PRAISE FOR NORSE CODE

“NORSE CODE is a clever, witty reimagining of one of our enduring myths in a world of Southern
Cdifornia baristas and shopping mdls Ragnarok a Mdibu, with wandering gods, thoughtful mongters,
high-tech Vakyries, and world-gpanning catastrophes. Van Eekhout demonstrates his well-deserved
reputation as amaderful short fiction sylist on a much larger canvas—one that stretches from the frozen
basements of hdl to the depths of black infinity, without ever losing his focus on the humen and the
humane. A satidfying read that taps the vein of our oldest legends in the most modern way possible.”
—Jay Lake, author of Escapement
“NORSE CODE has bone-crunching battles, ironic ravens, a resstance movement of dead lowans, a
great loner hero redeemed by the love of a spunky Vakyrie in Cdifornia during the apocaypse, and lots
of wit. If that doesn’t sound likefunto you, dl | can say is well, I'm sorry. Causeitis”
—Maureen McHugh, author of China Mountain Zhang
“A renegade Vakyrie and a runaway god team up to stop the apocaypse in a book filled with battles
and betrayds, love and hope. If the world ends tomorrow, you can’'t do anything better than read Greg
van Eekhout's NORSE CODE. But don't blame me if you end up joining the resstance. | love this
book.”
—C. C. Finlay, author of The Patriot Witch
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N THE LAST true day of soring the nine worlds will ever know, my brother and | fly recon through the
land of the gods. From thishigh up, Asgard shimmers. The shidds that roof the timber hdls glimmer like
golden fish scales. It's dl green grass and fluffy white sheep and fresh red blood. A very pretty scene.

“One, two, Sxteen, seven hundred and eighty-three” my brother intones as we fly over the wal where
the heads of giants St atop stakes, dripping blood. “Four thousand and eight.”

“What are you doing?’

“Counting,” he says, angling hiswings to swoop down for a closer look.

“Counting what?’ | ask, fallowing.

“Everything. Five million and Sx.”

My brother is good with questions of what and when and how much, and he remembers it dl. His
nameis Munin, or Memory, and he annoys me.

As for mysf, I'm better with questions of why and how and what next and what goes on in the
minds of gods and men. | can see what happens in their skulls better than an dectroencephaogram. | am
Hugin, or Reason, or Thought, and we are the ravens of Odin. Every morming he sends us out to fly
through the worlds, and every evening we return to perch on his shoulder and tdl him what we' ve seen
and heard. Sometimes | even tdl imwhat | think.

We have been fallowing one of Odin’s sons today, the one caled Hermod, who is coming home for
thefirg timein severd dozen years. Tdl and thin, winang as though the brilliance of Asgard giveshim a
headache, he approaches the gates of the city. He has walked far today. This morning he woke up on the
shore of a white-sand beach in Midgard, the world of men, enjoying warmth and solitude. 1t's not that
Hermod doesn't like people and gods; he just likes them better from a distance. For this reason, he
spends a great ded of timein Midgard, for man at this time hasn't yet built his greet cities and highways
and shopping mals He hasn't yet invented plastic and televison. On the continent that will later be
known as North America, humans are just starting to establish a toehold, chasing game across the Bering
land bridge. Hermod is much more likdy to encounter a woolly mammoth in Midgard than a human
being.

Nothing makes Hermod happier than wandering with the broad sky above his head and stalks of wild
whest brushing his knees. Some consider his restlessness a fault. But before this day is done and a stake
isdriven through the heart of the Aesir’s paradise, Hermod' s giftswill be caled upon.

So why has he come home? He's not sure himsdf. He fdt something today, when he was lazing on
that beach. Something changed. Something enormous, though Hermod can't quite put hisfinger on it. It's
just a feding, as though every particle in the universe suddenly changed state. And, strangely, he had a
drong desre to see his brother Bddr. So he started waking. And he kept waking until he found a
swirling arch of light, the rainbow bridge Bifrost. Now he approaches the dity of his birth with dread.

“One hundred forty-six thousand, three hundred and two,” says Munin.

“What's that now?’

“The number of hairs on Hermod' s head.”

Hours later, night has fdlen, and Odin’s hdl of Vahdlais lit like a forge. Whirlwinds of embers spird
up to the rafters. Odin dts on his high seat, dutching his spear. His one eye glows like a fired cod. The
hole where his other eye used to be is a dark chasm that knows no bottom. Beside him gts his wife,
Frigg, soft and lovdy and soothing as bread from the oven.



The hdl isin a state of full-scde revelry. Gods and warriors drink tankard after tankard of the mead
that squirts from the teats of a goat the 9ze of a Midgard mastodon. They eat from an equdly monstrous
boar, who squedls piteoudy as medt is diced from his flanks. Tables and chairs sal across the room.
Cups smash together in toast. It isa good time. The party isnot in honor of Hermod, who stands againgt
thewadl in shadow, trying and falling to stay sober. Insteed, it isin honor of Hermod' s brother Baldr.

Badr, so handsome and far he gives off a glow, dts a a table and indulgently drinks whatever his
admirers put in his hands. Unlike Hermod, he can handle the strong drink of Asgard, and he will not
disgppoint those who have come to celebrate his life If Thor is dl the raging weether of earth
compressed into bodily form, and if Njord holds the might of the seas in his eyes, then Bddr isdl thet is
good and right and hopeful in the world.

Long ago a shyl told Odin that Baldr's desth would be the fird link in a long chain of events
cuminating in the end of the gods and the destruction of the nine worlds. And then, earlier this week,
Bddr had a dream in which he died. So ther€' s been some nervousnessin Asgard.

But as soon as she heard of the dream, Frigg, Odin's wife and Badr's mother, had taken care of
things She exacted an oath from every creature living or inert, every animd, insect, fish, bird, every rock
and chunk of meta—she took an oath from everything—that no harm would come to Baldr.

WEell, she did leave out one thing. A amdl thing. Just a sorig of mistletoe growing on the outskirts of the
city.

Too inggnificant to be worth worrying abouit.

Which brings us back to Hermod.

EACHING OUT to grab an defrom a passing servant girl, Hermod douched againg the wall, watching
the fedtivities from the shadows. He had entered the hal hours ago but hadn’t yet paid his respects to his
parents, and every moment that went by was making things worse. Maybe the best thing to do was dip
out now, get back on the road, wak until his shoes wore out, and then walk some more and try to forget
the murky anger brewing ever snce he'd learned of Frigg's oath enchantment. Hermod hadn’t needed a
g0l cast on him to get him to pledge no harm to Badr. Why would he want to hurt Baldr? Nobody
wanted to hurt Baldr.

He drained his cup and looked to the high seats where Odin and Figg sat. Odin had many
guisss—mad poet-magician, gray wanderer—but tonight he was the grest warlord, powerful, grim, and
incrutable. His wolf lay at his feet, and his two insufferable raven spies perched on his shoulders.
Hermod couldn’'t even begin to guess what was going on in his father's mind as he watched over the
proceedings.

Meanwhile, Frigg was in conference with some hunchbacked old crone, her face serious and intent as
the old woman whispered in her ear. What was the crone doing in the hadlowed hal of Vahdla? Who
knew? In any case, his parents were cdearly busy, and it would be rude to interrupt them. Good time to
hit the road.

“You've returned!” Baldr was suddenly pulling him into a warm embrace, dgpping him on the back
and laughing in his good-natured way. “Please tdl me you'll be saying in Asgard awhile, brother. We
have missed you.”

“Wdl, I ... Yes, I'll be gaying. Of course” And Hermod was surprised to find he actudly meant it. It
hed been years since he'd entered his own hdl, longer ill snce he'd sat in counsdl with his Aesr kin,
and perhaps it was time to settle down, at least for alittle while, and reacquaint himsdf with Asgard.

And why had his thoughts on this matter changed so suddenly? he wondered.

“It isgood to see you, Badr. | trust there ve been no more dreams?’

Bddr smiled, embarrassed. “Ah, yes, my dreams. | fear alot of fuss has been made over nothing.”

“Mother doesn’t make fusses over nothing. That was a powerful piece of enchantment she worked on



the worlds”

“And whally unnecessary. But, then, she and Odin have been frightened by the idea of Ragnarok for
Kmetime”

Badr dmog, but not quite, rolled his eyes.

“Ian't the end of the worlds worth fearing?’ Hermod said. For some reason, he found himsdf suddenly
wanting to put a protective arm around his brother, but he resisted.

Bddr took two tankards from a serving girl and replaced Hermod' s empty cup with one of them. “The
find days are avery, very long way off, | think.”

“Winter dways seems along way off in the beginning of spring,” Hermod said.

They clacked cups.

A few hours later, when the host was even deeper in their cups, someone came up with the idea of
hurling weapons a Badr. The math was smple

1. Bddr can't be hurt.
2. It sentertaining to throw weapons.
3. Weapons should be thrown at Baldr.

Tables and benches were dragged away to make room near the hearth, and Badr stood done in a
crcde of orange light, an indulgent amile on his face. He never sought to be the center of attention, but if it
would stiffy others, he' d submit to it.

It began with Thor. He made his way down the length of the floor, like a sorm cloud gathering mdice.
Hermod took one look at the spear in his hands and knew this was a bad idea. Surdy Frigg's spdl of
protection hadn’t been cast for the Aesr's amusemen.

Thor flung his missle with a clgp of thunder. The spear struck Baldr's chest and exploded in a cloud of
splinters. Baldr laughed and brushed debris from his tunic, and the hdl erupted in cheers that made the
flamesin the hearth quaver.

Thor glowered. “Let metry my hammer.”

After that, everyone wanted a turn. Arrows were shot. Swords were thrust. Cauldrons of bailing
water and flaming torches and benches and tables collided with Baldr, much to the merriment of al.

Somebody tried to put a spear in Hermod' s hands—that crone he'd seen conferring with his mother
earlie—but he begged off, daming he' d hurt his shoulder in a fdl down a mountan. The woman
released ahigh ped of laughter in response. In truth, dragged low by drink, Hermod was sure he'd miss
and accidentally maim a sarving girl.

That left only blind HOd among Hermod' s brothers who were present and hadn't yet taken aturn.

Hod was the darkness to his twin Baldr’s light. He stood tal and done, his dark eyes like welsin a
limestone face. Hermod didn't like to look too closdly into Hod' s eyes. They went along way down.

Sumped over a table, Hermod watched the gray-cloaked old woman hobble toward Hod, leaning
heavily on her walking stick. Seemingly aware of her approach, Hod shifted his posture uncomfortably.

“Why do you nat join in the game?’ she asked, her voice like aragged taon.

“Thelag time threw a spear,” said Hod, “it went out a window.”

Amid laughs, the woman persisted, wheedling; Hod continued to demur, but dong with the weariness
inhis voice was alonging. How many times had he remained on the margins of things while his brothers
and cousins played at contests and had adventures? Hermod sought those margins for himsdlf, but Hod
had been thrust into them, and it had been that way ever snce they were boys, when Hermod and Badr
would race through the woods, bouncing off trees, chasng down wolves. Hod was ever Ieft behind, a
slhouette dminishing in the distance.

“I will lend you my gtick to throw,” the crone said, “and | will guide your am. Come, what's the
harm?’ She placed her waking stick in Hod' s hand. 1t was a twisted, legfy thing, clumped with dirt and
grass and what looked to Hermod like mistietoe.

HOd could not have been more awkward holding the stick if it were a dead edl. He raised the rude
spear, ready to throw it, but the woman put her hand on Hod's arm.

“Too low, dear. Let me help.”

“l think this is a bad idea,” H6d said, and Hermod tried to voice his agreement, but his drunken



muitering was logt in the assembly’s cheering. On her high seat, Frigg looked on, her peaceful amile
meatching Baldr’s. Odin’s face was blank stone.

Hod let the stick fly. 1t wobbled and corkscrewed, and when it punched through Baldr's flesh, he let
out a squeak of pain and surprise. He laughed a little, as though he thought the dart protruding from his
chest was ajoke. Then hefdl.

Later, people would say that color drained from the world at that moment. They would say thet every
living thing wilted just a little bit. But Hermod noticed none of that at the time. What he noticed instead
was that Badr looked like most other dead people he'd seen. His skin went gray. A froth of blood
formed on hislips. There was afilmy red ar bubble that Hermod couldn’t take his eyes off until it findly
popped.

His brother was just a corpse. No doubt the first of many to come.

NLY TWO HOURS into Mid's firg job, things were dready going badly. For one, the duct tape had
come loose over the recruit’'s mouth, and he was screaming so loudly that Mist was sure he'd be heard
through the walls of the van, even above the roar of Route 21 traffic.

She turned to her companion in the passenger seat. 1 thought he was supposed to stay out for at least
another hour.”

“Do | look like an anesthesiologist? Chloroform’s not an exact science.”

Mig shook her head at Grimnir. He did not look like any kind of ologist. Decked out in black jeans,
quadruple-XL leather coat, and black homburg crammed over his head, he looked like what he was. a
thug. Her thug, she reminded hersdlf, dill amazed at the idea of having her own devoted thug after having
been with NorseCODE for only three months.

In back, the recruit pleaded for mercy. Migt steded hersdf againg his cries. Too much depended on
the work to let a soft heart get in the way.

Grimnir durped hard on the straw of his Big Gulp and popped open the glove box to retrieve a roll of
tape. “I'll go back and redo him.”

“Never mind,” Migt said, aming the van down the off-ramp. “We re dmogt there”

There was a vadt, flat gray area of indudrid parks and scrap yards, where a dummy corporation
severd steps removed from NorseCODE had prepared a warehouse expresdy for this particular job.

Mig rolled down her window, letting in a blast of cold ar and April snowflakes, and punched a
security code in a box mounted on a short metd pole. A moment later, the automatic warehouse doors
opened and she drove onto the concrete floor. The doors screeched shut and she killed the engine.

Grimnir got out and walked around to the sSde of the van. With reasonable care, he lowered the
recruit’s hog-tied form to the ground and used shears to cut the pladtic ties that bound his hands and legs.
The recruit had gone quiet, but Mist expected he'd start screaming again now that he was unbound. The
warehouse was wdl insulated and equipped with fans and blowers configured to be as noisy as possible
on the outside, in order to conced interior sounds.

Tdl and trim in workout pants and a New Jersey Nets swestshirt, the man stood, shoulders hunched,
like someone expecting a piano to fdl on his head. “I don’'t know what this is about, but you've got the
wrong guy.” His voice quavered only alittle

“Your name is Adrian Hoover,” Mig said. “You live a 3892 Sunset Court, Passaic, New Jersey.
Y ou're twenty-seven years old. You've been an actuary for Atlantic Insurance since graduating with a
finance degree from Montclar State. | could dso recite your Socid Security number, driver's license
number, cdl phone, anything you'd like. Y ou' re definitdy not the wrong guy.”

