost there. There are still people here, but the Völvas are doing their best."

"Alright," Blake said. "Let’s go find as many people as we can and get them to safety first. Let’s do what we must and then join the Aesir."

They descended rapidly, weaving through the smoke and debris. Blake’s keen eyes scanned the ground, pinpointing pockets of resistance against the Jotun and clusters of civilians. The Völvas were still at work, guiding the panicked citizens to designated evacuation points.

As they landed near a makeshift command center with pockets of Einherjar and Aesir sorceresses, Blake recognized one of the men. It was Athanaric, the Visigoth warrior. His armor was scorched, and a deep gash ran across his cheek, but his eyes burned with determination.

"Chieftain," Athanaric said, saluting. "Ah, the hour is near, is it not? When we finally fight and die for Odin!"

"Never say die," Blake said. "How are things now? Are you all planning to abandon this city?"

"We must do it, but see. Even those damned spawns of ice and fire are starting to disperse, but they’re going scorched earth and burning everything they see, the damned cowards. We’ll have to go soon. The bay is nearly cleared, but we’ve lost contact with the team in the northeast of the city. Those damned Jotnar are pushing hard from that direction."

Blake clenched his jaw. "Well, deal with them. We’re here to save human lives while we can."The next few hours were a blur of frenetic activity. Blake and Svafa moved possessed Berserkers, directing troops, shoring up defenses, and lending their own power to the fray, making sure the Jotun did as little damage as possible while retreating and getting humans to safety. Every minute felt like an eternity, but gradually, the tide began to turn. The civilians were making it to the evacuation points, and the coordinated efforts of the Völvas were creating a semblance of order amid the chaos.

Thank the gods, Surtur disappeared from view. Unfortunately, most of the north side of the city had been razed to the ground and melted.

They gathered their forces, the remaining warriors battered but unbroken. The city was still burning, but the evacuation had bought them precious time. Blake looked around, taking in the devastation and the resolute faces of his comrades.

"To Vigrid," he commanded. "For humanity, for our world."

Blake heard a pull through the bond. Bryn and Alruna were nearby. He looked up to find them flying down gently, the wind billowing their loose hair. Soot covered their beautiful faces. They’d been fighting for hours.

"Blake," Bryn said, her feet touching the ground and her axe still leaning on her shoulder. "We heard you were still fighting. Let’s go! They need us in Vigrid."

"I had to do some protection. But I know it’s time. Can you take us there faster, Svafa? Are there tension points that can take us?"

She nodded.

"Wait," Alruna said, stretching both her arms. "Before we go. This is serious. It’s really happening. We don’t even have time to mourn what we’ve lost in Asgard. Valhalla is gone."

With so much to do, it was hard to just stop and think that. The only thing that it sent into Blake’s mind was that things were going to be difficult.

Would he actually die?

Would any of his loved ones die? The latter seemed like a far worse option.

"We will fight, Alruna," Bryn said. "This is what we’ve prepared for thousands of years. I don’t care about anything other than giving my best. And then, maybe, if we survive, we’ll be able to rest together."

Alruna spread her arms, sliding one around Bryn and another around Blake. He could feel the passion and love that she wanted to express. Blake gently pulled Svafa closer and joined fully into their group embrace.

"Let’s go and give our best!" Blake said.

The millions of people who still lived on Earth needed their victory. The Earth itself relied on their victory.

Alruna raised her golden spear.

"Hail Odin, and hail life and our love! Today, we will fight and live! And may Loki’s magic fail, may the fire giants freeze, and may Odin’s cause triumph forever!"

"Hail," replied the others, raising their weapons high.

Blake raised his voice. "I swear an oath that you all shall live. My children will live. And I will do all that I can to recover the minds of Loki’s victims."Bryn placed a hand on his shoulder. "Wait, Blake, before I go. I want to say to you, and to both of you, Alruna and Svafa, thank you all. You have made my life much better."

"Don’t mention it!" Svafa said. "It feels great to have someone who has your back and actually cares about how you feel."

"I love you, girls," Blake said. "Each one of you. And I hope I can do much more to keep you all happy and safe."

"You just swore the most difficult oath you’ve ever sworn in your life," Bryn said.

Blake took a deep breath.

"Now that we’ve got that off our chest, let’s go because I don’t want Odin to yell at us in front of everyone."


Chapter 24 - Wild Hunt

An army crossed the black sky of Midgard, like a million shooting stars moving through the heavens. Odin had summoned his hosts.

Four hundred thirty-two thousand Einherjar galloped over the clouds, a mighty horde riding ghostly horses clad in gleaming chainmail. Odin himself led the charge. The All-Father, resplendent in his golden armor, with a blue cape fluttering behind him as he brandished [Gungnir], its silvery tip crackling with cosmic energy. He rode Sleipnir, his eight muscular legs warping the sky as he galloped, his nostrils blazing smoke and fire.

Blake flew beside them, and he felt like he was dreaming.

He and his Valkyries had joined the front lines, ahead, close to where Tyr galloped with bronze armor and wild red hair upon his back.

Blake closed in on Brynhilde, whispering into her ear.

"Psst... Did they tell you what happened to Asgard?"

"Burned. There was nothing left. And... See the outcome, Loki agreed to meet all of us here."

Blake sucked air through his teeth. "I figured. But to think half a million angry Norsemen lost their home in one night. I think the Einherjar have the right motivation."

"I didn't get the details yet," Bryn said. "But I guess this is why Odin and Loki worked out the truce. Our people were causing heavy losses. Loki might think the field is better to hasten his strategy, which is keeping the gods distracted and overwhelmed on as many fronts as possible, and it's hard to do that when Asgard is crowded."

As they flew over the snowy plains, they noticed a dark mass gathering in the abode ahead, where black and silver covered the snow instead of pristine white. Thousands of shapes hovered in the sky, filling the horizon like swarms of black locusts. Jotnar vessels were mobilizing to battle, as numerous as the stars.

Even when summoning superior counting skills like Skald's voice, there were as many enemy ships as there were Einherjar.

"This is insane," he said through his teeth.

Just thinking about the magic it would've taken to move millions of people to fight. And if there were half a million Einherjar, most of them moving in that ridiculously large mass of light in the heavens. Was that even possible? Blake had read that Napoleon and even Xerxes in antiquity had moved ridiculous numbers to one battlefield, for instance, so it had a precedent. But would that pan out in the sky?

And now, he could only hope that Odin's strategies were on par.

Tyr's sword carved a massive beacon of flame across the heavens, forming a ᛏ  rune, and the entire group of heavenly warriors came to a halt, their resurrected horses stopping mid-air and forming disciplined ranks.

"What now?" Blake asked his red-headed wife.

"Tradition," Brynhilde replied.

A green light moved in the horizon ahead of them. Loki shone like the morning star, with his arms spread and wearing an armor of green chainmail, resembling the scales of a serpent.

Blake watched warily as Odin spurred Sleipnir's sides and rode closer to the Lord of Chaos.

"Brother!" Loki spoke, his voice mellow and reverent, but magically amplified to echo across miles. "I see we've come a long way. You've brought all that you have gathered over these thousands of years. It is disappointing, isn't it? To know that it's not enough. You should be ashamed. Your battle is lost and you know it well, so I give you a chance to abandon this foolish war and yield. Know that your time is up. As it was done before, by all the gods of previous ages, you must die, and someone else must take your power. Who else? I am the only one worthy of that, so I tell you..."

Odin cut him off, his voice ringing even louder.

"For two thousand years, you've lurked in my shadow. A pathetic excuse for a god who only cares about getting even. You cope hard against your betters. Because of that, I swear by my spear, that you shall die this night. I'm putting down these miserable bastards of Ymir, with you as a pack leader. You, the King of Gods? And these animals as your court? A single Einherjar is worth a thousand Jotun."

Loki's scream echoed across the sky. "Your insolence knows no limit." He turned back, facing the endless sea of warriors in dark chainmail. "Sons of Ymir, kill, kill, kill!"

"Charge!" Odin said, almost in unison, pointing his spear forward. He plunged toward the Jotnar army. Blake followed with the thousand Einherjar, a wave of sky riders diving like a swarm of silver bees.

Sleipnir's hooves seemed to pound hard against time and space, bending them at will, disappearing in time as Odin approached the Jotun horde. He lifted his spear and the ground ahead of him cracked open, a massive earthquake shaking it, and hundreds of Jotnar falling into the chasm. Many managed to leap back into the fray, while others were swallowed by the depths or crushed by the crumbling stones.

Tyr advanced at the forefront. Blake felt like he was in a cosmic roller coaster, descending at high speed, while the frost giants leapt to meet them with axes and blades.

Blake was there when he saw the clattering of steel, resurrected warriors who had been loyal to the gods in their lives swinging, pushing, and massacring giants. Axes cleaved through chainmail, swords piercing necks and eyes. Blue blood stained the ground as the hooves of the Einherjar pounded over hundreds of bodies.

Odin's army pushed forth amid the Jotun lines.

Some Jotnar wore improved armor, black chainmail and cosmic helmets that resisted magic, but they were not strong enough for their steel.