Mid's boss, Radgrid, stressed the importance of establishing authority early in the recruitment process.



While Mig spoke, Grimnir removed two shotgun cases from a compartment beneath the van's
floorboards.

Hoover’'s face looked green and dammy under the fluorescent lights His eyes darted around the
warehouse, a the ranks of port-a-johns and the glasswalled sde office, its file cabinets full of authentic
paperwork provided in the event that agents of some Midgard authority came knocking.

“You are about to undergo a trid,” Mig sad. “It's your right to understand—or a least be made
aware of—the purpose behind it.”

Grimnir opened one of the gun cases and withdrew along sword. He rolled his neck and shoulders to
loosen them and took afew practice lunges.

“Trid?But ... | haven't done anything.” There was at least as much outrage as fear in Hoover’s voice.
Mig took that as a positive sgn.

“It's not what you've done, it'swho you are. You and your fathers”

“My dad? He owns adry cleaners . Isthat what thisis about? Does he owe you money?’

“My nameis Mig,” she sad, forging ahead. “I’'m a Vakyrie, in the service of the All-Father Odin. My
jobisto hdp him prepare for Ragnarok, the find battle between the gods and their enemies. To that end,
I’'m in the business of recruiting fighters for the Einherjar, the dite regiment of warriors who, when the
time comes, will fight at the side of the Aesir, who are essantidly gods. In short, if we have any hope of
winning, we need the best amy of dl time. For reasons we can go into later, we have identified you as a
promisng candidate.”

Grimnir's sword swooshed through the air as he continued to warm up.

“Are you guysin some kind of cult?” Hoover said, making an effort not to look at Grimnir. “Rdigion, |
mean? I'll ligen to anything you have to say. I'm open-minded.”

Mig opened the other gun case and removed another sword. The blade glimmered dully in the fla
warehouse lights

“There are two qudifications for one to earn a place on Odin’s mead bench. The fighter mus be a
blood descendant of Odin. Wdl, that's a preference more than a hard-and-fast qudification, but,
anyway, we have determined that you're of Odin's blood. The second qudification—and this one is
essentid—is that the fighter die bravely on the fidld of combat.” She presented the sword to him, bowing
her head in observance of aformdity she didn’t redly fed.

Hoover looked at her, appdled. “A blood descendant of ... ? 1 don't even know what you're talking
about, and you're going to kill me? Y ou're going to murder me?’

“Murder?” Grimnir scoffed. “Hardly. It'll be afar fight. And,” he added with awink & Mig, “there's
aways the possihility you could beat me. Now, take up your sword and prepare to be glorious”

Hoover covered his face with his hands. His shoulders shook. “Please, | don't understand any of this.
I’'m not... whatever you think | am. I'm an actuary.”

Oh, crap, Mig thought. | can salvage this. I'd better salvage it. Maybe Hoover possessed the
potentid to become a great warrior, but nothing in his experience had prepared him to be captured
during hismorning jog, drugged, tossed in the back of a van, bound and gagged, and told he now had to
fight agrinning ox with a sword to determine his postmorta feate.

She decided to go off script.

“l know how weird thisis” she said, trying to avoid usng a kindergarten-teacher voice. “Ragnarok,
Odin, dl that. | was raised Catholic, so this was dl very strange to me too. But what you are one day
doesn't have to be what you are the next. | wasn't dways a Vakyrie. Just three months ago, | was an
MBA sudent named Kathy Cadtillo. Then ... something happened. My world flipped over, everything
spilled out of its tidy order. But it's possble to go through that and thrive. Take the sword,” she urged.
“You don't have to beat Grimnir. You just have to fight him. You'll be rewarded. Trust me”

Hoover sank to his knees, convulsng with sobs. Migt continued to hold his sword out to him,
awkward as an unreturned handshake.

She sghed. It cost NorseCODE afortune in time and treasure to locate suitable Einherjar recruits, and
nobody in the organization would be happy to hear they’d wasted their invesment on Hoover. Least of
dl Radgrid.



“Grim, | don't think this one€'s going to work out.”

Grimnir looked down a Hoover asif peering benesth the hood at a hopeesdy broken engine. “Yeah,
| think you got that right. Wdl, stand him up, then. | don't like killing a man when he's on his knees.”

Hoover looked up at them, his breaths catching in hiccuping gawps.

“We're letting him go,” Mig said.

Grimnir pinched the bridge of his nose. “Kid, it doesn’t work that way. We have to finish the job.”

“We have finished the job. We re supposed to fill the ranks of Vahdla, not Hdhem. He's obvioudy
not fit for Vahdla, so | say we' re done with him.”

“Likeit matters what you say? We work for Radgrid, and there's no way she'd be cool with cutting
hm loose.”

“It matters what | say because | outrank you, and you' ve sworn an oath to me”

“I've dso sworn an oath to Radgrid. And to Odin, for that metter.”

“Great, and we can untangle that knot of obligations later, so for now how about we do what's right?
Hoover’s gat no idea where he is now, no way he could find his way back. Let’s drive him even farther
out to the middle of bumfuck and dump him on the side of the road. We lose nothing that way.”

“Yes” Hoover gasped, his eyes gleaming with hope. “Just leave me somewhere. | won't tdl anyone
about this, | swear. | wouldn't even know what to tel anyoneif | wanted to.”

Grimnir ignored him. “The test ian't fading death, the test is dying. You've been a this only three
months, Migt, so maybe you 4ill don't get how important the work is. But I'm Einherjar mysdf, and in
the end it's gonna be guys like me with our asses on the line againg wolves and giants. The system’s
worked in some form or another for thousands of years. You can't just start fucking with it now.”

But Mig did understand how important the work was. Radgrid had impressed that upon her rather
convinangly, and Migt lived in the world. It had been winter for three years now. She knew things were
fdling apart. And Ragnarok would be disaster beyond measure. Worse then the Big One, worse than an
F5 tornado, worse then a city-drowning hurricane or a land-swalowing tsunami. Worse than a nuclear
holocaust. The thin shidd line provided by the gods and the Einherjar was the only thing standing
between continued existence and Ragnarok. It was absolutdy essentia that the Einherjar have enough
fighters for the war, and Migt was even willing to kill to see it done. Aslong as whomever she killed went
onto servein Vahdla But sending them to Hdhem was a different metter.

Grimnir took two steps forward, his boot hedls echoing to the rafters of the warehouse. Rain clattered
agang the opague kylights. Hoover was arying so hard now that Migt thought he'd vomit. Grimnir
watched him with a pitying expression.

“Grimnir, don't—" Mig sad.

Grimnir surged forward. Mig tried to block his thrugt with the weapon meant for Hoover, her blade
diding off Grimnir's. She hacked downward, cutting through Grimnir's hat, and when her blade edge hit
inches into the back of Grimnir's head, it sounded like pounding wet cardboard with a club. He squedled,
his knees giving way, but not before his momentum carried him forward and his sword plunged into
Hoover’s baly. Grimnir fdl on him, and Hoover released two loud, whisling breaths before faling slent.

Mig stared in dishdief at the corpses, their mingling blood gleaming like black ail in the queasy
fluorescent glare.

The ar grew cold and thick with a stretched cotton haze, and Migt knew what was coming. She'd
experienced it three months earlier, when she and her sigter, Lilly, had been shot on the way home from
the grocery store. Mist never learned who'd shot them and why—thieves after their groceries, sensdess
drive-by, crazy drunk sniper-homeowner, it could have been anyone for any reason. Ragnarok was
coming, and people were fdling to dl kinds of craziness.

An aching cold rushed through the warehouse, and then the road was reveded. The parade of the
dead dretched as far as Mig could see, far beyond the wals of the warehouse. The dead shuffled
forward, shoulders bent, eyes cast down, like daves expecting the bite of the whip. Many of them were
old and ill, dried out and hollow, their faces paper-white. Others had died more-violent desths and
shambled on with bullet holesin their bloody clothes. One teenage boy, dressed in the charred remnants
of a T-shirt and jeans, trailed his intestines behind him like the train of a bridd gown. The dead were dl



around, dragging themselves in a queue without end, thousands, tens of thousands of murmuring dead, dl
waking the road to Helheim. Like Lilly three months ago. Like Mig, if Radgrid hadn’t intervened.

If Adrian Hoover had died bravely, Mist’'s next job would have been to escort him through the seam
between worlds and bring him to the warrior paradise of Vadhdlain the city of Asgard. There he would
edt the finest roast meats, drink the richest des, enjoy the flesh of willing and comdy maidens. Instead, he
would now wak the road north and down, to Queen Hd’s redlm of Hehem.

As one of the Einherjar, Grimnir would take awhile to hedl, but he'd be okay. Technicdly, he'd been
dead for centuries.

“My somach hurts” said Hoover. Rather, his spirit body sad it, saring mournfully down at his own
corpse.

“I'm sorry,” Mig said. The words came out dowly, as though she had to carve each one out of stone.
“| tried to stop him. He gave me some sword training, but | couldn’'t stop him.”

Hoover’'s spirit body shuffled forward, toward the dow herd of the dead. “My stomach hurts” he said
agan. “When will it stop hurting?’

Mig thought of Lilly. The bullet had ripped through her sster’s side, under her rib cage, and exited
through her belly. She had not died ingtantly. Neither had Migt.

“Adrian, don't go with them.” She grabbed his am. He fdt like thick dush, and she couldn’t pull him
away. He kept moving dong with the other dead. “You don’t have to go with them,” she said, desperate.

“But | do,” he said. “Don’'t you remember murdering me? I'm not sure why, but | have to go down the
road.”

She had to do something. She had to save hm. Somehow. She'd faled Lilly, but she wouldn't fal
Hoover. What if she went with him, followed him to Helhem, dlamed custody? Maybe she could bargain
with Hel.

But the procession of spirit bodies was aready fading to whispers of light, and when she reached out
agan for Hoover, her hand passed through his shoulder. She walked dongsde him for a few more steps,
and then he was gone, as were the other dead and the road itsdf. Migt found hersdf done with the two
corpses under the buzzing warehouse lights

ENICE BEACH, CALIFORNIA: chdk-white sky, waves the color of lead, sand like wet cement.
Hermod trudged south, his jeans soaked, his socks squirting water like apar of sponges. Beside him, an
Alaskan maamute trotted happily.

“Here | am, miserable” Hermod said, “and look at you, dl amiles”

Wingon barked in the afirmative and bolted off into white shrouds of fog. Maybe he'd sniffed out a
body washed ashore and was dosng in for a snack. Hermod grudgingly admired the dog's attitude.
When the world was dying, it made sense to cultivete a taste for carrion. Hermod only wished he could
do a better job of falowing Wington's example. His last med was more than twenty-four hours behind
him, and dl he could think about were steaming piles of roast boar and warm de, right from the goat’s
teat. But it had been severd thousand years snce he' d enjoyed that kind of home cooking.

Despite the grim weather, Hermod and his dog didn’t have the beach to themsdves. Figures moved in
the fog like ghosts, picking through storm debris for wood to dry. Old men waved metd detectors over
heaps of kelp, and whenever one drew close, Hermod would count the man's eyes.

“Hey, miger, you wanna buy a god?’

Hermod froze in the sand. A gray apparition stood severd feet away in the swirling sdt air. Hermod
undung his duffd bag and yanked hard on the zipper. He plunged his hand ingde and wrapped his fingers
around the hilt of his sword. Behind him, waves thudded againg the shore.



“What did you say?’

“l said, do you want to buy a dog?’ came areedy voice. “lan't he just the sweetest? Oh, slly, don't
lick my face!”

The figure came forward. It was a girl, draped in blankets. Dirty blond dreadiocks framed a
grime-streaked face. She cradled a amdl bdl of white and gray fluff. It squirmed and tried to get at her
chinwith apink and black speckled tongue.

“Thanks” Hermod said. “I’ve aready got a dog.”

“Not like this one, you don't. This one's gonna grow up big. Real big.”

Hermod took a closer look. The dog's fur was a mixture of snow and smoke. Its ears tapered to
points. Its paws were as large as the girl’ sfids.

“That's awolf pup,” Hermod said.

Thegirl squedled, “Oh, cold tongue! Not inmy ear!”

“Where d you get awalf pup?’

“l know someone who knows a woman,” the girl said, placing her hand gently around the pup’s
muzzle. “And she knows a woman who raises them. I'll trade for your jacket if you want him.”

The waves broke like digant cannon fire, and an old song scraiched a the back of Hermod's
memory. Something about a woman who raised wolves. But was it a woman? Maybe it was a witch or a
giant. HE d never had much of a head for musc, and there were so many songs and chants and poems
and incantations crowding his collected years that he could hardly hear an old bit of skadic verse without
it devolving into “Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy of Company B.”

There lives a woman, there lives a woman who raises the wolves ...

The wolf pup squirmed in the girl’s arms, and she sruggled to mantan her grip. “Hey, what's with
you, fuzzy bean?’ Losing her hold, she dropped it onto the sand, and it scampered off on its big dumsy
paws. “Where are you going?’ she cried, taking off after it. “I wasn't redly going to trade you! Come
back!”

Hermod stared after them for a few moments, until Wington trotted out of the murk to his sde. Red
dicky bits of gull feathers stuck to the maamute's jaw.

“Let’'s get off the beach,” Hermod said to the dog. “Y ou're giving me the creeps.”

#HH#HH#

OU EVER get an eaeworm?’ Hermod started on his eghth beer, very much feding the previous seven.
His acohol intolerance had aways been a point of embarrassment back home, where his brothers and
cousins could put down barrel after barrel of de. They might vomit it dl back up before sunrise, but the
point was, they could down barrels of it fird.

“An earworm? What' s that, some kind of parasite?’

For the past hour he'd been enjoying redive comfort a the bar of the Venice Sidewak Café,
conveniently located mere yards from the beach. An open restaurant on the boardwalk was a rare find,
mog of the food stands and cafés having shuttered themselves againg weather and vanddism. His
companion was a woman in her early forties with har the color of a highly polished trombone; he
remembered she was named Roxie, or Trixie, or Linda He liked her because she had a cute button nose
and was willing to buy him more beers than he could handle (which appeared to be four), and he was
hoping she' d take enough of a shine to him to invite im home, or at least buy him a second plate of chili
fries

“It' slike a song you can't get out of your head,” he said. “It just plays over and over and over 'til you
want to jam a spoon in your ear and scoop your brains out.”

Roxie or Trixie or Linda nodded. “Yeeh, | get those. One time it was the fird movement of
Stravinsky’s Symphony in C, for, like, two days. Thought | was gonna go bugfuck.”