Blake killed with hammer and blade, one in each hand, carving a path of bodies. And yet, enchanted Jotnar blades sliced clean through the heads of the Aesir horses, and packs of giants swarmed around single Norse heroes, overwhelming them and throwing themselves at their blades with the hope of landing a clean thrust or slash. Baldur appeared in the center of the Jotun army, taking a form that rose taller than a mountain. His naked torso almost gleamed like the moon with its own light in the blackness of the Jotnar hordes. His hands commanded the earth to shatter, mountains to rise and chasms to open, making thousands of frost giants end up buried in the deep. Then, he summoned raging flames and burned hundreds to ash.

Blake found Bryn and Alruna amid the chaos, killing relentlessly and without mercy.

"Tell me your body count, stud," Bryn asked him with a wink.

"I don't count them anymore. In the hundreds, today, I guess."

"Huh. Let's reset the count. What about a little contest?"

"Sure thing, hottie."

"Let's do it."

Blake whirled his Jotun blade in one hand, holding Mjölnir with his right. "Let's go!"

He jumped like a hawk, charging toward the Jotnar horde, him going left and Bryn going right. He dodged two Jotnar swords and started slashing, his curved blade slicing through a Jotun torso, then diagonally, cutting off the head off a blonde giant, a sword slipping off his hand.

To his right, Bryn charged through a line of Jotun, slicing through them like an electric saw trimming a bush. The giants started leaping away from her path but failing miserably, while the bravest ones tried to swarm with their weapons. Steel clashed against her indestructible armor as she dodged the curved magic blades and stabbed in the vital spots.

Alruna was now riding a horse, perhaps from a fallen warrior, digging her heels and shooting from her golden bow like an ancient goddess of the steppes. Arrows flew sharp and precise, striking hearts and exploding like dynamite, sending heads, arms, and limbs of multiple enemies flying through the air. Another arrow crashed against a Jotun flying vessel, exploding it into shards and flame, while a third one struck the ground, taking more than a dozen giants.

For Blake, it was time to get bloody.

He couldn't let Bryn beat him.

He shouted, summoning his gift of [Berserker]and feeling poisonous rage pour into his veins. His heart began to pump faster, his teeth clenched against each other.

Letting out a wild grunt, he whirled Mjölnir in his left hand and screamed like an enraged bear. The comrades he'd lost served to fuel his avenging fury, the minds of brave men who'd been enslaved by Loki, the millions who'd died and served as fuel to the burning cities, all the mothers and sons who'd fed the appetite of those evil giants.

And he charged, stretching his left arm and encountering the face of a Jotun with it, smashing his helmet. Blood spurted out like a melon as his right hand sliced off the arm and neck of another.

He'd let them come. With heightened senses, he slipped to the right, dodging a blade while his hands worked tirelessly, smashing heads and cutting limbs of any who came at him. Rage pulsed through him, thinking of the victims they'd killed and relishing in the contorted visages of pain he was seeing. Those blonde and black manes were verdict enough. All those Jotnar had fed on humans. They had murdered innocents, and to see them twisting in pain, heads falling to the ground, and blue blood jetting from their necks was justice.

Steel met bone and flesh around him as Einherjar in chainmail and helmet charged and massacred hordes of Jotun.

And then, he let go of his Berserker rage, and his eyes swung toward his left. Something glared in the corner of his eye.

Something was wrong.

"Get away from there!" he shouted, his screams getting lost in the cacophony of battle. And yet, other comrades knew what was about to happen, horses galloping away from the light.

But it was too late.

A massive explosion rocked the earth, like a sun emerging from a spot in the universe. Riders galloping hard to get away from its grasp, bodies of immortal heroes exploding to pieces, metal melting into flesh, until the blinding light started taking human shape. It rose like a skyscraper made of flame, his body flaring with energy, and the air around him warping due to the extreme heat. His eyes and mouth were black spots, like a demon emerging from a bonfire. His right hand held a curved blade of scorching fire.


Chapter 25 - Against the Sun

Blake's mind moved away from the Jotnar hordes, as his body instinctively dodged spear thrust and slashes and focused on the master of Muspelheim.

Surtur let out a roar that shook the sky. His fire sword was as large as a building, and he swung it, catching Jotnar in flight and slicing them and their horses amid horrid screams.

And then, from beneath, Blake noticed monstrous creatures, dragons, serpents and trolls roaring and flying away from the chains that bound them. Tyr ordered his hordes, and other valiant heroes like Thrud and her legions to charge against the monsters.

"Blake!" Alruna spoke in his ear, her hand posed on his shoulder. "Any idea how we can fight him? We don't want to make his power grow!"

Blake hesitated, his mind racing through the possibilities. They'd tried to imprison it before, but he feared that even what he and Bryn had done had contributed to its increased power.

And then, something miraculous happened: fallen men and horses from Odin's side started coming back to action, their limbs joining their torn limbs, agonizing bodies joining together

"I think we can let him take care of him," Bryn said, as the ground beneath Surtur started to shatter and open, the earth spreading and raising, forming thick blocks of ice that circled around the fire giant. Then, Baldur took shape behind him, as large as Surtur. His skin took the glint of metal.

Baldur spread muscular arms and lifted Surtur like a wrestler, before plunging him into the abyss he had created, the ground burst, turning into a prison of diamond that grew around the fire giant's body.

Blake crossed his fingers for Baldur's success, as he was accosted by another horde of enraged Jotnar, this time, dressed in the new modified armor.

Blake rolled his eyes and faced them. "You all want to die, huh? Whoever wants to die, come at me and once and I’ll make it quick!"

He hadn't even stepped forward when Brynhilde's axe flew by them, cutting one in half, whirling forward and then turning like a drone with a life of its own, the Jotnar in question running away and tripping on the dead bodies of their comrades before succumbing to Brynhilde's flying saw.

"Hey, those were mine," Blake said.

"I thought you were so far behind you’d given up."

Blake chuckled.

He killed a few more, but a casual glance at the field above told him that it seemed like he'd just started. There was no end to the sea of Jotun. A faint light started rising in the horizon, behind the blackened clouds and the endless swarm of Jotnar pressing forward.

Where was Loki and where was the wolf that they'd been training so hard to fight?

He decided to fly toward the sky and take a look at how the battle was going. He ascended above the dark clouds and cast a glance at the battlefield beneath . What he saw sent a shiver down his spine.

The battlefield spread like a vast sea, and the Einherjar hordes were the beach in the edge of an endless ocean. Yes, from where Blake had been, the Einherjar were killing Jotun as easy as a man kills a rat, but looking at the larger scheme of things didn't look so good.

Baldur's prison for Surtur was a spot in the lower section of the map, and just as Blake watched, blazing light started leaking from it.

Blake decided to plunge downward, like a meteor crashing against the atmosphere.

"Shit," Blake blurted out as he plunged toward Surtur. The fire giant’s prison exploded in pieces, like shattered glass. To Blake's horror, the fire giant had grown almost twice in size, emerging like a tower of flame. And the monster started walking, riders and even Jotnar scrambling out of its way, and as it stepped, the soil melted into lava. Worst of all, the ground around him started shaking, man-sized monsters springing into life from the ground he touched and destroyed.

Next up, his fiery blade swung rapidly, catching friend and foe alike.

How did that thing grown even larger. Baldur hadn't attacked it, as far as Blake had seen. Had he grown more powerful when exposed to his own heat?

How could that thing even exist?

And then, Blake saw the fire giant charge toward the Einherjar lines, his blade a blur of fire that slashed and seared everything it touched. Baldur's magic raised the ground and formed another prism of shards to encase him.

What was Surtur? Could it even be stopped or restrained? Even Baldur, the most powerful god had failed.

"I will stop you!" Baldur cried to the four winds, becoming as wide as the sun and smashing Surtur's body down, but Surtur slipped away from his grasp and raced toward the Einherjar, his body blazing with light. The fire giant remained still for a moment, gathering energy, his body tensing and flames bursting on his skin. He was about to cause another explosion, and now that they all knew what it meant, the Einherjar started riding away to preserve their lives. Blake tried to reach and dent the ground with lightning, but he saw that now his method was futile, as the monster had grown ten times its size.

Baldur tried to raise another wall of hardened minerals, but Surtur's blade seared through it and melted it as  though it were nothing. It was as if he had adjusted its power and the heat it could generate to whatever Baldur placed in front of him.

Brave Einherjar warriors seemed to decide, out of a whim, to charge against the fire demon, swinging their magic swords and shields to try to stop him. Their bodies and capes caught fire before they reached him, but that did not deter them.

"Get back, you fools!" Baldur shouted, growing even larger than Surtur, and the Einherjar were like ants fleeing from his feet. He enveloped the fire giant and extended another coat of diamond, just before the giant exploded again, this time, like an atom bomb, sending an expansive wave of heat and flame that caught dozens of Einherjar and reduced the battlefield to ash. Only blackened ground remained, stone and earth melting into flaming lava, which bubbled and spurted out monsters of stone and fire.

Blake remained still, noticing how the Einherjar forces started to pull back, retreating and making way to the ever larger Surtur.

The Jotnar seemed stunned, facing the fire giant with fear and awe. Blake saw the frost giant commanders giving orders to keep marching.

And then, Loki's voice echoed across the battlefield. "Advance, you fools! It is your time to kill and conquer."

It was then when the Jotnar charged in unison. The Einherjar were retreating. Even despite de millions of dead Jotnar, they hadn't made any gains.

And the fire giant's feet sunk and melted the ground ahead.

Blake clenched his teeth. Was there a way to fight that thing?

Baldur was not giving up, taking a shape so large that the ground sank under his weight, he tackled the giant, pinning it under his body, the heat searing Baldur’s palms and his chest. Then, Surtur's aura of flame coalesced inward again.

It was getting ready to explode.

"Baldur, get away from there!" Brynhilde shouted, her voice as rough as sandpaper. Baldur raised his chin, facing her.

"Don't be an idiot!" Brynhilde roared. "You don't want to sacrifice yourself like that."

Baldur's body took a massive size and grew unnatural appendages that stretched from his sides, covering the fire giant in its entirety.

"No!" Brynhilde's voice lingered around as the explosion rocked and cracked Baldur’s body at the seams, light escaping like steam through the holes of a pot. The expansive wave sunk into the valley, a circle of energy spreading from that ground zero, expanding and exploding hundreds of feet around from it.

Baldur's diamantine body, now shattered like a defaced statue, fell to the ground in another explosion.

But Surtur did not immediately take shape before their eyes. Blake knew that the giant hadn't died. That would be no foolish glimmer of hope. But the earth around the area started to shake and lava started spurting out from within.

A mile wide chasm started opening, the earth cracking, erupting into a firestorm. Surtur raised massive hands. How tall was that thing now? Half a mile?

"Fuck!" Blake let out, looking at the Einherjar retreating rapidly. A lone figure stood down on the ground, white hair dropping over naked shoulders. Bryn was already rushing toward him. Blake did the same, landing at a rapid speed. The scene around him made him shudder. What had happened? The ground kept spurting flames and lava. It was as if Surtur's explosion had messed up whatever was beneath the earth.

Blake landed close to Baldur. The white-haired god was getting to his feet, Bryn holding him back.

"Don't you see what you're doing, you fool?" Bryn shouted in Baldur's ear. "It doesn't work!"

"It can't be!" Baldur said, his eyes full of shock and disappointment. "I should be able to contain him!"

Blake had never imagined Baldur being wounded on the ground when he first saw him. Naturally, his scars were healing slowly, but it seems like he was still in denial of his loss..

"I have to fight him!" Baldur shouted. "I can! I am invincible. I just need to come up with something, a material capable to contain him."

"Don't be a fool, Baldur, you're in denial!" Bryn shouted. "You've been used to every single thing bending to your will and being invincible. But just see what you're doing, whatever you do, however big you get and whatever you try to block him with, it's not enough. It’ll just make him stronger. We need to find another way."

Blake cleared his throat and walked up to the god. "I... don't want to be annoying, Baldur, but she's right. We... have to stop and think about what's going on."

Horses' hooves echoed behind them. Vidar approached on a white horse, his mane billowing to one side in the wind, next to Freyr, riding a light brown horse, his neck covered in amber necklaces and iron jewels. An arm ring hung at his arm, and his unusual looking sword was sheathed behind his back.

"Freyr!" Blake shouted. "You must help us! I know your sword can defeat Surtur!"

"Aha, the young Protector," Freyr said, his horse coming to a stop and neighing. The god dismounted hastily.

"Where were you all this time?" Blake asked. "Your sword! It has special powers, doesn't it?"

"My sword?" Freyr replied. "It's made to absorb power, lad. It pulls it in and transforms it. But don't chant victory so quickly. We tried that once before, when Surtur attacked Asgard. It didn’t work. The energy absorption did go well up to a point, but it overcharged my sword and passed onto me. It wasn't a pleasant sensation, let me tell you."


Chapter 26 - Desperation

A sense of dread washed over Blake’s mind. He'd go fight the Jotun, but they were no threat compared to Surtur. The fire giant was now running toward the retreating Einherjar. His speed could not match that of Loki or any other god, but it was just enough to stay on the heels of Odin's riders.

And those stupid prophecies were not enough. Svafa had explained a bit more to him. Surtur had been absent from most visions. The destruction he caused, the warriors who fought him would of course show up in the dreams, but there were no details on how to defeat him.

"There's probably no hope," Vidar said bitterly. "Perhaps it's what it's meant to be. We could perhaps retreat or focus on Loki. I will stay here for a moment, but I have to help my father soon."

"Tyr gave an order to me, to come and stop this devil," Baldur countered.

Blake shook his head.

He was facing Vidar the fatalist again.

Blake glanced around at the battle-field. The brave Einherjar had given up on Surtur.

The whistle of someone approaching echoed, like a jet flying across the sky. Alruna landed next to them, carrying Svafa in her back. God-killer in hand and her bow slung across her shoulders.

"Hey, it looks like you guys are in trouble. My dear husband, you’re worried."

"We're here to help," Svafa said, leaping off Alruna’s back.

The blonde Valkyrie stretched her spine by twisting it. "I'll try something if you don't mind," she said.

"How about Odin's straps for Fenrir? Did they work?" Blake asked.

"Lord Vidar has them. We tried them on Midgard too," Freyr explained. "Surtur burned through them. It was a waste."

"I do have them, but my father Odin needs me now as he’s battling the wolf. He has told me to assist him, and entrusts you with defeating this monster."

"So soon?" Blake asked, feeling a stab of guilt. "I can go with you."

Alruna cleared her throat. "Hey, I have an overpowered weapon, by the way. What if we try it?"

"Oh, yes! We could finally put [God-killer]to good use!" Blake said.

"I don't think it'll work, child," Freyr said. "Your weapon sure can remove the life-force of a creature and kill it. This is not even a creature. You’re free to try if you don’t mind a few third-degree burns."

"What is it, then?" Bryn asked.

"It's a force, child, not of nature. A force of destruction. It may sound like a platitude, I know, but it's not one at all. If I am correct, as I could absorb part of its energy, this thing is made of a raw kind of elemental energy. Listen, my blade can swallow energy. Like Odr, like fire, like the power of the sun."

"So, in short, we'd have to use your sword, or something similar," Brynhilde added. "Odin should’ve thought of something like that before. But you said it wasn't nearly enough to hold the energy inside you. What do you do with that energy?"

"You cannot just dissolve energy. Even this kind of raw power can’t be sublimated. It has to be channeled and repurposed immediately. This energy here is more than I can handle it alone. It would probably kill me to absorb even a quarter of his energy. And when that happened he wasn't even half as big as he is now."

"That means," Blake added. "That we'd need to have, what, ten copies of your sword?"

"At least. But my calculations may be wrong, lad. We may need many more."

Blake shrugged. "Well, it's too late. If I were to write to Dwain..."

Freyr shook his head. "It's ancient dwarven magic, from Sindri himself. It won't work. And, well, there's much more about it."

"What do you mean?"

Freyr grasped the handle with one arm and released it from its binds. Smoke wafted from his blade, from the golden runic engravings that covered it.

"I will have to release what I absorb before it kills me. Imagine it, lad."

"So," Svafa said. "It'd be just the same, an explosion."

Freyr chuckled. "This cat, this Surtur right here, he turns it into heat and releases it. We can use it differently. We could turn it into another type of energy, but it wouldn't be stable. I hope it can kill a few Jotun here and there. The problem is that it wouldn't be a beam, or anything like that."

"Then what?"

"It's a contact weapon," Brynhilde explained. "If Surtur's strength is like the force of ten high speed jumbo jets, it'd be a jumbo jet against a single Jotun's head. Or a jumbo jet crashing against the ground".

Blake narrowed his eyes. "Fantastic, I was never good at math. Wait, we could use it against Loki and the wolf."

"If we can keep it for long," Freyr said. "If, and only if we could absorb it all."

Blake sighed. Everyone else was silent.

"I'd go," Alruna said, jumping and floating in Surtur's direction.

"Alruna, wait!" Blake said, jumping to grab her by the hand. "Wait, we’re coming up with something."

"He’s killing our friends as we speak."

"Blake’s right," Brynhilde said. "We can try your weapon but first, let’s see if we can come up with a better plan."

As Blake watched the horizon, it was disappointing to see so many Einherjar riding away from Surtur. But to his side, Odin's army still battled against the overwhelming sea of Jotun warriors.

Suddenly, Svafa was the one to talk.

"I have an idea."

"Let's hear it," Freyr said, putting his sword back into its sheath.

She pressed her lips and moved them to one side, as if thinking how to word it. "You can't absorb all of his energy. What if we absorb it in part?"

"We tried it," Freyr hissed. "It reduced its power for a while, before he grew it again."

"Then, what if we stop time while we do it."

They all exchanged glances.

"Hmm," Freyr narrowed his eyes. "Now you have my attention."

Svafa had a finger on her chin. "We take it bit by bit, while we use Blake's belt. Let's just pray that he's not immune to time and space like the wolf."

Blake breathed deep. Surtur was about to explode again.

"I’m so proud of this girl!" Blake said. "And you too, Alruna and Bryn. You’re all the queens of my world and the best planners. So, I guess there's no time to waste."

Freyr nodded.

"I'll come with you," Bryn said.

"Me too," Svafa and Alruna said.