Hermod took a sp of histhin yelow beer. “ So, you live near here?’



“l have to say, though, | dill adore Stravinsky,” she said, ignoring his question. “Those orchestral
textures of his—nothing dse like them. It's just that nobody likes a skipping record. When you know
what’s coming next, and then it does, again and again and again, it's panful.”

Hermod drew hisfinger across the rim of the plate, picking up chili residue, and licked it. “Painful.”

“What's your earworm?’

“There lives a woman,” he sang tundedy. “ There lives a woman who raises the wolves. You
recognize it?’

She sipped her own beer. It was only her second. “Not the way you're anging it.” She gave hisam a
playful punch, then rubbed his shoulder, as if to make the boo-boo go away. “You're not as skinny as
you look,” she said, giving him an appreciative regppraisa.

“I'm not as anything as | look.”

“Ooh, Mr. Mydterious. Where did you say you were from?’

“Origindly? Just on the other sde of the bridge.”

“Okay. And which bridge would that be?’

“The rainbow one.”

The woman giggled. “You're so weird.”

“It'sjust the beer. That, and this stupid song going through my head.”

The woman flagged the bartender and held up two fingers “My daddy dways sad the worst hel is
ingde a man's head.”

“Oh, Hd’s probably not what you'd expect,” Hermod said. “At least not until you actudly meet her.”

“Of course,” the woman sighed. “Hdl is awoman, and you were married to her.”

Hermod gratefully took the fresh mug of beer the bartender put in front of him, drained a fourth of it,
and wiped away a foam mugtache. “Hd'’s not married. You go north and down, for nine days and nine
nights, into the sunless lands, through chasms with walls so high you can’t see the top. You come to the
freezing river. Beyond thet is the corpse gate. It's awall formed of corpses intertwined, arms and legs dl
tangled. They'll speak to you, and they’ll want to touch you, because you' re warm. Beyond the gate is
the entrance to Hdheim itsdf, and it's guarded by the hound Garm, huge and emaciated and terrible. And
then Hel, queen of the deadlands. Half of her is pure flesh, soft and rosy as the most beautiful virgin's.
And the other hdf is black like a rotten banana ped. | once asked her if | could take two of my brothers
back home to the living worlds with me. She said | could take just Baldr, but | inssted on bringing Hod
back with me too. | figured that was only far. She wouldn't go for that, and then everything got redly
screwed up.”

The woman looked a her watch and signded the bartender again, and Hermod paid little attention to
her as she settled the tab, because the song in his head wouldn't leave him done.

“Thanks, Linda,” he said, as she got up and put on her jacket. “Sorry if | creeped you out there”

There lives a woman. There lives a woman in Ironwood. There lives a woman in Ironwood who
raises the wolves of Fenrir’s kin, and one will grow to eat the sun and the moon.

Hermod raised his glass to finish his beer. Instead, he set it down and stared into the risng bubbles.

A raven hooked its claws over the seat Hermod's lunch companion had vacated. “Would you like to
know how many women you' ve struck out with over the course of your life?’

“Tdl your brother to fly off while he ill has wings” Hermod said to Hugin, who was perched atop a
beer-tap handle.

“The gil on the beach had a wdlf pup, and you let her go.” Hugin's weight pulled down on the beer
tap, dribbling Bud Lite.

“It doesn't have anything to do with me” Hermod said. “I’'m just a pedestrian in thisworld.”

“I"d say you're running out of sSdewalk.”

“Me and everyone dse” Hermod finished his beer and rose, glancing at the raven’s shiny black eyes
to find his own reflection saring back at him.

“There's a seam to Ironwood nearby,” Hugin said. “ There are more wolves. Maybe you should follow
the sdewdk there”

“l don’'t see why | should, redly.”



“Because you want to keep on waking. You like waking, don't you?’

“Hey!” The bartender rushed over, sngoping his bar towd at the ravens. “Frickin' crows, Jesud!
Shoo!”

The ravens flapped away out the open door, and once they were gone, the bartender gave Hermod a
dirty look, asif he'd brought them in with him. He glared a& Hermod's empty glass and empty plate and
opened his mouth, but Hermod forestaled him.

“Don’'t worry, I'm on my way.”

Outsde, he retrieved Wingon and strode off a a good pace. Hermod redly did like walking. 1t helped
take his mind off things. Such as the ravens, whom he hadn’t seen in centuries. Of course, just because
he hadn’t seen them didn’t mean that they hadn’t seen him.

“Jugt keep waking,” he muttered. “Does't matter. None of it matters. It's got nothing to do with me.
I'm a pedestrian.” And for awhile he managed to lose himsdf in the rhythm of his footfals This is what
he was good at. He' d successfully let entire decades pass thisway. Centuries, even.

Rounding a corner onto Venice Boulevard, he caught a faint whiff of hot pepper in the air. Wington
growled irritebly. At a trip mdl, a pair of workers were replacing the front window of a laundromet.
From the glass shards and the remnants of riot-control gas, Hermod figured there' d been some action
here recently. Random acts of supidity were becoming even more common as the months passed and
winter refused to release its grip. And as bad as things were in Southern Cdifornia, other parts of the
planet were taking worse punishment. People blamed the fresk westher on the cascade effects of globa
waming and retreeting glaciers, and who was to say they were wrong? Hermod had experienced many
long winters. Even ice ages. Just because things were cold in Cdifornia and everywhere dse didn't
necessaxrily mean it was Fimbul-Winter.

Hermod spotted a plywood sgn across the street, wired to an ivy-choked chainlink fence
IRONWOOD NURSERY .

He wondered how the people who lived around here experienced this place. Maybe to them it was
just where they purchased their begonias. But some places looked different, depending on the angle from
which you encountered them. Hermod spent alot of time within these strange angles. It was the only way
to approach the seams between worlds.

“You stay put,” he said to Wington, reaching down to scratch behind the dog's ears. “Find yoursdf a
nice, plump sguab to munch, if you want. But you don't cross the street after me, understand? And if I'm
not back in an hour, you're on your own.”

Wington whined and rubbed his muzze againg Hermod's pant leg. About a year ago, Hermod had
picked him up in Churchill, Manitoba, the last survivor of his litter. They got dong pretty wel. Winston
was a good traveing companion; he didn’'t ask questions.

Jaywaking across Venice Boulevard, Hermod checked the zipper of his duffd bag to make sure it
waan't stuck. It would be just his luck to die of a snagged zipper. Death was inevitable, but there was no
sensein dying supidly. Rusty hinges screeched as he pushed open the gate and entered the cover of the
nursery. Marking the way toward a tangle of bushes, barren ornamental orange trees flanked a narrow
path of cracked concrete paving stones. A hand-scrawled cardboard sign indicated the daly price
increases on vegetable seeds. Withered potted plants raised on wooden pdlets showed more evidence
of the crud weather. A few people went about ther busness here—a dlver-haired Japanese men
aranging bonsal trees and a boy stting rattraps by a pdm tree—but otherwise the nursery fdt
abandoned. Hermod continued on through cottony fog.

Something cdled him off the path—ingtinct, or a spdl, or a doom—and he stomped through ivy,
whidling “Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy.” When the sour tinge of urine touched his nose, he again checked
the zipper of his duffd.

He came upon a peach-colored metd Quonset hut edged with rugt, like aflower past its bloom. Vines
crawled up the Sdes and arched over the top, studded with yelow flowers and white fungd colonies and
fly-specked spiderwebs. It was an entire ecosystem, an entire world.

From the duffd, he removed a bundle of stolen motel-room towels and unwrapped his sword. Its
double-edged blade was scratched and stained, but he reckoned it would Hill do its job. He didn't



require emerdd-inlaid runes or curlicues, he just needed something that wouldn't shatter againgt swung
ded and was sharp enough to bite through flesh and bone.

He wrenched open the door of the Quonset and took a step ingde. The entrance behind him vanished
inthe gloom, as he'd expected. He coughed and batted at clouds of tiny flies with his sword, the reek of
long-confined piss hanging in the steamy air. Sounds came out of the darkness. Shuffling. Mewling.
Hermod lowered to a crouch as blotchy darkness gradudly resolved into shapes, then into details.

In the center of the hut sat a giant, with a round spongy head like a mushroom and two dark little eyes,
filmed over like those of an old fish. An irregular welt of a nose spread across her face, and, below thét,
thin, wet lips formed a ventlike mouth. Her flesh gleamed, dammy as wet clay.

Hermod counted five wolf pups clutched to her chest, suckling on floppy teats as long as his fingers.
The pups pawed and nipped a one another to gain better access, and the giant stroked their coats of
white and gray.

“Isit true what they say about a mother guarding her children?” Hermod said.

“Do you plan to earn fame that way, lesser son of Odin? Her soft voice gurgled. “Oh, the songs
they’'Il Sng about you: Hermod the Nimble, mighty dayer of nurang mothers” She pressed the head of
her smdlest pup tight againg a teet.

“I'm not here for that,” Hermod said. Swest trickled down the back of his neck. “I'd just like to talk.”

“A vigt to enjoy the warmth of my hospitaity? | don’t think so, when you barge into my mound,
uninvited, sword in hand. So much for the vaunted manners of your tribe. No, the Aesr are cunning, and
their city is built on a foundation of murder, and they offer the hand of fdlowship only to their own. So
why should | offer you mine?”

In truth, Hermod couldn’'t supply her with a reason. His kind had made war againg giants and trolls
snce the earliest days. The Aesir had taken daughter and made it a sport. Thor’s hdl was decorated with
the mounted heads of this giantess skin.

“If I had ahdl in which to host you,” Hermod said, “1’d offer you a seat by my fire”

“Thet is an empty offer.”

“Yes I'm afraid s0.”

Scratching sounds came from the matted roots at Hermod's back. His skin itched, but he wouldn’t
step away from the wal, wanting as much distance between him and the giant as possible,

The giant nuzzZled her misshgpen nose into the furry brows of her pups. “They say tha when you
returned from Helheim, having faled in the only significant task ever set before you, you left Asgard.
You've never returned?’

“I've been traveling.” He' d packed a sack with his pipe, a tankard, and a spare shirt, and though he'd
log dl three many years ago, he'd never returned to hiscity. It wasn't home anymore.

“You must have seen much, given the length of your absence.”

“Oh, you have no idea. And just when | think I've seen everything ... This morning, for ingtance.
There was agirl on the beach. She offered to sdl me awadlf pup.”

Thegiant’s dark eyes narrowed to dits. “Are you saying | would dlow my own babies to be sold, like
pets?’

“Oh, | know they’re not pets.”

She sniffed, mking a sound like a vacuum cleaner clogged with JelI-O. “If that's the mogt remarkable
thing you' ve seen, you're touring the wrong places.”

“Wdl, you know, the girl got me thinking,” Hermod said. “ She reminded me of an old song. | guess
you wouldn't redly cdl it a song. It was more like a prophecy. It was aout a woman who raises
wolves”

The giant shifted a little on her haunches. Muscles the Sze of basketbdls bunched in her thighs. She
hadn’'t seemed that big before. “Y our kind are dways making avillan of wolves. Another disageful trait
you share with men.”

Hermod waved afly from his mouth. “In the song, they’re not actud wolves. They're other things,
shaped like wolves, of aline bdonging to Fenrir. You know of Fenrir, right? The great wolf son of Loki?
There's a song about him, too, how at the end of days he devours Odin.”



The giant did something that might have been a smile. Severd hundred teeth lined her mouth, like
pebbles. “I haven't heard that one, but | likeit.”

“Anyway, S0 thissong | remembered this morning, it goes: There lives a woman in Ironwood, who
raises the wolves of Fenrir’s kin, and one will grow to swallow the sun and moon. So, the girl, the
pup, the song, a path that leads to Ironwood, and here you are. Y ou and your wolf-thing pups. | suppose
it sdl acoincidence”

“Andif it's not, what is it to you? Some songs are sung not of a voice but of a truth that grows from
the very soil of the World Tree. Some songs are older than us. Older than your All-Father, the gdlows
god himsdf. You were there when the Ragnarok doom was sung and your brother fdl in blood. It was
foreseen. It was prophesied. How you mighty Aesir must have quailed and wept to see the fird hour of
the end of the world struck. And yet you yoursdlf journeyed to Helheim, and on your knees you begged
before the queen for a reversal of fortune. Did it work? Did it set everything to rights? Hermod, little
messenger, find the wisdom to see tha the song will be sung, bray and flal as you might, and it will be
aung to its very last note.”

“Thank you,” Hermod said, rasng his sword. “Tha's dl | needed to know.” He charged and swung
for a pup’s heed—any of the pups would do for the firgt blow—but the giant turned to protect them, and
his blade bit instead into her shoulder. She threw back her head and roared. Twigs and dumps of dirt
shook loose from the cdling and clouded the ar with filth. With the fury of an avdanche, she sorang
forward, covering the distance between hersdf and Hermod in a angle earthshaking step.

If there had been somewhere to run, he surdy would have, but with no room at his back and the giant
blocking any escape before him, he set himsdf into a stable stance and thrust his sword forward. The
blade diced neatly between two of her ribs, and she staggered backward, yanking the sword from his
grip. Hissing in pain, she withdrew it like a splinter, ingpected the blood-dicked stedl, and then bent the
blade across her leg until it shattered with aterrible glassy pedl.

The giant hunched her shoulders and faced Hermod, panting a dank wind. “| take it you've redly
never dan a giant before?’

“You were going to be my firg.”

“You have to put more muscle behind a blow like that. That's why Thor was s0 good at giant-killing.
He had the arms to swing that hammer of his. And he usudly went right for the head, just dashed our
brains out. Flesh wounds with us count for little”

“If only | had another sword.” Not for the firg time, it occurred to Hermod that many of his rdatives
knew how they were going to die. Odin in Fenrir's jaws, Thor poisoned by the Midgard serpent, Frey
killed by the fire giant Surt. There was no verse about Hermod's own end. Usudly he considered this a
great blessng. But there were advantages to knowing how things would catch up with you in the end: For
every other menace you encountered, you knew you'd get out with your skin intact.

Hermod sprang forward and dove to the ground, ralling and reaching for the largest of the shards of
his sword, about the sze of a butcher-knife blade. The edge cut into his pdm, a new addition to his
lifeime collection of wounds. Using the giant’s own knee for a foothold, he vaulted up and thrust the
shard into her eye, smacking it home with the hed of his hand. The giant struck him on the side of his
head, and Hermod crumpled to the ground.

The mound hdd 4ill for a moment. Then the giant sat down dowly. “My babies” she sad, only the
lagt inch of the sword shard emerging from her eye socket. The pups returned to her, dimbing up her
body, sucking the very last milk she had to give them, even for afew moments after she'd died.