Blake nodded. Freyr nodded and caught flight, then charging at high speed toward the giant, and Blake following suit.

They lowered their speed as they came closer, coming to a full stop and watching from above.

"Hold on to my shoulders," Blake said. Freyr nodded and placed a hand on him.

The ground around Surtur had turned into the words of Muspelheim, and spread out for miles and miles. Rivers of lava had formed, mounds that spurted magma. Everything was left desolate, and no warrior dared faced him anymore.

Surtur noticed them and turned, looking at them with that ugly demonic face, tensing his fiery body and letting out another thunderous roar.

"Now!" Blake said, passing [Odr]into his belt, crossing his fingers and hoping, no, praying for Surtur to be affected.

He let out a sigh as time stopped on its tracks. The fire giant was caught with its mouth open.

Blake smiled.

"Time to get to work!" Freyr said, and started, releasing the blade from its sheath and approaching the monster. It was like flying near the sun. "Damn, lad, it's hot down there."

"You've got only a minute!" Blake said.

Freyr thrust his blade into the giant's massive back. Fire started seeping into the white sword, and it started to vibrate and glow with an orange hue.

Suddenly, a sound like a jet engine echoed from the edge of the battlefield.

"Oh, shit," Blake said through his teeth. Someone was there, and was unaffected by the belt. He charged at an inhuman speed, coming right at Freyr. The god of life swung his sword and prepared to smite at the figure. Loki appeared, dodging Freyr's swing and slashing at him with a short sword.

Blake charged at Loki, releasing his hammer and ready to smash. He swung as he drew nearer, but Loki slipped easily.

"It's not gonna work, you fools," Loki said, moving away, his black mane shaking in the wind.

Blake tried to dodge, but Loki appeared right behind him again.

He swung and thrust his sword into Blake's stomach.
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"Aha!" said another deep voice. Heimdall behind them, slashing down and hurting Loki in the shoulder.

"You think you could escape from me? I have tricks of my own," Heimdall grunted, manhandling Loki and pinning him to the ground.

"Quick!" Blake shouted at Freyr, drinking [Mead of Renewal]and recovering his health.
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"No time at all!" Freyr answered, now swinging his sword at Loki's head. Great idea, weaken him with Surtur's power instead of wasting it.

But Loki slipped out of Heimdal's grasp and dodged Freyr's swing, the magic blade making contact against the ground.

Blake flinched, expecting an overwhelming explosion of energy.

But nothing happened.

"Oh, lad," Freyr's eyes swung toward him. "You got lucky we still have time."

"And it’s exactly one second," Blake said.

"Get the hell out!" Freyr shouted.

Blake felt the magic run out.

The ground exploded as if someone had dropped a nuke at ground level, dust and stone lifting up dozens of feet and covering Blake's eyesight.

An inhuman growl came next. Blake used Mjölnir's power to fly away from the area. A massive crater now stood where the blade had made contact, the ground collapsing inward into a torrent of flame. Surtur raised, enraged, Freyr jumping away from the area. He looked as if he'd been struck in the face with a hammer, blood pooling under his nose and mouth.

Bryn flew toward them, landing next to Blake. "I assume it didn't go so well."

"Guess who came to ruin the party," Blake said, pointing ahead.

Ahead of them, amid the collapsing ground,, two figures fought like furies. Heimdall's gleaming armor radiated even from behind the torrent of falling dust and smoke. Loki's wand had morphed into a scythe.

"Regroup!" Baldur shouted.

Alruna surged upward along with Baldur, landing next to them.

Surtur was enraged, screaming wildly and charging against the group, who all took to the sky to get away.

"I missed the action, but it seems like it didn't go well," Baldur mumbled. "Next time, I want us all to be there. Loki showed up, so we'll keep him away while Freyr does his work."

"It was too much," Freyr said. "I'm sure I cannot do it. It... Didn't really work. I could barely get one tenth."

"Another thing," Bryn said, running a hand through her fiery hair. "If this is the aftermath of one tenth. Imagine what the rest could've done. All I can think is that you should smash Loki's head with it first thing."

"I thought the same thing," Blake said. "You were one inch away from blowing his head into dust."

"Are you ready, Blake?" Freyr asked.

"One more thing," Svafa broke in. "What if we actually split him to make it easier?"

"What do you mean?" Blake asked, already placing his hands on the sides of his magic belt.

"He's like made of molten iron, isn't he? We could actually cut him in smaller pieces while time is stopped, delaying him gathering his full strength. In the meantime, Lord Freyr can gather the energy and smash it against the ground, repeatedly."

"I like that, now let’s get going, because he's coming!" Freyr shouted as Surtur's train sized magic sword approached them like a blazing comet. Blake grabbed Svafa and flew into the air, while the rest of the group scrambled to get away.

"To me!" Blake shouted, watching the fiery blade stop and then turn toward him. Was the giant gaining speed too? He dodged again, noticing Bryn and Freyr coming closer to him.

Svafa morphed into a raven and soared, dodging Surtur's blade and Jotun arrows, reaching Blake.

"Ready!" Blake said, waiting until she perched over his shoulder. "No time to waste!"

Blake infused power into his belt.

Time stopped around them, away from Heimdall and Loki's struggle. Naturally, Loki tried to get close, with Heimdall trying to block his way.

Baldur spoke, stretching his arm, light coalescing into a long gleaming sword. "Alruna and I will stop Loki. You three do your work!"

They nodded. Svafa pointing a hand on Blake's chest.

"My [Blessing]!" she said.

Right. Blake remembered [Vindir]. Blake hadn't used it yet. She’d’ told him it was wind so sharp that it could cut through stone.

Blake didn't think, but jumped into action immediately. He stretched his hand, channeling the magic of his [Blessing].

A sharp wind emerged from his palm, flying directly toward the monster. It was like a blade formed by the air itself, and he could do one thing at the time, but it sliced through the legs, of the monster separating each of them, like a blacksmith pulling apart a melted piece of iron. It was working.

Blake did it again, decapitating the fire demon, and once more, splitting its hands.

By his side, Svafa summoned another mighty wind, this time, to blow the segments apart from each other.

Freyr got to work, sliding his sword into a flaming section of the monster, drawing its energy and stabbing the ground once, then again.

He'd been sucking out the fire from Surtur's body, and what was left. Blake couldn't tell exactly what it was. It was also vaguely human shaped, but looked like flexible red clay more than anything else, like some sort of a hull.

"Do we have time?" Freyr shouted.

"It's almost gone," Blake replied.

"Shit!" Freyr said.

"Move away!" Freyr shouted. Blake grabbed Svafa and used [Vali’s Leap]to get the hell away from the area.

And then, the magic ran out.

If the previous explosion had made a crater, whatever happened next was like the birth of the grand canyon. Blake couldn’t even see. If he’d been a regular human, his eardrums would’ve blown up along with both sides of his skull, like the stone and debris that burst out literally miles above the ground.

What had happened? Blake tried to make his way into the pervasive cloud of debris, finding himself coughing violently and having to squint.

But there it was, a strange reddish hull of a man with the size of, more than a mountain, perhaps a moon, shards of him joining together.

"Everybody there?" Baldur asked.

"I’m here!" said Bryn.

"Still here," Freyr hissed. "Not by much."

Surtur was assembling himself. Had it worked? It seemed like it had worked to an extent, because Surtur was a bit smaller than before."

"Shit," Blake mumbled as the smoke cleared, revealing what had happened. There was no sign of spawns of Muspelheim in the area, but Blake could see every layer of soil displayed before his eyes. It’d be a field day for a geologist, and way beneath, of course, an entire lake of magma, as if they’d open a gateway to hell.

"It’s working," Freyr said, floating close to Blake.

Surtur roared again, shaking wildly. He’d shrunk back three quarters of his size, and his appearance had changed. His face was still flaming hot, and so was half of his torso, but other parts of him still looked like a naked Red-Skull.

"He wants to fight," Blake said, as the fire demon raised his hand, the blade of fire forming in it, and swung directly at them. It wasn’t hard to avoid, but annoying.

To his surprise, he finally saw a bar of HP displaying on top of the fire giant’s head, as power gathered into his body.

Suddenly, Blake saw a tiny figure charging against the monster and stabbing it through the back with a spear.

It was his wife.

Blake rushed at maximum speed.

"Alruna, what are you doing?"

SURTUR
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"What the hell? It’s working?" Blake said as he approached, noticing that the figure started to twist as if in pain.

Blake knew that if Alruna’s power worked, his own power would, he prepared Mjölnir in hand.

Suddenly, the flames on the monster’s body finally covered him entirely, he tensed his flaming body.

Alruna hissed in frustration.

And he exploded again.

"Alruna!" Blake shouted, as the blast of energy pushed him back and sent a wave of fire that could’ve melted an airplane.

He searched for the bond, fearing the worst. She was still alive, wounded and confused but still alive.

"You monster!" Blake shouted, following the bond and finding Alruna at the depths of the canyon. He landed softly close to her, finding her with a melted armor, concussions and bruises all over, as well as thread of golden fluid dripping across her face. Her arm look horribly broken and disfigured.

"Allie," Blake said, going on his knees and offering her his [Mead of Renewal]. "You did well."

"It’s gone..." she said, her face sour as though she were in deep pain. But she looked back at the monster. "The window is gone."

"Window?"

Blake stared again at the monster. He’d grown bigger, but as much as he tried to focus on his life-force, he couldn’t see it.

Alruna drank the mead, coughed a mouthful of blood and got back on her feet.

"He has life-force!" Blake said. "He’s not just an energy! He’s alive behind all that flame."

"What can we do?" Alruna asked.

Blake narrowed his eyes.

"I’ve got it."

Blake whispered two magical syllables to amplify his voice. Then, he rallied his comrades. "To me, Aesir to me!"

Freyr and Bryn flew like missiles, landing by his side.

"Ready to try again?" Freyr asked.

Svafa, in her raven form, perched on a nearby rock before transforming back.

"Svafa!" Blake said. "Did you see that? He has life-force of his own. We can kill him. We only need to strip him of all his energy."

"Any better idea?" Freyr asked. "We’re not fast enough, lad, and if we do, we’d explode half the planet, or, if I don’t find anywhere to transfer my energy I’d blow my own head off in the process."

Blake scratched his bearded chin. "I’ve got an idea."


Chapter 27 – Final Hours

"What's the plan?" Bryn asked, holding her axe behind her head and stretching her arms.

Blake stood straight and pointed at Surtur. "Remember the spell that Svafa taught me? The one that supposedly helps Loki become faster than light? We may not be able to use it in one-on-one combat, but I'm pretty sure it can help us squeeze those extra seconds."

"Tell me more," Freyr said.

He raised a finger. "If we have only a few seconds with Hraesvelgr's belt, we can go even faster, faster than what mortal senses can catch. Like Loki does when he shows up behind our backs unannounced."

"You're right," Svafa said. "It could work, but... If you do it, the effect would only cover you, and as far as I understand, only Lord Freyr can use that sword. Even if he's touching you when you use that power, it won't work on him."

"That's true," Blake replied." Unless I'm the one guiding his body."

Freyr narrowed his eyes and shook his head. "Lad, it's not just about touching Surtur. I have to summon the sword's power."

Blake scratched his own chin. "What if I activate the spell while you're using the power? What if we try it?"

Freyr narrowed his eyes, thoughtful. "I'll have to put my trust in you. I should be able to absorb the power and push it out as well. If I don't do it in time, it may burn me up and kill me."

"That's something to worry about," Blake admitted. "I'm sorry. Tell me if you're willing to do it."

"I have no choice," Freyr said. "Even if I die because of it. There's no way around it, if it can give us a chance to wind.

Freyr unsheathed his sword, the runes on his blade gleaming like fire. "Get ready, son of Odin."

"Now, that’s bravery," Brynhilde broke in. "Hail to you, Freyr. And hail every one of our heroes tonight."

Freyr nodded, placing a hand on Blake's shoulder. Blake did the same to Alruna; she did the same to Svafa and so on, until they had all formed a chain.

Then, Blake faced the giant, chanted a basic spell and raised his voice.

"Surtur! You flaming lizard! Come to me! I have hurt you and humiliated you. It seems like you're afraid of us. Come here so that I show the nine worlds what a weasel you are."

The monster didn't make himself wait. His steps resounded like thunder, sinking and melting the ground as he roared. His face emerged from above the canyon, roaring like a devil and stretching out a flaming hand.

And Blake summoned the power of his belt.

Time stopped, aside from the rumble of Loki's battle against Heimdall.

"All here?" Blake asked.

"All here," the other warriors responded in unison.

"Let's slice through this bad-boy!" Bryn said, flying like a rocket and slicing off Surtur's head, while Blake summoned [Vindir], sending threads of wind as sharp as knives and sliced legs. Svafa's hurricane pushed the body parts away, spreading threads of molten metal.

Freyr pressed his hand to Blake's shoulder. They exchanged glances, and Blake nodded, using [Skald's Voice]and infusing all his [Speed Rings]. He started chanting the long melody at an increased speed, hoping that it would be fast enough. Then the effects kicked in, and it felt like entering another dimension of time, even beyond the layer where all the rest of the world had stopped. Brynhilde, Alruna and even Freyr still moved, but it was barely noticeable.

He got to work, grabbing Freyr by the shoulders and jumping toward Surtur's head, stabbing it and watching as the fire seeped into the sword, illuminating it red.

He felt time accelerating again while he flew toward the ground. Freyr reacted and Blake began chanting the same spell, repeating the process. Freyr was aware and had reversed the flow of the energy, while Blake guided his hands and released it against the ground.

He thought of reaching Loki for one last time and dropping it on his face, but it was unlikely that he'd manage to reach him.

He repeated the process, time speeding up once again, but still under Hraesvelgr's belt. Freyr did one of the moves on his own, before Blake's chanting caught up, and let the last beam of energy close to the Jotnar hordes.

Then, time ran out.

Deafening roars echoed and the earth heaved like a crumbling mountain, fire and lava spurted from the ground, and Blake raced away from the canyon along with his comrades.

Through the mist and fire, Surtur was already starting to reform, his body like red clay started melding into each other. He had no eyes and face, giving it an uncanny Lovecraftian look. The monster was tensing his muscles and swinging blindly, as if searching for his lost power.

"He's afraid!" Freyr exclaimed triumphantly.

Before Blake could blink again, Alruna flew like a hunting eagle and stabbed the giant through the back.

SURTUR

[HP -238]

[HP: 1308/1780]

"It's working!" Alruna said, her grip tightening on the spear as it reverberated with energy. The monster writhed like a possessed man, but was unable to scream.

And then, another voice shrieked in the distance with the agony of defeat.

Loki was rushing at them, shortening the distance insanely fast.

"Not today, buddy!" Brynhilde shouted, dodging, calculating his approach, and slamming his face with her axe.

LOKI

[HP: -345]

[HP: 1655/2000]

Surtur tried to get Alruna off his chest, pushing her and punching with fists like hammers of hot iron, but Baldur appeared above them, his hands stretched, the ground and even the magma around him raising and coalescing around his limbs, building a mountain of diamond.

The once giant of fire kept writhing like a serpent.

Loki was flying in Alruna's direction. Blake hissed the velocity spell under his breath and raced toward her.

In that moment, when time slowed down, he saw Loki drift in time and space, anger in his poisonous eyes.

Blake was quicker this time, slamming a hammer into Loki's chest before the god could counter. Bones cracked and the god spurted blue blood.

Behind Blake, Surtur's life-force kept decreasing, and his clay-like body started cracking like dry stone. Its mouth opened widely, and she shook again, but even that was too much for its frail body.

Alruna kept her teeth pressed as the last specks of Surtur crumbled like a sandcastle.

"No!" Loki shouted, now on his knees, pushing himself upward. His broken ribcage and the wounds on his body recovered immediately, despite the damage to his armor, and he started flying toward Blake.

Blake pointed at Loki with his hammer. "Seems like your first pet is gone! And now it's your turn!"

Was that fear in Loki's eyes?

But the Lord of Chaos started laughing.

"Meh, that was nothing. I have an announcement to make, one that you would enjoy very much! Heimdall is dead. Your hope of defeating me is dead! Don't you see? Your prophecy was wrong. Your armies are fleeing, and thousands of Einherjar are now dead!"

"That can't be!" Svafa shouted. "Heimdall..."

"We don't need Heimdall to kill you," Blake said, getting his hammer ready.

Loki grinned, then flew away like a frightened rabbit. Blake transferred magic into his rings and chased him across the field. Away from Surtur's crater, the Einherjar were overwhelmed by an endless swarm of Jotnar. On top of that, more Jotun vessels kept landing from the edges of the battlefield. How many millions were out there? But Blake focused on Loki. Where was he taking him? Away from the battlefield? Bryn, Svafa, and Alruna followed closely.

"Girls!" Blake stopped mid-air, watching Bryn and Alruna approach, with Svafa in her raven form soaring from behind before morphing back, jumping right into Blake's arms.

Blake caught her, and she hugged him tighter, pressing her forehead against his chest.

"Don't you ever think of leaving us behind, my love," Svafa said.

"What's going on?" he asked as the others moved closer.

"What do you mean? We come to help? Like we planned," Brynhilde said. "And remember. I also have to get some payback from the God of Assholes."

"Blake," Alruna added. "Baldur and Freyr went to help the Einherjar. Remember, we're stronger together!"

Blake breathed in. He had made a promise to them. Hell, they were still stronger than him in general. And there was nothing like a good team, especially a team that loved each other to death.

Bryn reached for his hand. "We're stronger together, Blake! Even if the wolf comes."

"That's what I think," Blake replied. "That he’ll throw the wolf at us."

He reached for his hand and removed his outer layer of gloves. He had a second one beneath, one with Kraken poison, ready to paralyze any wolf demon who stood in his way.

Alruna wiggled her fingers and winked at him. She had some too.

"We'll put that animal down for good," Blake said, unable to suppress that primal fear that made his stomach turn. He had faced the simulation multiple times, and they would kill it now ninety percent of the time.

But it had been a simulation.

It had come close to it once, and the wolf had ignored him and mocked him as a weakling.

Svafa placed her hands around his cheeks and kissed him on the lips.

"For good luck," she said gently. Blake could feel her emotions stir, her heart beating fast.