Climbing down, they approached Hermod, too much like puppies. But then they yawned, ther maws
growing wider and wider. Hermod pitched forward, and eventudly al he could see was a ggping black
chasm, and he wasfdling into it.

During his struggle with the giant, the roof of the mound had collapsed. It had been daylight when he'd
entered, but now it was night. The moon shone ydlow and fat, and the pups stretched ther jaws yet
wider and reached for it.

HH#HH#



ERMOD GROANED and opened his eyes to see an elongated muzze and sharp ydlow teeth inches
from his face. He scrambled away in a panic, his hand grasping for his sword but finding only mud.

Wingon barked, and Hermod let out a gulping bresth of rdief. “Good boy,” he croaked. Then the
ground spun out from under him and he vomited.

He closad his eyes and made himsdf breathe. His head was frightfully painful to the touch, and his
fingers came away bloody, but his skull seemed to be holding his brains insgde. He fished a bandanna
from his jacket and bandaged his diced-open pam.

A few yards away, the Quonset hut lay inruins, dl crumpled metd tangled in vines. He was sure if he
dug through the wreckage, down deep, he would find the giant’s corpse, but he was content to leave it
there. Paw prints circled himin the mud.

Why hadn't the wolves killed hm? They'd seen him murder their mother, and once they’d opened
their mouths, he/' d been entirdy a their mercy. But, then, the moon 4ill shone, a pale disk sruggling to
push its light through the clouds. Maybe the pups weren't quite up to sky-edting or god-daying yet. The
grl on the beach had said her walf Hill had alot of growing to do.

And Hermod had alat of questions for that girl. Finding her should be a priority. Instead, he lay back
inthe mud. A giant had broken his sword and given him a concussion, and he deserved to lie in the mud
and deep.

Curang, he forced himsdf to his feet. He thought he was going to vomit again but managed to hold it
in, swaying on hislegs. The walf tracks led back to the paving stones, marking a muddy trall for a dozen
or s0 yards. Thetral blurred as the path led farther from the Quonset, away from the overhanging trees.
It had probably rained while Hermod was unconscious. Beyond the gate, outsde the nursery on Venice
Boulevard, there was no trace of the pups at dl.

“Wdl, boy,” he said to Wington, “once again it looks like I’ ve taken a mess and made it a disaster.”

The malamute wagged histail, which Hermod took as polite agreement.

ORSECODE GENOMICS WAS housed in a three-story cinder-block cube in the back of a Needham,
Massachusetts, office park. Its only didinctive architecturd feature was the logo etched into the glass
doors of the front entrance: a DNA double hdix entwined around a tree with nine roots. Migt pushed
through the doors into the reception area, where some dozen men sat on ylish but uncomfortable chairs.
Mogt of them had clipboards and were busy filling out forms. Since NorseCODE was paying fifty dollars
to maeswilling to complete a questionnaire and provide a mouth-swab DNA sample, the waiting room
was usudly packed with people willing to brave the snow and ice. Ffty dollars could buy gas or oranges
or batteries.

Mig gave the men a quick visud assessment as she crossed the floor. They represented a broad range
of age, race, dress, and body type, but none looked particularly impressive,

The ice-queen receptionist behind the granite-dab desk gave Mig a respectful nod and buzzed her
through another door. Migt paused in the doorway. “Is Radgrid in today?’

“She's at the home office” the receptionist replied, and Mist concedled a breath of rdief. Radgrid was
the last person in the worlds she wanted to encounter right now, and having her as far away as Asgard
was better than she'd hoped for.

She continued down along corridor lined with glass partitions, behind which bleary-eyed techniciansin
lab coats manned computers and centrifuges and gene sequencers. Everything gleamed white and clean,



90 far removed from the actud sweat and blood and urine that their work culminated in. NorseCODE
maintained branchesin S&o Paulo, Singapore, London, Johannesburg, Dubal, and Basdl, each daffed by
Vdkyries, Einherjar muscle, and techs. As far as the techs knew, NorseCODE's work focused on
genomics for pharmaceutica application, not on recruiting soldiers for Odin's army. That dirty business
stayed hidden in places like the New Jersey warehouse where Mist had left the bodies of Grimnir and
Adrian Hoover.

An elevator delivered Mig to her third-floor office, overlooking a landscape of office parks and, just
beyond them, a freeway overpass hdf logt in the fog, like a ghost road. A dim line of brake lights barely
moved down the snow-choked blacktop.

Mig eyed her coffeemaker longingly, but this office vigt had to be a surgicd strike. Consdering the
severity of the wound she'd dealt Grimnir, she figured on three days until he' d recover enough to report
into the office—lessif he had been injured on the fidds outsde Vahdla, where the Einherjar trained for
battle by disemboweling and dismembering one another.

Mig settled behind her desk and keyed her computer to life. Logged in, she searched NorseCODE’s
intdligence dossiers for references to Hheim. She'd read some of the materid before, but Radgrid had
kept her too busy over the last three months to spend much time in the office, and these records weren't
ble off-ste.

Hdham was one of the nine worlds that made up Y ggdrasl, the World Tree, which Mig tended to
think of as some kind of metgphor for the cosmos. But every Asgardian at NorseCODE, from Grimnir to
Radgrid to dl her Vakyrie sgters, indged that it was an actud tree, that its roots ran through dl the
worlds, and that the worlds themsdves were part of the tree's living tissue. Migt figured that this
conception was a product of some ancient worldview rather then literd truth, but she dlowed that she
might be indulging in comforting, saf-serving thought.

The reports didn’t offer much more than some descriptions of Helheim and a few cryptic mentions thet
Mig couldn’t make sense of. No map, no hints about the route or anything about how to walk the road if
you weren't among the dead cdamed by Hd. Nothing about how Hehem was guarded, how it was
organized, nothing that would help her find her way in and then back out.

And maybe that was just as well. The fight over men’'s souls was an eons-old feud waged between
Odin and Hel, and sometimes just knowing that these gods existed was enough to make Mist doubt her
own sanity. Radgrid and Grimnir called her a Vakyrie, she'd seen and done things that chalenged her
ideas of what the world redly was, but she was dill Kathy Cadtillo, UCLA student, granddaughter, sister.
Maybe she wasn't quite morta anymore, but she fdt mortd, and she had no business chdlenging gods
and degth.

She dmogt shut off the computer but instead resorted thefile ligtingsin reverse chronologicd order and
opened one named Hermod.

“Back so soon?’

Mig baredly managed to conced a dartled gasp a the sght of Radgrid in the doorway. Red curls
spilled over the shoulders of her ivory pantsuit, a contrast so sharp that Mist expected to see clouds of
geam rignginthe air. She met Radgrid’'s eyes, bright as burnished stedl, and knew the same jolt of fear
and mute wonder she' d fdt the firgt time she encountered the Vakyrie, three months earlier.

To this day, Mig dill didn't understand why she'd been sdlected as a Vakyrie while Lilly, a kind of
warrior in her own right, who'd braved bullets while trying to help farmers plant trees in the Congo,
who'd been Tasered and beaten by police batons in dozens of protests across the globe, was left to
meekly walk the road to Hheim. Kathy had tried to stop her sgter from leaving, but, as with Adrian
Hoover, the road had faded from her sght, and Lilly with it. And then Radgrid had appeared, towering
over Mig in white furs and chain mail, glimmering in the colorless morning like a polished knife.

Radgrid entered Migt’s office and took the seat across the desk. Casudly, Mig closed the window on
her computer. “I thought you were in Asgard,” she said, congratulating herself on managing to sound only
mildy interested in Radgrid' s unexpected presence.

“l was, and longer than I'd have liked. The Einherjar are desarving of their honors, but, truthfully, |
have more pressng matters than serving them drinksin Vahdla”



Mig fdt fortunate to have mogly avoided that duty, and on the one occasion when she hadn’t been
able to duck out of it, Grimnir had assgned himsdf as her menacing bodyguard to make sure nobody
harassed the new girl. Grimnir had been aloyd friend. And she'd rewarded him by dicing his head open.

“How did things work out with Adrian Hoover?’

“Hedidn’t work out,” Mig said flatly.

She waiched Redgrid's face warily, waiting for an exploson. But Radgrid's expresson barey
changed. “That's too bad. | had high hopes for him. His Y -chromosome maich was as close as they
come.”

A Vadkyries job had dways been to find soldiers for the Einherjar, and the corpse-choosers
traditiond method had been to pick their way through combat zones, sorting through burned bodies and
piles of guts and limbs, selecting the best of the fdlen to be brought to Vahdla

Radgrid had devised a new way to find recruits. She redized that many of the best warriors among the
Einheja—like Volsung, and Sgurd the Worm-Slayer—were descendants of Odin, from a line
edtablished on earth in the early dawning of man. Over the ages, the records of lineege had been lost, but
Radgrid believed the bloodline was dill unbroken. If geneticists could learn the deep language of blood
and find the descendants of Genghis Khan, then couldn’'t they dso find the many-generations-removed
sons of Odin? So she'd built and staffed the NorseCODE labs.

“How’s Grimnir?’ Radgrid asked, setting her vaise on the floor. It was a black kidskin number, thin as
ablade.

| should just confess now, thought Mist. Admit to trying to save Hoover’s life, to splitting open
Grimnir's head, throw hersdf on Radgrid's mercy.

“He's okay, | guess. | think he was heading for Atlantic City or somewhere” That was a
vague-enough lie, consistent with Grimnir’'s prodlivities. He liked to spend histime where the drinks were
cheap, where he could rdlax by intimidating gangsters and security goons. She knew Grimnir's habits
wal, having spent most of the last few months in his company, ether being trained by him in everything
from horse riding to hot-wiring cars or surveilling Hoover from ingde the van, the air filled with his jovid
grumble and the amdl of take-out pizza grease.

She could dill fix this, somehow. She could make things right with Grimnir and get back on track with
NorseCODE'’s work and do her bit to counter the end of the world. And kill and leave the innocent to
waste away in Hdhem.

Radgrid idy removed aletter opener from the cup on Mist’s desk and ran a long white finger dong its
edge. “It redly is a shame about Hoover. Grimnir hates it when recruits don’t work out.”

“What if we gave them a little training before the test? No army just shoves a gun in a new recruit's
hands and sends them into battle without some training firs..”

A tiny dhift in the angle of Radgrid's head was the closest thing she had to a drug. “I prefer to
concentrate our efforts on the ones who have dready proved themsdves worthy of Vahdla Our
resources are finite, and time is the least plentiful among them.”

“But if we could determine if they were Einherjar without killing them firg ... it would be more
humane. Killing men needlesdy, men who might have families, loved ones ... does that make sense?’

Radgrid's eyes glinted like icidesin sunlight. “The sense of it was determined when our ancestors were
dill livingin caves. The sense of it was formed by beings who count among their elders only the ground
you wak upon and the stars above your head.”

Radgrid returned the |etter opener to the cup. Then, from her vaise, she withdrew a file folder and did
it across the desk toward Mid. It lay there, dark againgt the warm oak.

Mig opened the file The assgnment specifications took only a few pages. She flipped through them,
glancing at a printout of fuzzy pink caterpillars—chromosomes—and phenotype data with references to
the O-Prime sample. There was an 83 percent likdihood that this recruit was descended from Odin,
which made him a high priority. The recruit's name was Lucas Wright, of Las Vegas, Nevada. He was
amiling in the surveillance photo, riding a skateboard, his braces gleaming. He was fourteen years old.

“I'll get right on this” Migt said, her voice steady and confident.

Apparently satisfied, Radgrid stood and took her leave with only a brisk nod. The office seemed to



warm by a degree or two a few moments after her departure.

Mig sat motionlessin the dark room for severd more minutes. The turnpike traffic outsde her window
hed become a blurry trail of brake lights dowly engulfed in the fog. Eventualy Ragnarok would manifest
itf in spectacular ways, with disasters and mongters, but now it was more like a lingering whimper. A
lot like what Grimnir had once told her Hhem was like.

She reopened the dossier on this Hermod character, and when she finished reading the report, her
heart was pounding. According to the file, Hermod had ridden to Hdheim to retrieve another of the
Aegr, his brother Baldr, and though he had failed, he had come back dive. He'd severed his ties with
Asgard long ago, but last week an agent of NorseCODE had spotted himin Los Angeles.

Across the country lived a god with the proven aaility to travel in and out of Hehem.

Mig knew that, if their pogitions were reversed, Lilly would be on her way to Los Angdesright now.

#H##

RIMNIR WOKE up in the warehouse to the sound of his own groans. He gingerly fdt the back of his
head. It had been a long time since he'd been so badly injured, and for a while dl he could do was St
with his head between his knees and force himsdf to breathe. If this had happened to him in Vahdla,
Odin'shdl inthe dity of the gods, he would have been hedled in time for supper. In the men’'s world of
Midgard, recovery took longer.

Grimnir badly missed Vahdla

Mig had done this to him. He couldn’t believe it. She'd seemed like such a nice kid.

Wel, actudly, that was the problem. She was anice kid. He'd known that three months earlier, when
Radgrid had assgned him to be Mid's assgtant, her trainer, her mentor. In the time they'd spent
together, he fdt they’d become friends. And now here he was with a split skull, plus a ruined hat. He
picked up his homburg and stared gumly at the fissured brim. He loved that hat. He'd looked very smart
init.

He reached into his pocket for his cdl phone, only to find it missing, and laughed a little. Despite his
disgppointment in Migt, he was proud of her for having thought to nick his phone. Any delay in his ahility
to notify Radgrid about what she’ d done would buy Migt a bit of time.

Sowly, he got up and stood over the corpse of Adrian Hoover. Judging by his color and smdll, he'd
been dead for afew days. Mig had given hersdf a good head start.

“Buddy,” Grimnir said to the dead man, “Mid redly put her ass into trying to save your life. | hope you
appreciate it.”

Leaving the warehouse, Grimnir started looking for a car to steal. He had a renegade Vdkyrie to track
down.

ERMOD WALKED DOWN Centindla Avenue into drilling rain. He didiked the lightness of his duffd
bag and missed his sword, not that it would do him much good at the moment, when his most formidable
opponents were the buses that huffed by, kicking up rooster talls of dirty water.

Ahead, Wingon darted from puddle to puddie, histal wagging off globs of water. A late lunch of two
grackles had put the dog in a particularly chipper mood, but Hermod's head was pounding too much
from the beeting the Ironwood giantess had given him to fed chipper. And there were wolves on the
loose, very dangerous ones, and hed helped sat them free. Ragnarok was inevitable, Hermod



understood and accepted that, but that didn’t mean he wanted to be the one who findly set it off.

He needed to find those wolves.