Alruna placed her fists against her hips. "Now that you did that, we'll have to do it too!"

"I can't complain," Blake said, his worry dissipating a little.

Alruna gave him a nice smooch and slapped his butt. Bryn pulled him by the collar and gave him a long, deep kiss, before pushing his face away.

Blake let out a pleasured sigh.

"Now that it's the three of us who are not related," Alruna said. "It's time to spice things up a notch."

"Wow," Blake felt another kind of chill through his body. "Um, let's leave that kind of talk for tonight. Let's go."

"Alright, stud," Bryn said. "Don't be saying that you're too tired after battle. Alright, let's find Loki. Where did that asshole go?"

"I'll check!" Svafa announced. She started chanting, mist engulfing her body as she turned into a black raven. She spread her wings, flying up and taking a quick round before returning and morphing back.

"It doesn't look good," Svafa said. "Odin and Vidar are fighting! Hurry up, we've got to catch them before it gets worse."

They flew away from the steppes toward a range of rocky mountains and hills. As they approached, Blake could make out grunts of battle and expansive waves of energy that whirled in the air. Thousands of Jotnar lay dead on the ground around which Odin stood, back to back with Vidar.

Loki sat among the rocks of the cliff, a hand on his cheek and the other on his staff.

Odin and Vidar seemed exhausted, Odin holding [Gungnir]in both hands, as if expecting an attack. Vidar's sword gleamed with power, and golden blood already stained his bare torso.

Vidar's eyes swung toward him. He said nothing, but that glance was enough to convey that they needed them.

In that moment, the wolf appeared, his head as large as a chariot, fangs like curved swords tearing into Vidar's flesh and impaling him. Vidar slashed upward, tearing into the wolf's skin, as Odin thrust his spear into Fenrir's back.

But the wolf dodged.

"No!" Blake charged against the wolf, swinging his hammer rapidly, but Fenrir was long gone.

In less than a millisecond, Blake felt those jaws pierce through his armor and skin. He shouted, remembering his training and lifting his palms. But the wolf disappeared again.

[HP – 240]

[HP: 430/819]

He cursed. He was sure that the poison could change the course of the fight and save his comrades. Pain circulated through his body. The sensation of a sharp cylinder tearing through his flesh was similar to what he experienced in the warrior's dream, with an added emotion that did not help at all: the fear of actually dying and failing.

Vidar hissed, leaning on his sword. In an instant, he stepped forward, leaping with his magic boot and charging against Loki. He hadn't even made it halfway when the wolf sprang to action and started chewing through his chest.

Blake fell on his knees, breathing heavily. "Allfather!"

Odin was moving slowly. Upon closer look, Blake saw that even the highest god of all was wounded, precious golden blood staining his robe and armor, barely holding on to his staff and with a face covered in soot."You've done well, child," Odin said, moving closer to him and using his spear as a cane.

Blake rushed toward him. "Allfather! We've come to help."

A woman's scream echoed behind him. Blake turned sharply, shock pushing through his mind, as he found Brynhilde lying horizontally, with the wolf's fangs crossing completely through her body as she struggled to get out.

Blake couldn't believe it. He couldn't allow it, but that vision...

"Come at me, you filthy mutt!" Blake shouted, on his knees, getting his hands ready.

As if he had summoned the devil himself, Blake felt it tear through his chest and abdomen again, completely passing through him.

[HP – 237]

[HP: 193/819]

He reacted, stretching his fingers, stabbing at the wolf's gums and keeping his hands in place.

In the meantime, Vidar had managed to slash at the wolf's side.

FENRIR:

[-128]

[HP: 1324/1999]

Great, Odin and Vidar had already damaged him a bit. It couldn't be that bad. Blake calculated the time; Alruna and Svafa were still around, and if Odin managed to strike while the wolf was paralyzed, they'd damage him more quickly.

But once again, the wolf shut its jaws around Blake.

He felt his stomach turn inside him.

Had the poison not worked?

"What was that?" said a voice out of his darkest nightmares. The wolf was speaking, laughing like a demon out of hell. "Poison?"

Blake opened his eyes as the wolf's fangs mauled into his leg.

[HP: -145]

[48/819]

Loki stretched his hand, hissing something inaudible, and swirls of molten metal started twisting around Blake, around Odin, Baldur, and even the girls. They attached to their necks, hands, and legs, and held them restrained.

The wolf appeared in front of them, a massive mountain of muscle and fur, its eyes like yellow bonfires, fangs snarling like a nightmare.

"I've got you all ready for the ceremony," Loki walked down the stone boulder, stairs forming into the rock as he stepped down. "The moment I become the god of the Nine Worlds."


Chapter 28 – Twilight of the Gods

Magic chains sprang to life from the ground, as fast as attacking snakes, and wrapped around the wrists and legs of the Aesir, including Blake’s wives. Blake stepped back as a pair spread in front of him, like the tentacles of a mechanical octopus, reaching for his torso and pulling him with the strength of an elephant.

Blake struggled to break free, managing to reach into a bottle of [Mead of Renewal]. He extracted it from his girdle, but it exploded in his hand.

“I’ve told you,” Loki stepped down from the rocks. “You decided to keep fighting, knowing that I was gonna win. Now, your defeat will be all the more painful.”

Odin stretched his hand, the magic chains around him shattering like glass. He let out a furious grunt, summoning his spear back into his hand before charging against Loki.

But the wolf caught him mid-air, sinking fangs into his chest, brutally mauling the god. Golden blood seeped all around him, and [Gungnir], the gleaming spear of godhood, slipped from his hands.

“No!” Blake shouted, feeling his vocal chords tensing in pain. He focused on strength and speed and pulled the chains apart, but they seemed to grow thicker and stronger the more he pulled.

Loki’s laugh echoed deeply around them. “You fools, you’re exactly where I wanted you. Your poisons, your magics, all your plans amount to nothing! Each one of you is one bite away from eternal death. No plan of yours will save you now.”

Loki picked up the spear off the ground. The silver runes started shifting and turning green.

“No!” Vidar’s shrieks cut through the air. The blonde god used his power to break the ground beneath his feet, but Loki’s bonds thickened around him.

“Son, finish him at once!” Loki ordered.

In less than the blink of an eye, Fenrir snarled again and re-appeared biting into Vidar’s throat.

The blonde god’s eyes shot up in pain, he tried to breathe, but Aesir blood erupted from his mouth and nostrils.

Blake gasped. That couldn’t be happening.

Odin, once again, managed to break free, staggering toward Blake.

“Son!” Odin stretched his hands, reaching for Blake’s. Was he relying on him? Odin had the power to break him free. “Your hammer, your hammer can beat him!”

And then, Loki coalesced right next to Odin, holding his sword high and slashing it across Odin’s legs. The father of the gods fell to his knees in pain.

“You fool!” Loki shrieked.

Odin’s face was on the ground, he looked up with his single eye, his eyepatch had been torn, revealing a sunken scar now marred with gold blood.

“Any last words, blood-brother?” Loki said mockingly.

He pointed at Blake.

“Son,” Odin stretched his hand toward him. “There’s one last chance.”

Odin caught Blake’s naked wrist. Good thing the old man hadn’t reached for his poisoned fingertips. What message did he want to convey? For Blake not to give up? If only Blake had a spell to use. Yes, he’d try [Vindir], with it, he’d perhaps be able to cut through the chains.

Odin smiled.

And Loki stabbed him in the back.

“No, no, no!” Blake screamed. There was no denying it, Odin had stopped breathing. Colors started to fade around him, and Odin’s body began to disintegrate like burnt ash.

“Yes, yes!” Loki stretched his hands to the heavens. “Come to me, come to me and make me ruler over everything!”

Blake felt something in his chest. Was his heart suffering from all the wounds and pain? It felt as if someone had canned lightning in his sternum. It made him want to shake it off at first, but it began spreading.

He’d been on the brink of dying dozens of times. The colors around him started to shift, from black and red to yellow and white.

In front of him, Loki was staring at his own hand. His triumphant smile had morphed into a face of confusion and despair.

“What did you do?” Loki hissed, looking at the ash on the ground that had become of the Allfather.

Somehow, Blake’s wounds had healed. His head spun as if he were experiencing a fever dream. A thousand voices started to echo in his head. Awareness that he hadn’t ever conceived of before, of the rocks, the sky, the beings under the sea, cells in his body, cells in other people’s bodies. He was here, there, in the sky.

His mouth opened almost involuntarily and he screamed.

“Blake?” Bryn shouted, worry in her voice. “Blake, what’s...”

She curled up, partially bending the chains that bound her and holding her head, as if she were having a headache.

Through the gaps of awareness that came through, he saw three figures standing on top of the cliff. Heimdall was alive, standing between Eir and Baldur. She also looked distraught, her eyes fixed on him.

But she smiled.

“You,” Loki hissed, pointing at Heimdall. “You are supposed to be dead!”

Heimdall disappeared from view and appeared a step away from Loki, unsheathing a sword that shone like the moon and aiming it at his legs.

“You’re wrong about that and much more,” Eir said, leaping and landing in front of Loki.

“I am the goddess of healing!” she shouted, lifting both hands toward the sky. “And I can bring back those on the brink of death. And here they come!”