And once he did, then what? What could he do? Nothing, probably. But should he find himsdf facing
down a sky-egting wolf, doing so unarmed was definitdy worst-case. So, there. One rdaively smple
errand to focus on: find himsdf a blade. And for that, he needed a dwarf.

Severd hours of walking brought him to a neighborhood of payday loan services, nal sdons, liquor
stores, and a great many boarded-up storefronts. Nothing about the area distinguished itsdf from the rest
of LA, but Hermod came to a pensive stop. There was something weird here.

Wingon barked and cocked his head inquigtively.

“l don’'t know,” Hermod said. “But I've got afeding. | think there’ s a seam close by.”

Wingon barked again.

“Why do | even bother taking to you? It's not like you understand what I'm saying. | could have just
sad, ‘| think there' s a dancing banana close by."”

The dog squatted and shat.

After another several blocks, Hermod hated before a boxy stucco building beside a fenced yard.
HOLLYWOOD SCRAP AND SALVAGE, read the 9gn in front. Hermod's legs shivered, registering danger,
and he checked the zipper of his duffd before remembering that he was unarmed. These late days were
not atime to squeeze between seams without protection, but a powerful impulse drew him dong. It was
inhis nature to explore.

Ingde, he stood on a cracked tile floor, water dripping from his deeves and pants legs. A roly-poly
Higpanic man with a Dodgers bdl cap leaned againg a cluttered counter, Spping Peps from a bottle. He
gave Hermod a skeptica glare.

“l need one of those things” Hermod said, gesturing vagudy with a hooked index finger. “One of
those plumbing fixtures, you know? | don’t know what it's caled.”

“Looks like what you need is one of those, whatchamacdlits, umbrellas” The man chuckled at his
own joke.

“Yeah. Well, firg the plumbing thing. Mind if | take a look out back?’

With adight jerk of his head, the man indicated the door leading out to the yard. Then, “Hey, is that
your dog out there? In the rain?’

“Yeah, he sfine Helikesit.”

“That's crud, man. Let imingide. | got some chicken.”

Hermod' s ssomach clenched with jeslousy.

“That’s very kind of you, but he just ate. HE Il be fine”

“A person who can't take care of himsdf shouldn’'t have a dog. If you want your plumbing ‘thing,
then you let me feed him.”

Hermod relented, lingering insde while Dodgers Cap ruffled Wington's coat. When the man stripped
the breading off a fried chicken breast and started feeding Wington strips of white meat, Hermod could
gtand no more of this display of human decency and went back into the rain, into the metd and rust world
of the scrap yard.

Gutted washing mechines, water heaters, and refrigerators bounded muddy lanes. Rain plinked against
hills of copper tubes snaking like exposed roots. Hermod wandered a random path, trugting indinct to
guide him to his unknown destination, and wished again for the comforting weight of his sword.

He came to one hegping mound of scrap composed of radiators, oven doors, cracked car mufflers,
dented and gouged stainless-sted sinks. It looked no different from the other mounds in the yard, but
Hermod knew his seam was here.

Cautioudy, he removed a stained white monalith—the lid to a big freezer—and set it down in sanding
water. He remained maotionless for a moment, fearful that the towering hill would collapse on him, but
when no avdanche followed, he continued disassembling the mound, pulling free a wire birdcage, a
patio-table top, a battered coffee percolator. Eventudly he reveded a fissure in the jumbled mass. He
leaned forward, poking his head into the black space, and fdt a wave of dry warmth drift over his face.
Hisvison couldn’t penetrate the darkness.



If there was another giant down there, or alitter of walf pups, he would end up with much worse then
abump on the head. He sghed and squeezed through the fissure.

Feding his way dong the wal of metd junk, he shuffled forward carefully. After saverd paces he
thought his eyes were adjudting to the darkness, but, no, there was light ahead, a fant orange glow that
grew gronger the farther he went. His feet found a stairway, and he followed it down. The tangle of junk
on either sde of him gave way to plates of metd, joined together by rivets and bolts and welds like scar
tissue. The steps under his feet were at firg diamond-plate, then unfinished dabs of black iron, and then
uneven lumps of thick, pitted metd. The light here was much stronger, like the indde of a wood-fired
pizza oven. A metdlic tang that reminded Hermod of blood hungin the air. His footfals sounded echoing
clanks.

He landed on the find step, and before him was a door, heavy and mighty as a bank vault but of a
darker color. There was no knob or handle, so he pushed on it, and it swung open with buttery
smoothness.

He waked through. Pots and pans and kettles and cauldrons hung by hooks from the celling. Hermod
hed to bend to avoid driking his head on them. A low workbench the sze of a Ping-Pong table bore a
messy array of tools—hammers, wrenches, tongs, clamps. Finer tools were arranged on a smdler table.
Hermod didn’'t recognize mogt of them, but they had the look of a jeweer's precise indruments. He
found a bicycle clamped upside down to a rig. He found a pile of gdf clubs. And on a table of its own,
beneath a slvery cloth, he saw along, dender object that he knew would be a sword. He pedled back
the cloth.

The blade was difficult to look at. Something about the way it reflected light was fundamentaly wrong,
asif the photons were taking strange detours on their way to Hermod's eyes.

“Burglar!”

“Thief!”

Hermod dropped the cloth back over the sword. A par of dwarves glared a him, ther eyes
cod-dark and rimmed with red. Standing chest-high to him, they wore leather aprons over breeches of
thick cloth, reveding bunched muscles in their powerful arms. Ther faces were dark and furry, like big
coconuts.

“I'm not athief. I'm a customer. My name is Hermod.”

The two dwarves—brothers, Hermod suspected—exchanged a look.

“That name means nothing to us” one of them said. His chin was fringed with a copper-colored beard.
The other had a beard of Slver.

“At the very least it means I” ve told you my name and you haven't told me yours” Hermod said in the
dwarves own language.

If the pair was impressed by Hermod' s ahility to speak in their tongue, they gave no indication of it.

“How did you get in here?’ demanded the copper-bearded one.

“l walked. And then | went through your door. Which was unlocked.”

“You idiot, Gudr!” spat the copper-bearded one, driking his brother with a hary fis. “What's the
point of having a door if you don’t bother locking it?’

The other was uncowed. “I’m working on the lock, Uri. I'm improving it.”

Uri raised his fist again, but then apparently thought the better of it. “Redly? What did you have in
mind?’

Gudr rubbed his pams together and reveded a amile of slver Chiclets. “What's the tightest, most
closed-up thing you can think of 7’

Uri scratched his chin. “My jewd chest?’

“Thet flimsy thing?" Gustr said with a guffaw. “1 could break into it with my fingernails”

“Oh, could you? Then | have to wonder why you' ve never bothered.”

“How do you know | haven't? Maybe | did and just didn’t find anything worth taking.”

Uri cracked his knuckles, a sound like smashing walnuts. “If you did, you'd be cackling with ceaseless
glee, because you're a braggart with no self-control.”

Gudlr seemed on the verge of a scathing comeback, but Hermod interrupted him with a cough. “Gentle



men? Perhaps you could settle this later. | was hoping we could do business.”

Both dwarves gave Hermod long, probing glances.

“Bugness uadly implies an exchange of some sort,” sad Gudr. “You look like you'd be
hard-pressed to exchange a pleasantry.”

“You'veredly never heard of me?’” Hermod asked.

The dwarves checked with each other slently, then shook their heads no.

“I'm Hermod,” he said again, trying not to sound as exasperated as he fdt. “Hermod, of Asgard. Of
the Aesr. Hermod, son of Odin. | trust you've heard of Odin?

“Of coursg,” said Uri, “but thaet hardly recommends you.”

Hermod redized that if he/'d spent more time building a reputation for recreationd violence, people
might be more impressed with him. 1t was hard to deny at least a grudging respect to someone who left
mountains of bloody corpses wherever he walked.

“I would like to negotiate the purchase of a sword,” he said, tight-jawed.

“We don’'t have any swords,” said Gustr.

“We're not in the weapons trade,” agreed Uri.

“What about that one?” Hermod shot back, his voice ringing off the pots suspended from the celling.
“The one under the cloth?’

“It sacommisson,” said Gudtr.

“Already spoken for,” said his brother. “Anyway, it's not finished.”

In truth, Hermod didn't want that sword. That one was embedded with something he didn't
understand, a deep enchantment of some kind. Enchanted blades were as likdy to draw blood from
those who carried them as from their enemies.

“And it's a very interesting blade,” said Hermod. “The sort of thing crafted by wise, experienced
hands. | can't believe it's the only sword you' ve got in the entire shop.”

The brothers leaned their furry heads close together and exchanged low muttering. Then, “We may be
able to dig something up,” said Uri. “What have you got to pay with?’

Hermod knew he didn’t have much to interest them. They'd be unimpressed by his meager bag of
coins, and, besides, he needed to save his money; a sword wasn't the only thing on his shopping list. But
maybe this was an opportunity, a chance to test just how badly he was bound in a chain of events. Some
body or something had wanted him to find the giant in Ironwood, had put him in a place and & atimein
which he couldn’t help but find the walf den. It had aso been anfully easy for him to find this seam to the
dwarves workshop. Yes, it wastimeto test his bonds.

And, of course, maybe that's how they—or it, or whatever—got you, by convincing you that you
were acting of your own free will when you were redly just dancing on the strings.

He rummeaged through his duffd bag. It was pretty dim pickings in there: the hotel towels that had
formerly swaddled his sword, adim bar of soap, his canteen, a spare shirt, a hardened old piece of He
cake. For thisto be a proper test, he reasoned, he should sdlect the most worthless possession he had.
He withdrew a tattered postcard.

“There is a place in Midgard where many worlds collide” he said. “Egyptian pyramids, New York
skyscrapers, the Eiffd Tower, the cands of Venice—al within Sght of one another. Anything you could
want, they can provide.” He hdd up the postcard. The words Viva Las Vegas ran across the photo in
pink script. “Thisimage was captured with a device that grabs light and holds it, frozen for dl time. If you
have a sword worthy of my hand, | will trade you thisfor it.”

Gusdtr looked at his brother. “What about that one | saw you toss on the scrap hesp yesterday?”’

“l was going to mdt it down for nails”

“Let the Aedr haveit ingead.”

Uri considered this for amoment. “1 don't think we' re getting the better part of this dedl.”

“Of course we're not,” said Gustr. “It's just a postcard. But at least then we'll be rid of him.”

The brothers scowled at each other in silent consultation, and then Uri stalked off, disappearing behind
arow of scrap bins. He emerged a moment later with a mutt of a broadsword. The hilt was wrapped in
scarred hide. A number of nicks ran down the length of the blade, afew so deep one could tuck a poker



chipinsde Uri hdd it in one hand. He held his other hand out toward Hermod, twitching impatiently for
Hermod to hand over the postcard. The exchange was made.

It was a poor blade, but it was Smple metd, and Hermod liked that. “I don't suppose you'd throw in
ascabbard?’

The brothers made only rude noises, so Hermod wrapped the blade in his towels and stashed it in his
duffd bag. He turned to take his leave, again feding vagudy ill as he passed the strange sword.

“Who's this one for, anyway?’

Gudr opened his mouth to say something, but the other dwarf drove an elbow into hisside.

“l wasn't going to tdl him,” Gustr protested.

“I know,” Uri said, “because | wasn't going to let you.”

And Hermod |eft the brothers to bicker, their voices echoing in the metd passage as he dimbed the
iron gairs.

The weight of the sword in his duffd bag fdt good. He didn't suppose there was much chance he
could leaveit in there for long.

ODS SHOULD BE eader to find. After two days in Los Angeles, Migt had seen no Sgn nor turned up
any leads concerning Hermod' s whereabouts in the places where the NorseCODE files said he/'d been
spotted. She'd thought a god waking around in Midgard would leave more of an impression.

As early darkness approached, she dashed down the sidewalk through hailstones thet clattered against
the pavement like molars. She dove out of the cold into a warm, dry place caled Café Lascaux. As she
peded off her raincoat and hung it on a rack by the door, the amdls of dark, loamy coffee and cinnamon
enveloped her. She sghed with pleasure. It had been dmost a day since her last coffee, and if she was
going to continue her search, she needed allittle time for nourishment and regrouping.

She'd covered her tracks as wdl as she could, drawing funds from her own savings to buy a used
Toyota Corolla in Boston and then paying cash for gas and food in a sprint across the country. The
expenses had dmogt broken her, but she couldn’t risk usng her NorseCODE credit cards.

Nobody noticed as she waked to the counter; the other customers were absorbed in their laptop
screens, their copies of Daily Variety and Advertising Age. Then Mig noticed a bearded man in a
leather jacket across the café, looming over hislittle round table like a bear over a pancake.

She ordered a quadruple-shot Americano and waited for it to appear on the counter before joining
Grimnir.

“So. You found me” she said, blowing ripples across the top of her drink.

“Found you? Come on now, give me credit, kid. | did better then just find you. | planted mysdf
somewhere you' ve never been, before you even got here.” He'd bought a new homburg, which he wore
over ablack bandanna covering the back of his head and neck.

“Nest trick,” Migt said. “1 didn’'t know you could predict the future.”

“Anyone can predict the future. Some people don't even gink at it.” He leaned forward, going into his
tutor mode. “1 snuck a GPS tracker into the lining of your jacket months ago. I've been following you
snce Ohio.”

“And you figured I’d be coming in for a cup of coffee before too long.” Migt sipped her Americano. It
was thin and ill too hot.

“Wdl, I know | sure as shit needed one. That was mean, by the way, betraying me and cutting my
head near off. But nicdly done. Looks like | managed to teach you something after dl.” He took a sp
from his mug. Whipped cream and chocolate sprinkles dung to his mustache.

“Wha happens next, Grim? Do you kill me now, or do you take meto Radgrid firg?



“Radgrid. And there doesn’t have to be any killing. I'll tdl her ... 1 dunno, that you were drunk, or
whatever. el be pissed beyond pissed, but we ll talk to her, and you'll face whatever punishment she
hands you, and maybe ther€ Il be enough time for you to get out of her doghouse before the world ends.”
Grimnir looked out the window thoughtfully. “Actudly, I've been thinking. Maybe we don't have to tdl
her anything about your extreme betraya of our friendship after dl. | told her the Hoover kid fought like a
ninny and | dew him, which is technicdly true. And she believed me when | told her | cut my head in a
dispute over arestaurant check, because it's not like that's never happened before.”

“Youmean ... she doesn't know | did it? You didn't tdll?’