“And I...” Baldur said. “Command these chains to break!”

The magic restraints around Blake’s comrades shattered. Loki turned sharply, holding the spear in one hand and his wand in the other.

Heimdall tackled him, pushing him to the ground and wrestling the spear out of his hand.

Blake turned around, trying to concentrate, but realizing that he still couldn’t move his body. It felt like he was lacking the strength to carry out simple tasks, but that the power inside him, the energy that gave life to his body, was capable of even destroying the world.

The great wolf appeared, opening massive jaws in front of Eir, as crystal spikes emerged from the ground, probably Baldur’s magic, trapping the wolf and stabbing through its jaws.

And then, Vidar’s sword cut the air and caught the wolf in the mouth. Blake managed to push himself to his feet, a headache weighing his body down.

“What’s happening?” he asked, shielding his eyes from the light.

He felt a hand on his shoulder. Baldur was extending Odin’s spear to him.

“What is it?” Blake said through heavy breaths.

“Come on,” Baldur said. “Let’s get to work.”

Blake stretched his arm; it felt as heavy as a mountain, but he managed to wrap his hand around Gungnir.

In that moment, the world changed.

He was shot through the sky, the power inside his chest threatening to engulf him and break out, like a sun glowing in his chest. He lost all sense of being attached to his body; instead, what he saw seemed like deep space through a telescope, an endless encompassing blackness surrounded by lights and clusters of matter in hues of pink and green.

Baldur appeared in front of him, more like an illusion than the real thing, his hand stretched, still holding the other end of the spear.

“Blake, my brother... Odin gave you his power before he died. He gave you his rulership of the cosmos.”

“What? Me?”

“Odin gave you his power as a god.”

“But why me? Why not you? I...”

“This is the last thing Loki would’ve expected. You’re the last person Loki thought would receive it. Then Loki would’ve gone for me. Loki hated you but wanted to keep you alive to see you suffer. That’s why when Loki stabbed Odin, he found an empty shell, with no godhood to offer.”

It made complete sense, all that knowledge and power seeping through his body, willing to be set free. Willing to be used.

Now, he could tell there was an ocean of power within him. He concentrated on the part of his consciousness that linked him to his body, his hand around the spear. Connections rang true in his mind, an awareness of everything. Of every step in Odin’s plan.

Odin... He knew. He wanted to die. He had been tired and ready to leave it in other hands.

There was no other way to jump-start a new world.

And now, Blake had to remake it.

“How do I do it?” Blake asked.

“The spear is the only tool that can help you unwrap the pattern of reality, reach the base that built it. The power that Ymir had, that Odin took, and bound it to the spear. You can remake the world. Would you like me by your side?” Baldur asked.

Blake searched his mind, his knowledge of geology, of time and space, of physics, of biology, of the compounds that made up all matter and all the elements. It had become so close to him that it was instinctive.

But there were still things he didn’t know. What about souls?

It was all too new.

“I need you with me, Baldur. All this knowledge is overwhelming, but you can help me make sense out of it!” “Alright, then I’ll help you. First, see what you can do. Organize your plan, decide what you’d like the world to look like, and the power will guide you to know how to make it last and survive for thousands of years. But this world has to restart. You can’t just pick up where it left off, because this world is already overcharged with entropy. Surtur was the last of it, but it lives on. You’d have to destroy it all and make it all back up again.”

“But what about the people we fought so hard to save? Can I put them all back? They’re alive, and I feel like I can.”

“Oh, yes you can. That’s what Odin did when he created this world. There were fewer people then, only Jotun and Aesir legions, and he restarted the world with all of them where they left off, but he reformed the earth. You could do that.”

“There are other realms, Niflheim for instance. It’s full of people and dwarves! I know I can try to protect their cities, what they made... Aside from that, people would have to rebuild. I can give them health, longer lives, and more.”

“Let’s do it!” Baldur exclaimed.

Blake’s mind drifted further away from his senses, into a world beyond forms and ideas. A world of existence, beyond time and space. Like looking inside the code of a computer, his awareness shifted, realizing what was happening. The chaos, the violence in the world had reached a crescendo, a conundrum of violent energy that currently enveloped the earth.

If he changed things, if he healed the skies and the earth, that would not change anything. In that realm, it was manifested in millions of tiny threads.

From afar, he could see the Norns. They didn’t look real. More like puppets moving in time.

He realized that to start the world again, he had to end this one and try to keep as much as he could. And even as a supreme god, it was hard to remain aware of which was which.

Blake split his mind in two.

One helped Baldur, started rebuilding all worlds, dissolving toxins in the earth, transforming the atmosphere, and healing rivers and soil. He broke down the soot and toxic nuclear waste, the black clouds of ash and soot that had prolonged the nuclear winter.

He shifted the earth’s orbit toward the perfect spot and adjusted the chemical composition of the atmosphere. He altered the absorption rates of plants, the course of evolution, trying to leave it as close as possible to what he had on earth while making sure that the whole planet retained optimal conditions. He accelerated the passage of time, healing trees, forests, animal species, and bacteria on the ground.

“I’ll stay with you,” Baldur said.

And the other side of Blake’s mind focused on the battle in front of his eyes.

The wolf kept shifting through time and space, hiding, and biting.

But the girls were the stars of the show. They’d practiced with Vidar. They’d arranged their attacks, drawing the wolf to one of them while the other three remained near, ready to strike. And Vidar had a trick up his sleeve: a thread of silver that he’d hidden between his robes and prepared to use in the last moment.

Bryn stepped forward and stretched her arms. “Come on, you stinking animal. Let’s see what you’re made of!”

The wolf appeared, catching her in its fangs. It bit through her chest and she didn’t manage to get out. But in that moment, Vidar and Eir stretched the silver thread around the wolf’s neck, each holding one end.

The wolf pulled, throwing Eir to the side, but her hand remained gripped on the thread.

“Now!” Bryn shouted.

Vidar stood in front of the wolf, taunting him. Fenrir opened his stinking mouth and inched forward.

Then, Vidar pressed his magic boot against the wolf’s mouth and stepped inside.

“’I’ll borrow this, Blake,” Brynhilde shouted, dropping something on top of the wolf’s jaw. The creature’s eyes opened wide as he pulled. It crashed, pinning the wolf’s mouth against the ground. It was Mjölnir.

“Excellent!” Vidar shouted, charging his sword and stabbing through the roof of the wolf’s mouth. The wolf desperately struggled to move, but to no avail. That very moment, Alruna stabbed Fenrir’s head with [God-killer] and the countdown started again.

“I’m sorry, buddy.” Vidar said cynically, slashing deep into the wolf’s brain from inside. “Nothing personal. You were a nice pet. Too bad you had to get put down.”

Vidar’s supercharged sword dug deep through the wolf’s skull, emerging from the other side in a splash of blue fluid and brain matter.

“No!” Loki said, scrambling back toward the wall. He started laughing. “You’ll lose anyway.”

Heimdall moved slowly toward him, sword in hand.

“That’s what you think.” Heimdall chuckled. “Don’t you see? We have a real god now?”

“A god? Don’t make me laugh,” Loki said, but his smile soon turned into a frown as soon as he saw Blake.

Blake could see himself from below, and from any angle imaginable, watching himself and Baldur suspended mid-air, jointly holding the spear, surrounded by a blur of light that seemed to wrap the air around him.

Vidar, Bryn, Eir, Alruna and Svafa all raced toward Loki, blocking his way and cornering him.

“No!” Loki shifted, disappearing and re-appearing closer to Blake, swinging his blade and preparing to smite off his head.

Bryn’s flying axe slashed Loki through the back.

“Alright,” Heimdall said, appearing forward and wrapping his massive hand around Loki’s neck. “Little rat. Let’s see what you’re made of.”

Loki tried to writhe away, swinging into Heimdall’s side, but Alruna stabbed him through the back. His body tensed up in fear and pain as [God-killer] moved through his skin and started its work.

Loki grinned, his eyes glowed brighter, and he summoned an explosion of green flame. But after the smoke cleared up, neither Eir nor Heimdall had been hurt. The warped air around them proved that Svafa had raised a magic shield just in time to protect them.

And then, in one swift move and with a giant slash of Heimdall’s sword, Loki’s head rolled off his shoulders.

That was the moment when the world ceased to be.

***

Blake and Baldur remade the world.

The entire, endless thread that the Norns had spun burned away like a thread of gunpowder. But its essence remained.

[Gungnir] sunk into the depths of reality, beyond the Norns, beyond what made it, and Blake and Baldur wrote the laws of this new universe.

His mind raced through the possibilities. Could he make a perfect world, without death, without pain?

But how could there be life with no death?

Even beauty had to fade and give way to decay and emptiness. This world had to have everything.

But now, he’d make a head start. He’d give them their Gullaldr, a Golden Age of peace, long life, and abundance, before entropy started to take it all.

“I’ll be with you,” Baldur said. “And I agree, these people have suffered much. We’ll give them a beautiful world, a world with health, safety, and love. A land of perpetual spring.”

“But then...”

“The world will slowly drift away from that glory. Know, Blake, that this is what Odin wanted. A Golden Age that lasted for tens of thousands of years.”