“Didn’'t see a reason to. | mean, you committed an extreme betraya of our friendship, but | didn’t
want to see Radgrid strgp you to a rock and have a serpent drip toxic venom on your face for
whatever's left of eternity. Maybe you can dill go back to NorseCODE and redeem yoursdf with
productivity. Of course, | don’t want to work with you anymore, on account of your extreme betraya of
our friendship. Not sure how I'll sl that part of it. Maybe | can convince Radgrid that | just miss
working with Thradi, who's a very good lay, by the way. I'm redly going out on alimb to help you, kid,
because ... | don't know. You're amess, but | like you. | gottatdl you, Migt, I'll be worried about you,
not having me to cover your ass. Radgrid'll probably assign you to work with Targad the Steel-Nosed,
and there's something wrong in the head with that guy. He scares me”

Mid's throat grew tight. She'd buried a sword blade in the man’s head, and he was sill worried about
her. She was reminded of the way Lilly had aways tried to protect her when they were kids.

And that, she thought, was what she should have been doing for the last three months, since she'd
died. She should have been trying to do for other people what she couldn’'t do for Lilly. Instead, she'd
kidnapped and terrorized. No more.

“I’ve been looking for Hermod of the Aesir,” she said. “He knows how to get in and out of Helheim,
and once | find him, I'm going to convince him to help me bring my sster and Adrian Hoover back to
Midgard.”

Grimnir made a noise hdfway between a groan and alaugh. Flecks of whipped cream flew off the top
of his drink. “Why stop there? What about your parents? And their parents? And dl ther brothers and
sgers and aunts and uncles? And dl the Make-A-Wish Foundation kids and ... and Robert Kennedy
and Martin Luther King? What about Bruce Lee? What about Sinatra? People die, kid.”

“We died, but we' re dill bresthing the air, drinking coffee. We're proof that there re other options.”

Themirth left Grimnir's face, leaving his expression as serious as Migt had ever seen it. “You're beng
gupid. Odin daims his share, Hd dams hers. That's the handshake ded. You and me, we may not be
exactly morta anymore, but we an’'t much more than little specks in the universe s eye. 1t's not up to the
likes of usto screw with things. I’ ve lost people, too, you know. Enough of this shit. Finish your coffee.”

He reached for another Sp of his drink, but Mist grabbed the cup from his hand and st it firmly back
on the table.

“I'm not going to go quietly, Grim. | swear, try to take me back to Radgrid and | will fight you every
step of the way.” She dug her phone out of her purse, halding her thumb over the keypad. “I've got 911
programmed into speed did. Try to take me by force and you'll have to dea with me and the hasde of
LAPD. If you manage that, I'll congider it my job to survive, escape, and sabotage. | will be the biggest
painin the ass you've ever dreamed of.”

He rubbed the back of his head and winced. “You dready are.”

Mig said nothing, and Grimnir stared a her for along moment. He closed his eyes. “You're serious
about this”

“Hep me find Hermod. That's dl | ask. Once I've done that, you can go back and tdl Radgrid
whatever you want. She doesn’t have to know about you heping me. You can just say you looked and
couldn’t find me, that you taught me too well.”

Thunder shook the windows and set off car darms. Outside on the sidewalk, a couple of men started
beating on each other for no reason Migt could discern. Nobody ese took much notice. “Come on,
Grim,” she said. “The world's coming apart at the seams. What' ve you got to lose?’

“My honor, my job, my limbs my afterlife ...”



“Do it anyway.”

“Becauss?”’

“Do it because it' s agrimly hopeful thing to do instead of grimly hopeless. You haven't been knocked
around too much to believe in hope. | know you haven't.”

“Kid, I've had aredly shitty couple of days.” He rubbed his eyes with hands the 9ze of boxing gloves.
“And thanks to you, | have afeding I’'min for awhole lot more”

“You're agood man, Grim. | mean that.”

“Saveit for my funerd.”

They spent the rest of the day crawling across the greater metropolitan area in Grimnir's Jeep. They
vigted a bowling dley in Sylmar, a Chinese seafood restaurant in Monterey Park, a progtitute in West
Hollywood, another in Culver City, a gorgeoudy androgynous sculptor living in a downtown loft who
was surely from Alfheim, and more prophets and seers living out of shopping carts and donut shops than
Mig could keep track of. She'd had no idea there were so many people exiging where the edges of
Midgard blurred into the other eight worlds, but when she mentioned it, Grimnir only shrugged.

“It' s dways been thisway,” he said, “but, yeah, it is getting more common. The structure of the World
Treeis getting chewed up as Ragnarok approaches.”

Grimnir inquired about Hermod's current whereabouts a every stop, sometimes rdying on charm,
other times going into his more comfortable mode of looming intimidation. Neither approach gained them
more than a passing of the buck to yet another informant.

The task reminded Migt of one of those road rdlies she'd sometimes undertaken with her friends in
high school, where you'd have to race across town and do things like snap pictures of yoursaves in a
Hot Dog on a Stick girl’s hat or nab a matchbook from Spago. At least those old car rdlies usudly came
to an end around midnight, at Bob's Big Boy, with sundaes and fries. That was back when the roads of
Los Angedles had been more passable, without untended earthquake fissures and sinkholes.

In Beverly Hills Grimnir pardld parked the Jeep between a Mercedes and an Audi, bumping both.
The dretch of Wilshire Boulevard hosted an unusudly active dring of businesses, induding a nall sdon
done up in postmodern severity. Behind a counter of unfinished concrete and artfully rusted metd, the
receptionist greeted Migt with a look of cool disnterest that morphed into full-scae darm when Grimnir
camein behind her.

“Do you have an gppointment?’ she asked, managing to wrestle her mouth into something like asmile

Grimnir leaned with his elbows on the counter. The receptionist took a nervous step backward. “An
gopointment? Here, at such an exdusve sdon? Oh, if only!”

“I'm afraid we're not accepting walk-ins just now.”

Mig glanced around. The receptionist didn't appear to be lying. All the stations were filled with
luxuriating dlients being attended to by masked manicurigts. While Rome burned, a whole orchestra got
thar nalls done.

“My claws are fing, honey. I'm just here to talk to that guy.” Grimnir amed a frankfurter-size finger at
amean recalving a pedicure. He was in his fifties, eyes hidden by aviator glasses, and was dressed in a
blue polo shirt and black shorts that revealed a long bypass scar running down his thigh and cdf. A
younger man, twenty-something and blond with an objectively perfect face, stood with his ams crossed
behind the pedicurist’s chair. While the older man stared at the celing, nodding his head as though
ligening to music, the blond stared openly a Grimnir.

The receptionist tried to send Migt and Grimnir away with gpologetic noises, but when the blond man
approached, she gratefully let im ded with the unwanted visitors.

“Can | hdp you?' he asked. His turtleneck dung to a body contoured with leen muscle.

“Cutting to the chase,” Grimnir said, “your boss has informetion | want, and if you don’t move out of
my way, I'll be picking my teeth with your ribs”

“You know, it takes only deven pounds of pressure to break a knee.”

Subtle shiftsin stance signded that Grimnir and the blond were getting ready to have it out, right in the
middle of a Beverly Hills nal sdon. Sometimes it was hard for Mig to remember to be graeful for
Grimnir’'s presence. “Grim—"



Sill garing up at the caling, Mr. Bypass Scar hdd up a hand. “André, this is the last goddamned
decent salon on this Sde of town, and | will not see it wrecked. Bring the man over.”

Disagppointment  registered on the faces of both Grimnir and André. Nether moved for a
moment—Andreé refusng to step aside, and Grimnir unwilling to walk around him—until Bypass Scar
barked at his assstant/bodyguard again. André shuffled aside a couple of inches.

The pedicurigt continued to nip the man’s cuticdles as Grimnir towered over them both.

“Y ou're another one of those Asgardians, aren’'t you? Y our girlfriend too?’

“She'smy boss.”

“Harvey Silver.” The man hdd out his hand to Migt, looking on expectantly, as though the name should
mean something to her. His nalls gleamed. “Aren't you afan of the movies, dear?”’

“Some of them. Are you an actor?’

“No, I'm a professona godparent.”

“Like, Mafia?’

He laughed. “No, dear. Name your favorite actor, favorite hip-hop artist, favorite studio exec, if you
have one, and odds are that I'm godparent to at least one of ther children. People fed secure knowing
thet aman like me hasther kids best interests tucked in his back pocket.”

“And do you?’

Vey serioudy, he sad, “I'm an exceptional godparent. | go to greet lengths to take care of my
children.”

Grimnir picked up apair of nal clippers and held them to the light. “Harvey hasn't dways been such a
nice man. Sx years ago, when he was a veep a Sony, he was known as Harvey the Scythe. But then dl
the caviar and cream puffs caught up with him, and his heart exploded. To put it in less polite terms,
Harvey croaked.”

“l was dead for only aminute or two,” Harvey protested. “But long enough to walk a few steps down
the road and to see what's on the other end.”

“And Harvey was sharp-minded enough to remember his glimpse of Hdhem. So, once he came to in
the hospitd, before he was even up and around, he decided to devote his very considerable resources to
finding hisway back to the road.”

Mig suddenly fdt a kinship with this man. “I lost someone down that road,” she said. “If you know
anything about how to get to Helheim and back ...”

To Mid's surprise, Harvey's chin quivered, just briefly, before he regained control. “Who did you
lose?" he asked, his voice gruff.

“My sgter. We were both shot.”

Behind his sunglasses, Harvey seemed to be looking at something off in the distance. “When she was
nine, my daughter, Brooke, died of acute lymphoblagtic leukemia Her mom did a lot of praying and
crydds, alot of talking about seeing her againin our next lives. | just kept nodding until the divorce. But
then the heart attack happened, and | saw the road, and | redized that if there was another place, an
afterlife, I'd have to be ared son of a bitch not to get my daughter the fuck out of there. It took a lot of
time and alot of my money, but eventudly | learned about Hermod, and after even more time and more
money, | actudly found the bastard.”

Agan, Mig wondered about Radgrid's sdlection methods. Any morta commeanding the wherewitha
to track down a god was someone to be reckoned with. But it was highly doubtful that Harvey Silver
was dl that decent with a sword, and his reconfigured heart probably didn't pump Odin’'s blood, so a
men like im would be of no interest to Radgrid. If only the Einherjar were a meritocracy.

“Will you tel me where Hermod is?’

Harvey Silver shook his head. “Won't do you any good, dear. Hermod may be a god, but he's not
any useful kind of god. | followed him around the globe for two straight years, and let metdl you, the guy
gets around. But even after | offered him everything | could think of—cash, stocks, gold, girls, a house in
Mdlibu, executive-producer credits on anything he wanted—he wouldn’t work for me.”

“Areyou dill having him tracked?’

“| get reports, sure”



“Tel me where heis”

“You're wading your time, dear.”

“It smy time to waste. And if it turns out | can convince Hermod to help me get my people back, I'll
work on him to bring your daughter back too. I'm bringing back as many as | can.”

Grimnir Sghed.

Harvey Silver's eyes remained hidden behind his dark lenses. “André,” he said dfter atime, “give me a

#H#HH#

IST HAD hoped for an address, but, instead, Harvey Siver had given her alig of indructions. She and
Grimnir were to look for a tal, thin, shabbily dressed man. These days he reportedly had an Alaskan
mdamute with him. He would likdy be found near the beach, because he was drawn to shordines. He
hed a tendency to walk dong the borders of places. Look for him where the homeless were common
and not likey to be evicted. Look for him in places where underground economies thrived, where
nobody took credit cards.

Grimnir said he knew a few places like that, and they spent the next two days fruitlesdy checking them
out.

On the third day they came to Palisades Park, a crumbling ridge of grass and dirt perched above the
Pacific Coast Highway. A concrete barrier had been erected to keep people away from the precipice,
but much of that had itsdf tumbled down the diff Sde, and the city ultimatdly relied on nothing more than
sgns warning people to say at least Sx feet from the edge. Many of the sgns had gone over the edge
themsdves. Was this Ragnarok, Mig wondered, or just Cdifornia? All it ever took was a decent
raingorm to dissolve hdf the aity.

Makeshift shelters constructed of wood scraps and shopping carts and plagtic garbage bags sagged in
the saturated air. Men infilthy donated clothes lay in the shadows of lean-tos, or on benches, or on bare
ground.

Mig and Grimnir walked north, wading through mud and wet grass, past the merchants. Ther setups
ranged from gdls of pladtic tarp and PV C pipe to mere blankets spread on the ground. Racks were hung
with used dothing—winter coats, flannd shirts, bootleg UCLA sweats—draped in clear plastic shedting
to guard them from the wet. There were vendors hawking hothouse tomatoes and amateur apothecaries
ling everything from vitamin C pills and Chinese herbs to home-brewed antibiotics. Other merchants
sold batteries or gas-powered generators, dways in demand since mogt cities power grids hadn’t been
relidble for three years. With street performers playing guitars and drumming on plastic buckets for
change and vendors roagting satay on hibachis, the atmosphere was dmod festive.

Mig scanned the crowd. “I've got afew other places on my lig we can try,” Grimnir said, leaning over
amerchant’s digplay of switchblades with a connoisseur’s eye.

“Not yet. Let's slit up to cover more ground. Y ou mill around the south end of the park and I'll take
the north. Call if you find anything.”

She checked her cdl phone to make sure it was getting asgnd.

North, the market seemed less flea than black. Migt suspected that the girls and boys hanging around
the restrooms weren't sdling anything other than themsdves. What some of the merchants were deding
in, however, was alittle harder to figure out.

The gdls here were sparser and less friendly to the casua browser, so to give hersdf something to do
while visudly scanning the place, she dug out a few coins to hand to a man huddled up againgt a tree.

“Have you seen the ocean laidy?’ he said, pdming her coins.

Mig glanced beyond the diff. The waters were cam today, afla, steel-colored dab. “It's quiet.”

“That's because the worm's degping. But helll wake up before too long. I'm here, day in, day out,
and I've seen him reved himsdf. He shows the thinnest bit of his spine. Just a long, dark line on the



horizon. It happens before a storm, usudly a crazy one, like the one that took out the marina. He' s testing
the ar, seaingif it stime”
“Time for what?” Mig had to ask, even though she genadly tried to avoid conversations with

schizophrenics.
The man winked, asif reveding ajuicy dice of gossip. “When he gets restless, the world cracks apart.
And he's garting to get restless”

“Yeah, | have heard this one, actudly.”

She spotted a tal man conducting business a few gdls down and moved closer. He was dressed in
gained jeans and a black longshoreman’s coat. Flecks of gold glittered in the gray stubble on his cheeks
and chin. Over his shoulder he carried a long duffd bag patched with duct tape. An Alaskan mdamute
stood dertly beside him.

He seemed to be in the middle of a negotiation with a man at a card table. The merchant held a bl
about the 9ze of an apple, wrapped tightly in brown paper.

Now she wished she hadn't split off from Grimnir. The man fit Hermod's description, but he didn’t
gvedff ... whatever it was she thought a god of the Aesir ought to give off. She reached for her phone,
but at that moment the man turned his head and stared right a her with eyes the color of wet date.

She Ieft her phone in her pocket and strode up to him. “I'm Mig,” she said. “A Vakyrie under
Radgrid's charge.”

“No hablo inglés,” he said.

The merchant snorted. “He was hablo-ing inglés just fine a minute ago.”

Hermod gave him a dirty scowl and then directed the very same look a Mid. “I'm trying to do
something here, and you're interfering. Please go away. And don’t come back. And don't send anybody
ese. Thank you very much.”

This could not possibly be Hermod, Mist thought. Gods were supposed to be wrathful or capricious,
not cranky.

“I've given you my name,” she said, drawing on the lessonsin Asgard protocol Radgrid had given her.
“Won't you have the courtesy to tdl yours to a servant of your father’s?’

“l don’t owe my father anything, much less his servants. If you won't go away, then at least be qui€,
okay? Thank you.”

He turned back to the other man and gestured to the paper-wrapped bdl in his hands. “So how does
it work? | don’'t see afuse”

“No fuse” the man said, showing him a plagtic tab curling from the ball. “Y ou just yank this”

“Okay. Nice. I'll take four.”

“That’'seight hundred dollars”

“I'll give you sx hundred.”

“Eight hundred dollars.”

“Eight. Hundred. Dollars”

Hermod muttered and dug into his duffd bag. Out came ajingling, knotted tube sock, which he untied
to retrieve ahandful of something. He opened his pdm under the merchant’s nose. Gold coins glittered,
even under the gloomy sky.

“Hold on a sec,” the merchant said. He produced a baance and set of weights, and with the atention
of a neurosurgeon working on a patient’s brain, he weighed the coins. “You're a few short,” he
announced.

Hermod grumbled some more but placed another coin on the balance tray and leveled the scde.

“Four grapefruit at two hundred each,” the merchant said. “Y ou want a bag for these?’

Hermod did, and the merchant placed them with considerable care in a brown grocery sack, the paper
worn soft as leather. Meanwhile, Migt quietly took her cdl phone out to cdl Grimnir, but the LCD
displayed no bars.

Hermod placed the grocery bag in his duffd and took off with long strides. “Are you redly a
Vdkyrie?' he said over his shoulder as Mist struggled to keep pace.



“Honestly? Not in good standing, and I’ ve been one for only three months, but | am a Vakyrie”

“Hrmm’ was Hermod' s only reaction.

He stopped at the edge of the diff, where a pedestrian bridge crossed high over the Pacific Coast
Highway to the beach on the other side.

“Who sent you to bother me?’

“Nobody. It was my own idea.”

HWI,,Iy?l

“You can find people in Heheim.”

Hisface didn't change, dill set in afrank frown of displeasure.

“My sgter died with me and took the road, and | want her back. And aman | was supposed to recruit
for the Einherjar ... 1 want him back too.”

“Why jusgt them? Something like one hundred hillion people have lived and died in Midgard since the
beginning of the human race, and nearly every sngle one of them has ended up in Hdheim. So why are
you concerned only about your sster and this man, your recruit? Why are some lives worth more then
others?

Mig decided naot to tdl him of her ultimate intention, to free as many dead as she could. Not yet.

“l seem to have touched a sendtive spot with you.”

Hermod's expresson shifted enough to let her know she'd landed a blow. He turned and began
crossing the bridge.

This stretch of Highway One was the main artery between Santa Monica and the rich enclaves of
Mdibu, but uncleared mud dides left the road impassable more often than not. Only rare idands of
agphdt in the mud indicated thet there was a road down there at dl. Again, Mis wasn't sure if this was
the result of the world ending or just business as usud in Los Angdes. Earthquakes, wildfires, and
landdides were the trinity of natura disastersin this part of the country.

Mig decided to play on what she suspected might be Hermod's ven of fairness. “1 want my sder,
Lilly, back because | love her and it's not right thet | got to live and she didn’t. She’'s more of a fighter
then | ever was, and if anyone should get to be a Vakyrie—"

“Yeah, lifé s arbitrary and capricious”

“And the man, Adrian Hoover: | helped kill him, and | need to set things straight—"

“Making up for past mistakes, | get that. But, no, sorry, | don't do retrievals. | tried that once, and it
was a disaster.” They reached the other sde of the suspended wakway. Hermod jogged down the
steps.

“Would you stop long enough to look mein the eye when you turn me down?’

“No, sorry, redly, but I'minkind of a rush. There are these wolves | accidentaly freed. Not wolves,
redly, so much as mongters. And & least one of them isfated to devour the moon and the sun, as sure a
dgn of Ragnarok as | can think of. So I’ ve got to clean up my mess, and | don’t have time to chat.”

“Are these wolves nearby?’ Migt asked.

“That’swhat I’ ve been led to understand.”

“What if | hdp you?’

Hermod came to a hdt. “How can you help?’

“Wdl, likel sad, I'm aVakyrie. | can swing a sword.”

Now she had him thinking. Migt suppressed a satisfied grin.

“Evenif you hdp me, I'm not agresing to get your sster and your recruit out of jal. But we can talk
about it, | guess”

Better than nothing. And, truly, if the wolves of Ragnarok were free, didn’'t she have an obligetion to
hep Hermod do something about it? Trying to prevent the end of the world, after dl, was why she'd
agreed to serve Radgrid as a Vdkyriein the firg place.

“Ded,” she said, surprised to see rdief wash over Hermod's face.

H#H#



HAT LUCK! Hermod thought, somping across the sand with Winston and the Vakyriein tow. Whether
the luck was good or bad, he wasn't sure, but dlying himsdf with a Vakyrie—and a cute, modern one at
that—had to be auspicious in one way or another.

The lifeguard gations were little blue huts on dilts that reminded Hermod of lunar landers. He dill
remembered where he was when astronauts firs waked on the moon—rumbling through Western
Sberiain a boxcar, between Kormilovka and Ekaterinburg, sharing a bottle of vodka with hdf a dozen
fdlow hobos. One of them had a transstor radio, and he declared the misson of Apollo 11 a grest fally.
“All the auffering on earth, and here's man, trying to become a god of the skies. The old gods won't ook
kindly on thet.”

“It's too late for the old gods,” Hermod had said, taking a long pull off the vodka bottle. “You little
guys outstripped us along time ago. Tyr's something ese with a sword, but let’s see him take an AK-47
round in the face. Even Thor—I doubt there'd have been much left of hm at Hiroshima. The only red
difference between mankind and my lot is that you won't destroy the world unless you decide that’s wha
you redlly want to do. But us gods? We think we have no choice but to blow everything up, like it's our
job. So go ahead and wak on the moon. Get your footprints dl over it. Get your hands grubby with
moon dirt. Enjoy it while it' s il there”

After that, hisfdlow passengers wouldn't let him have any more drink.

Nearing Lifeguard Station 9 with Migt, Hermod saw bundles lying among the wooden supports:.
people deeping, wrapped in blankets and coats. He' d spent the morning asking around the beach until a
clugter of homeless men snging doo-wop had interrupted their rendition of “Duke of Earl” long enough to
tdl him where they’ d seen agirl with dreadlocks who kept a big puppy with her.

“You hang back and out of the way,” he said to Migt. “I'll have my hands full with the wolves, so if
you see agirl with blond dreadlocks seding away, you tackle her and don't let her go. Clear?”’

“Wel, it savery intricately detailed plan, but | think | can keep it dl sraight in my head.”

“Good enough.” He continued toward the lifeguard station. The wind carried a strong, singing odor,
something like an amadgametion of piss, wet fur, human body odor, and other amdls more difficult to
identify. The stink reminded Hermod that the wolves weren't exactly wolves. Ther grandfather, Loki,
was nether man nor god but a giant and a shape-changer, and other things

Wington dowed to a hestant walk and started to whine.

“That’sfine, boy,” Hermod said, reeching down to scratch the dog's ear. “You stay back.” But when
Hermod resumed his pace, Wington followed, and Hermod fdt an embarrassing wave of affection for the
dog.

They continued on across the cold sand, and when they came within a few yards of the dation,
Hermod unzipped his duffd bag.

“Wdlf girl,” he cdled. “It turns out | do want to buy agod. Let'stak.”

There was movement among the bundled forms. “Fug off,” someone muttered. A figure crawled out
from under apile of blankets. Dreadlocks hanging in her face, she hugged the wolf to her with both arms.
It was bigger now, nearly hdf Winston's sze. Hermod dipped his hand insde his duffd bag and gripped
his sword. He glanced quickly over his shoulder and saw Mist ganding dert. She'd unbuttoned her coat,
reveding a nylon scabbard and the grip of a short Chinese saber.

Thegirl shuffled closer, peering up at him with bleary eyes. Her face seemed thinner than it had been
just afew days before.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hey. Do you remember me?’

“Nuh-uh.”

“You offered to sdl me your wolf.”

Thegirl’s eyes flicked away, as if she was looking for an escape route. She spotted Migt and looked
back a Hermod. “I didn’t meen it,” she said. “I wouldn't sdl him for a million bucks. He's my darling.”



Thewoalf sagged heavily in her arms.

“l see you two have developed an attachment. Where' d you get him?’

“Found him.”

“Hear me” Hermod said. “I’ve got a sword in this bag, and if you're not more forthcoming, I’'m going
to take Little Darling's head right off. Do you bdieve me?’

Thegirl looked a him with fear and smoldering hatred. “Yes” she whispered.

“Good. Y ou found him where, exactly?’

“Here,” she said with contempt. “On the beach. He was just atiny bl of fluff with sand fleassin his fur,
aying for hismama. | know | can't take care of awalf. | can bardy take care of mysdf. But what could
| do? It's so cold. And people ... We ve dl gone crazy. There' s people who'll eat him.” To Hermod's
dam, tears stood in her eyes.

She st the walf down and threw an arm around his neck. “Beautiful boy, look at those eyes. How
could anyone want to hurt you, hmm? But don’t worry, | won't let them.”

Maybe there was no problem here, Hermod thought. The wolf might just be someon€e's logt exatic
pet. Thiswas Los Angdes, dfter dl, where people kept ocelotsin ther backyards. True, the pup looked
like the onesin Ironwood. And, yes, it had tripled its Szein only afew days.

Hermod sighed as the grim thought came to him: He' d have to kill it in front of the girl.

Thewolf shot a jet of piss, bardy missng the girl, who jumped back with a squed. Steam rose from
the sand where the urine landed. There was a great deal of movement now benesath the lifeguard station.
The blankets fdl away, reveding not people but five more lean-muscled pups. They stretched their jaws
widein horrible yawns, ther teeth like little white knives set in black gums. A gust of wind disturbed the
sand at Hermod' s feet, or maybe it was gravity drawing the grains toward the wolves.

Wingon vibrated in alow growl, remaining at Hermod's sde. Migt came forward, closer to Hermod,
widening her stance to keep her footing. “Jesus” she whispered.

“More little bals of fluff you found?’ Hermod called out. His own voice sounded distant to his ears.

“No, they just showed up. | think they’re my sweeti€'s littermates.”

The gil must have caught the look of murder in Hermod's eyes, because she moved around in the
sand to put her body between Hermod and the pup. “Don’t you hurt them!” she said with a snarl. “Don’t
you dare!” Shetilted her head back, and Hermod thought she was going to start howling, but instead she
screamed, “Help! Rape! Murder!”

The other wolves moved around the girl and their sibling, like dow-moving water around a rock.

“l don’t want to hurt you, miss” Hermod said, “so you' d better get out of my way.”

“l hate you,” the girl spat. “Y ou're a terrible man. We haven’'t done anything to you. Thisign't fair.”

With the world-ending wolves gpproaching, Hermod could only agree with her. Nothing was fair. It
waan't far that Badr had died. It was't fair that Hod had been killed in punishment when the crime had
been Loki’s. It wasn't fair that Hermod couldn’t spend the last days of the world on a warm beach with
nubileidand girls, drinking fruity drinks and being fed ham sandwiches.

At least the wolves were nowhere near fully grown yet, and Hermod alowed for the remote possbility
that he could kill them, maybe even dl of them, and not suffer a fad wound. Stranger things had
happened.

They continued their dow approach, amos catlike in thelr deliberation, and Hermod fdt his balance
dipping, thelr attraction increesng as they grew closer. He dmogt pitched forward and just managed to
plant aleg in front of himsdf to prevent a fdl. Wingon flattened himsdf, digging into the sand. With a
gmdl cry, Mig flew past him. Hermod reached out and grabbed her by the am judt in time. She fdl to
her knees, holding her shoulder. He hoped he hadn’t didocated it.

Thefive pups formed a circle around them.

“Hed,” Hermod said. “Play dead.”

One of the pups let loose an ear-gouging yip, and the others took it up, stabbing the ar with riang
notes that became fully voiced howls.

Hermod waited it out, sweeting.

Then, the wolves spoke in words, dl joined in a breathy, high-pitched voice that wavered in tone, a



wolf howl repurposed. “Is the moon out?” they asked. “We re so hungry.”

“It's daylight gill,” Hermod said, though there was little light and even less warmth on the beach.
“Guessyou'll have to come back later.”

“But we're hungry now” they whined. “You killed our mother, and, oh, we want the moon so badly.
The sun too. We Il chase them both until they’re tired, and then they’ll be ours.”

Hermod tried not to look into their open mouths. It was so dark in there.

“What about the girl? She feeds you.”

“She can't keep even one of our belies full. She's such a tiny morsd.” And the pup the girl was
protecting opened its jaws and leaned forward, and the girl’s head wasin its mouth. Screaming, she went
down dowly, like arat being devoured by a snake, disgppearing up to her shoulders, then her elbows.

“Hey, leave her done!” Mig struggled to her feet, and Hermod reached out to restrain her but missed.

The other wolves stretched ther jaws wider, and Migt shot forward, helpless. She sumbled and fell,
somersaulting like a leef in a windstorm. Hermod dove for her legs, managed to catch them, and held her
down in the blast of flying sand grains.

The girl kicked and thrashed to no aval as the wolf continued to draw her down its gullet, until she
was gone from the thighs up. Her sobs camein afant echo, now only her feet sticking out from the pup’s
mouth, and then it snapped its muzzle shut, and the girl was vanished from the earth.

The pup turned two drowsy circlesin the sand and lay down, resting its head on folded paws.

“Will it be night soon?” the other cubs asked.

Hermod's lips moved slently. It took him a moment to find his voice. “ Soon enough,” he said.

“We Il eat you now. We're so hungry.”

“If you want to snack on me” Hermod said, “better digest me quick, because any mutt that eats me is
getting cut open from the indde”

“Thereare 9x of us” the wolves said.