There were dozens of combinations he could start with, but he had to follow the rules.

The sun punctured through the clouds, the compounds in the air, the soot, the toxins, the radiation, it all morphed, exchanging molecules, transmutating into other elements, their energy transforming into life-force. The permafrost and snow melted and dissolved. Grass sprouting from the ground, accompanied with flowers and herbs, bypassing thousands of years, toxins across the rivers, plastic melding into the ground, plant life springing forth and bearing flowers and fruit.

The battle continued. Jotnar and Einherjar appearing in combat in Blake’s new world.

“They’re still winning,” Blake said, worry in his voice. He faced Baldur. “I can see... some of our comrades are still trapped in Niflheim.”

“I know what you’re thinking. Let’s do it.”

“And...”

Blake smiled, suddenly feeling more powerful than ever. He looked through time and space. As he was still giving inputs into the new pattern, he had access to everything, even things that he would not be able to do after his new world was formed.

There was an important step he had to take.

***

Hel looked around. She seemed startled as ripping blades of grass sprang from the ground, lush and full of life, even spitting out a few flowers now and then. She gasped and stared back at her mother.

“Is this what father wanted?” she asked the older woman.

Angrboda knelt next to her daughter.

“If so,” she said, looking up at the blazing sun. “He might remember me after all.”

There was something glowing in Hel’s chest. She looked down, puzzled and fearful, as a black light emerged from her chest, like an animal fleeing from her grasp.

Odin had given that to her. Those were the keys of Hel, the guardianship over all those souls, bound for thousands of years.

Blake retrieved them, taking shape in his hand.

The woman ran a hand over her heart.

“What’s wrong?” Angrboda asked, wrapping her arms protectively around her daughter.

Hel’s eyes turned toward her, confusion and despair marring her face.

“Father?” she shouted, a tear dripping from her eye. “Did you take that from me? The only thing... The only place that belonged to me and where I could be myself? Father! Don’t you see? I wanted to be with them forever! They would all have been together, all! They would’ve never been alone again?”

“It’s not your father,” Blake said into her mind. “I took it. You may have it again if you behave and follow my rules.”

“Where’s father?” Hel asked, frantically going on her knees and crawling forward, her eyes scanning for the source of the voice.

“Hel, who are you talking to?” Angrboda asked.

Blake answered into both their minds.

“Loki is dead. We are the new creators. But do not fear, we may have a place for you if you follow us.”

***

With the keys of Hel, he rounded up souls who had fought bravely across history, whether they died in battle or not. He joined their souls with matter that Baldur commanded, re-forming their bodies and bringing them to life.

He gathered the memories from the shores of Hel, stored into blades of grass, breathed knowledge of this battle into their minds, and put them on the battlefield.

Friedrich emerged, wearing his blue uniform and carrying a heavy WWI machine gun, insignia on his collar marking him as a rear captain. Blake restored all his memories. His comrades exchanged glances, confused, surrounded by a mass of Jotun forces, fighting the remnants of Valhalla and Folkvangr.

“Now this, my friends,” Friedrich faced his men. “Is a battle worth fighting.”

Millions of soldiers with noble hearts and loyalties, from across the centuries, from across time, from different sides of the same wars, emerged onto their battlefield, with one command: defeat the giants and heal the world.

Robert Olson emerged in the prime of his youth, wearing his WWII uniform and carrying an M1Garand Rifle, along with the boys he raided Omaha with.

And Blake had one more group to save.

On the edge of the sky, another ship with Jotnar special forces awaited, looking from their magic ships at the sea of battle. In that vast battlefield, there was little sign of Einherjar, but a tiny sparkled way back on the horizon.

“He’s winning!” chieftain Aurvandil shouted, close to the drakkar of the vessel. “The Lord of Chaos has triumphed! See, this must be the world he promised!”

Ancient giants in armor and sword, Jotun chieftains, and generals started raising their fists to the sky and hailing their race and their leaders.

Blake’s soul looked for Kevin, positioned in the same ship as the Jotun chieftains, waiting for the command to come down and cause terror among the Einherjar. The human troop stood in the center of the ship, all in uniform and wielding their weapons like perfect soldiers. They exchanged glances, confused, as if something was missing. Something was wrong in their minds.

Blake focused on Kevin.

He only had to think it, and it would happen.

The Mind-Seal on the soldier’s head slipped from his forehead, dropping like a coin.

Kevin’s eyes swung toward the sides. All of his fellow soldiers stared at their hands and their weapons.

“Kevin,” Blake spoke into the man’s mind, echoing among his comrades.

Kevin looked around.

“Don’t draw attention to yourself.

Dozens of Jotun waited on the edges of those ships.

Aurvandil, chieftain of the Jotnar, stood at the helm of his ship, stabbing through the hull with his sword. “Damn the Allfather! Whatever he’s doing, he’s doing well. It’s not only Folkvangr, there are all these humans... By the elder gods. Sorceress! Get ready to descend.”

“Aye, chieftain,” said a red-headed Jotun sorceress with long legs and a crown of leaves.

“Wait for my order,” Blake said into their minds. The men remained silent.

“Shit,” Kevin said, rubbing his forehead. Kevin continued to speak in thoughts. “Can you read our minds now? What’s this?”

“I can do it for a few minutes, and then never again. I need you all to remain calm. I’ve linked into all of your minds. Listen, you were mind-controlled by Loki until now. I need you to play the part for now. Remain still...”

They waited until Blake issued his command, the squadron didn’t hesitate and dried those Jotun brains from behind. Their lightning guns seared skins, melted faces, and destroyed every last giant on the ship.

“Now don’t worry about flying this,” Blake spoke telepathically. “I’ll get it ready.”

Baldur placed a hand on Blake’s shoulders.

“We’re doing well. Quick, let’s set the rules for mortality and death! You’ll have to let go of the spear soon and continue living!”

Blake stretched the staff and set it forth, calculating the most efficient way. He’d give these people some love, anyway. He used his power to resurrect all of the ones who had died since Loki’s first attack, during the nuclear attacks and the Jotun wars.

Why not give a few more generations to those who were loved and respected by their families?

Beyond those recent deaths and the soldiers, he’d let the sea of souls at the gates of hell receive the Jotun and remain there. The souls in the pool would reincarnate as humanity repopulated the earth.

The rules were set, but Blake and Baldur, despite knowing how the world would unfold, could not yet see the future. It would take another sacrifice, like Odin’s.

Then they were ready to make their return to the world they had set in motion.

And he saw that he now had liberty over his own body and stats in the system. There was not much to change in terms of physicality and mental strength, but he’d give himself a head start in regards to stats, in case the Jotun wanted to keep fighting. Especially his speed. So he blatantly increased his level.

[You have leveled up!]

Current stats are:

Name: Blake Olson

Class: Aesir

Level: 100

XP: 2/10000

[HP]: 3000/3000

[Odr (Mana)]: 100/240

[Strength]: 18

[Agility]: 87

[Intelligence]: 20

[Reaction time]: 20

Blake’s wives and the old gods of Asgard stood in a circle over a field of flowering grass, beneath a green hill that had been barren and covered in snow minutes before.

He descended, his feet gently touching the ground.

"Blake!" his wives approached, hugging him tightly, before facing the other gods. "You did it."

"Now that’s what I call a god!" Brynhilde said.

He sighed, and gave the spear to Baldur.

"It’s about time," he said. "Thank you for all that you did! Now, we have a lot to do to make sure all these people thrive and survive."

"The battle still rages," Bryn said. "What should we do? Do you want to massacre the last Jotun? If we let them live they’ll keep stirring up trouble."

Baldur was the one to answer."We can’t start a golden age by massacring people. We’d be the same as them. We’d offer them a choice. They’re our brothers. Odin is gone, Loki is gone, their feud has no reason to continue. We may even office the power that they lost. We will offer peace or expel them. I predict that some will join us, and live in peace as our brothers. The others will be let alone, but even if we tried to kill them. Is it not a horrible thing to attempt to eradicate our own brothers?"

Bryn hesitated, but then looked at Blake.

"Baldur is the biggest brain around here," Blake said. "I like to say I’m the brawn and get things done, but I’m nothing without my goddesses. I say let’s go and help, and start a new world worthy of Odin’s sacrifice."

"Hail Blake Olson, Protector of Mankind!" Alruna said, proudly raising her spear.

Blake shrugged. "You’re the one who killed Surtur! You’re more of a protector. Which reminds me."

He faced Svafa, the dark-haired Valkyrie had a smile of relief on her face, her hair was messy and a few bruises still crossed her arms and face. And yet, she looked as beautiful as ever. Blake stepped in front of her and dropped to one knee. He stretched his hand, producing a curved staff that everyone recognized.

It was Loki’s magic wand.

Blake cleared his throat.

"Finishing the Norse tradition of taking loot from battle and giving it as the most precious gift. This is, well, the ultimate loot. It was used for horrible things, but I know you will use it to heal, to feed and to protect. You are now a goddess, and you earned that title with your devotion and skill." Blake paused. "Svafa, I love you, can’t live without you, and want you to be my wife."

"Hell yes!" Svafa said, jumping into Blake’s arms and melting into a kiss.


The end of the final book of Warriors of Valhalla.
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