“Suits mefine Take turns. I'll dice you one by one.”

The wolves pulled ther lips back in snarls, dislaying ther incisors. Their growls made Hermod' s eyes
hurt. He wondered what it would be like in a walf bdly. Tight, he figured. Hot. Acidic. Would there be
enough room to swing his sword? He had reasonable hopes that there might be. The wolves were
probably bigger on the ingde than they were on the outside.

“The muttswill eat just about anything,” Hermod whispered to Migt. “Those bdls | bought at the black
market are hand grenades. When | give the sgnd, grab a couple from my duffd, yank on the pull tab,
and toss”

“Excdlent,” the Vakyrie said. She seemed a little bit impressed with him, and Hermod caught himsdf
ginning. “What'sthe 9gnd?’ she asked.

No sooner had she posed the question than the wolves sprang forward.

“Sgnd!” Hermod screamed, and they both plunged their hands into the duffd and came out with a
grenade each. Smultaneoudy, as though they’d drilled the maneuver together, they pulled the tabs,
tossed their grenades underhand, and dove down in the sand. Hermod covered Wington with his body,
peering up to see two of the pups legp to swallow the grenades.

And then nothing happened.

Hermod pounded a crater in the sand with hisfig. “ Damned unrdiable black-market munitions—’

The rest of his words were interrupted by a pair of concussve blasts, followed by the plopping of
gicky red chunks hitting the ground.

“Two more,” he shouted, again reeching into his duffel.

But the four remaining pups turned tall and sprinted away, yipping and barking with lunatic laughter.
Hermod pulled the tab of his grenade and lobbed the bdl into the middle of the pack, but this one turned
out to be a dud, and by the time Mist handed him another, the wolves were jus tiny black dots in the
distance. Hermod knew he' d never catch them; they were going too fast.

“Can’'t you toss it that far?” Migt asked with obvious impatience.

“Not with any accuracy. I'd be aslikdy to hit a hot-dog stand as the wolves”

Mig responded with an ambiguous hmm, scraping blown-up wolf bits from her boots and pants.



“They’re not quite animds, are they?’

“They are, in a sense, but they're dso packed with other things like chaos and entropy and
emptiness”

Mig shuddered. “Wish we'd killed them dl.”

“Yeah. There's not much worse than a haf-defused bomb, and now thet I’'ve made it clear I'm out to
get them, the wolves won't be as easy to find the next time. | hate to say it, but | think we need to see the
sbyl.”

Mig held up her hand. “Wait aminute, who's this ‘we' you're talking about? You sad if | helped you
out here we' d discuss you guiding me to Heheim.”

“Wdl, sure, | said we could talk about it.”

“So,” Mig said, “let’stak.”

Hermod sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. It had fdt rather fine to have the Vakyrie at his sde
while fighting the pups; it'd been so long since hed had an dly. And merdy taking had never hurt
anyone, right? He laughed bitterly in answer to his own question.

“We can tak,” he said. “But let's do it somewhere ese, okay? This beach hasn't been very good to
me”

Mig nodded and they set out for the pedestrian overpass.

A thought occurred to Hermod: “Hey, you can aso buy me breakfast.”

HE WORLD TREE grows from the roots of worlds, and down at the bottom of a deep depresson
between two of the rootsis a sea, and in the sea is a angle idand, which has no name. The idand's sole
inhabitant is awolf, and the walf is called Fenrir. Hisfur isice-white. His eyes, cold midnight.

Munin and | fly cirdles over the idand, hdf-frozen rain driking our feathers. Munin recites from
memory every word he knows for this kind of rain, asking me repeatedly which word | think most
accurately describes it.

“For thelagt timg” | squawk, “it's dush, dl right? Cold, nesty dush.”

“In Alfham they cdl it dow-ginging darts. Don't you think that's a better term for it, Hugin? More
descriptive?’

“Hne, that's fine, that'll be fine”

“But the giantsin Jotunheim cdl it the frogt kiss. | think I like that. Hmm.”

Hidden behind awadl of gloom, waves collide ceasdesdy with the ghogtly outline of towering crags.
When a longship fetches up on the beach in a crunch of timber on grave, the walf whines with
gpprehension.

The wdlf is helpless, but this hasn't dways been the case. Fenrir, closer in Sze to a bear than to
another wolf, and much larger than that if viewed with a squint from certain angles, long ago hit off the
am of the Aesir'smighty warlord Tyr. The gods feared Fenrir, so they imprisoned him here on this rock,
and gagged him, and fettered him. A sword keeps his jaws from dosing, the pommd jammed againg his
tongue, the sharp tip of the blade poking the soft roof of his mouth. His legs are bound with a slken
ribbon. The ribbon’s name is Gleipnir, and it was crafted with great cunning by a pair of dwarf brothers.

Two figures emerge from the fog. One is Vidar, edest of Odin's sons. Many condgder hm mogt like
hisfather, in strength second only to Thor, but gingy with words and aways deep in the wells of his own
thoughts. So deep that even | have a hard time seeing them. His eyes are the dark gray of far northern
skies, his face lean, dmogt gaunt. Strapped to his hip is a long scabbard. His hand rests lightly on the
pommd of his sword.

The other is a child, chubby-kneed and hyper. Thisis Vidar’s brother, Vdi. After Hod was duped into



killing Baldr, Odin sred Vdi for the sole purpose of vengeance, and when Vi was scarcely a day old,
he strangled HOd to desath.

“You look uncomfortable, smdly old dog,” Vdi says. “I bet if we free you, you'll try to eat us. But you
better not, because if you eat usI'll kick you from the indde and make your tummy hurt, and then I'll bite
my way out of your bely and pull dl your tubes out, and then I'll whip you with your own guts, do you
wanna see my bug collection? It' s right here in my pocket, only some of them aren’t bugs, some of them
are spiders, plus some ears and tongues from people | don't like—"

Vidar puts a restraining hand on Vdi's shoulder, and while Vai doesn't exactly fdl slent, he does
lower hisvolume.

Vidar draws his sword, and Fenrir squirms and whines, longing for freedom. He does not want to die
thisway, helpless as a blind newborn. It's not merdy fear that fillshim with a sense of dread. It's that his
deeth is supposed to occur in away otherwise, after he has accomplished certain tasks, among them the
killing of Odin the gdlows god.

Vidar raises the sword above his head and closes his eyes, gahering himsdlf. His blade hurts to look
a, asif it's made of things that should not be, and Fenrir knows what it reminds him of.

Glapnir, the ribbon binding him, is made of ax impossble things, from the roots of a mountain, to the
bresth of afigh, to the sound of a cat’s footfals.

Vidar's sword is made of seven.

Vidar swings the blade down. The idand shivers as the sharp edge cuts through the sound barrier, and
then through the ribbon, and Fenrir is free,

Thewolf doesn’'t move. He's craved freedom for so long that, once his uncanny restraint is gone, he
doesn't quite know what to do. His breath rises in plumes, and he remains dill when Vidar reaches into
hismaw and carefully removes the sword gag.

Cautioudy, Fenrir tests his strength, drawing a paw across the stony ground and digging runnels as
deep as graves. He extends his forelegs before him and bows his back in a mighty stretch that feds so
good he nearly howls with joy. Then he yawns, and Vidar and Vdi stagger forward, while Munin and |
flgp our wings harder to remain airborne.

“What timeisit?’ Fenrir asks.

Vidar takes a moment to recover himsdf. He holds his sword before him, and it suddenly looks
ridiculoudy smdll, like a swizzle stick.

“It sredly late” Vdi answers.

Fenrir imagines he could swalow the sword without trouble, and its owner too. He turns a circle,
aiiffing the ground. “It would have to be late, yes, as I’ ve been here a very long time. But not too late for
games. You Aesr were dways up for games. |Is that why you freed me, little sons of Odin? To play? Tyr
played with me once.”

Fenrir begins to sdivate. He raises a leg and gushes a spray of urine. “I’ve been confined for a long
time, and I'd rather my first conversation in ages not be entwined in riddies. Why did you unbind me,
Vidar Odinsson, when | am bound to kill your father?”

Thewolf craves the taste of the All-Father’s intestines. He knows the flavor will be rich.

“Once you kill Odin,” Vdi says, “Vidar will kill you right back.”

“Of course” says Fenrir. The wolf pulls his lips back in something resembling a smile, running his
tongue over teeth like scimitars. “1 think you enjoy games, Vidar. But you no longer wish to be a piece.
Instead, you' ve found away to be a mover of pieces. That makes you very mighty indeed.”

Vidar bows his head dightly. With that, the two gods take their leave, pushing ther ship back into the
aurf. Vidar vaults over the gunwales to take the tiller, and Fenrir watches the boat fade into the swirling
migts. Then he compresses his body into atight ball and releases, legping high up into the near sky.

“These late days are very curious,” the wolf says.



HAT RADGRID REALLY wanted to do was shoot them both in the heart and get on with her busy day.
She didn’'t have time for guests, let done gods. She was running into difficulties obtaining permits for
another NorseCODE office in Shenzhen. There was a promisng candidate in Vancouver whose testing
awaited an avallable VakyrigEinherjar team. And Migt had gone missng. It was this last bullet point on
her lig of action items that troubled her most. She’ d had such high hopes for the girl.

“Can | offer you anything else to drink?" she asked, usng her facdd musclesin a way tha she hoped
would form a convincing amile

Magni raised his glass. The amdl movement caused darming squesks and creaks in his chair. “More
of this green suff. What'd you call it?”

“It's Mountain Dew,” Radgrid said, a modd of patience. “It's very popular with my younger
programmers.”

“Yeah, I'll have some more too,” put in the other god, Modi.

The need to show the brothers courtesy went beyond protocol. The two sons of Thor were stupid but
incredibly mighty, and Radgrid couldn’t afford to anger them. They had the trust of Vidar and Frigg, gods
for whom Radgrid's respect was unquestioned. So she made sure not to laugh at Magni’s and Modi’s
broad faces and the little pale raccoon masks around their eyes,; apparently the gods had been vidting a
tanning salon.

Radgrid buzzed her secretary to have the gods drinks refilled. They finished them in one gulp each
and belched.

Radgrid closed her eyes, counted to three, and opened them again. Something in her look made the
gods gt up alittle sraighter, and that pleased Radgrid. She might not be an Aesir goddess, but she was a
Vakyrie, a chosen servant of Odin, and she deserved their respect.

“So, her€ sthething,” Magni said, jiggling the ice in his glass. “We re concerned about your progress
with this whole NorseCODE project. Y ou' ve been doing this for, what, dmogt four years now, and what
have you got to show for it? Eighteen recruits?’

“Nineteen,” Radgrid sad tightly. “Which is dmog double the number of recruits found using the
traditiona methods in the same period of time”

“Maybe s0,” Magni said, “but you're usng more than double the resources of your more traditiondist
sgers. You' ve got eight Vakyries devoted one hundred percent to NorseCODE endeavors, an equd
number of Einherjar, and two dozen Asgardian daves and servants who are too busy with NorseCODE
to keep up with their normd duties. Not to mention dl the gold it takes to keep you in test tubes and
Mountain Dew.”

Radgrid frowned. She did have agunin her desk drawer. She redly could just belly-shoot the both of
them. Though she doubted it'd be enough to kill them.

“Is Aggard tight for cash?’ she asked, no longer caring if her displeasure registered.

“It's not about having the money,” Magni said. “1t’s about the trouble of moving it to Midgard. It's not
like you can dectronicdly transfer aton of dwarf gold from Asgard to Geneva. Magni and | are breaking
our backs to handle the logidtics that fund your little project, so if we're not getting sufficent results, well,
that’s a problem.”

“l see” Radgrid said. “Thank you for vaidng your concern. Is there anything ese? | do have matters
reguiring my attention.”

“Not anymore,” said Magni. “We're taking over NorseCODE, my bro and |. You'll stay on as our
executive assstant, hdping us get settled and stuff. We'll be working out of LA, mogtly, so you can keep
your office here, but we' re taking some of your gaff; we want the best people working directly with us”

He paused, waiting for Radgrid to say something in response. Instead, she reached into her desk
drawer, took out a .45 Luger, and shot both brothers in the forehead. Her ears rang, so she bardy heard
what Magni said as he hdd his ham-size pdm to his bleeding brow. She didn't suppose he was saying
anything complimentary. She shot him again, and then Modi again, and she continued to squeeze the



trigger until the magazine was empty, dthough she could dready see that the bullets weren't penetrating
their skulls. A misshgpen dug from her lagt shot bounced on the carpet near her feet. The gods stood.

She wished she'd poisoned ther Mountain Dew.

“Bitch, we' re gonna shred you,” Magni said, as Radgrid took a sword from the umbrdla stand next to
her desk. She didn't walit for the brothers to advance but drove a thrust toward Magni’ s right knee.

A tremor shuddered the wadls. The floors vibrated, and the windows jiggled in ther frames, and
through the sounds of dl the shaking rose a hum, ringing like a bell struck deep in the earth. The tones
shifted, and though they didn’t form words, they expressed an undeniable intelligence. Its will was clear
enough, and Radgrid listened, as did the Aesir brothers.

Radgrid hadn’t been born yet when Frigg exacted her pledge from everything in the universe, but there
was no migaking this voice, or its power, or its Smple message Magni and Modi would do whatever
Radgrid told them to do, because Frigg had just said they must.

The voice faded, and the tremor subsided.

The brothers glowered furioudy a Radgrid, massve figs clenched. Muscles writhed in ther wrigts and
forearms like boa condrictors, but they didn’t dare touch her.

She put her sword back in the umbrdla stand and went to the phone to raise her secretary.

“Ingrid, 1 need a car from the motor pool for Thor's sons.”

“Where are we going?’ asked Modi, blood dripping down the bridge of his nose.

“One of my Vdkyriesismissing, and the Einherjar | sent after her is causing me concern. Y ou're going
to find them for me. And don’t abuse your expense account. As you reminded me, NorseCODE needs
to observe finandd prudence.”

Once the brothers, sulking, left the office, Radgrid returned to her desk with the sunny redlization that
Frigg had just promoted her over Aesir. That must mean Frigg considered Radgrid worthy of being a god
hersdlf, which would be a nice pogtion to be in after Ragnarok, when there'd be a new, green world to
rule

Now Radgrid could concentrate on devisng away to ruleit dl by hersdf.

IST AND HERMOD returned to the black market, where they | found Grimnir chatting up a couple of
prostitutes. “My lady friends say they’ve seen a guy with a dog matching your Aesir’s description,” he
sad to Migt, and then he looked over her shoulder and saw Hermod for the fird time. “Oh,” he said,
favoring Hermod with one of his more unfriendly glares. “Huh.”

Mig made quick introductions, and as they walked back to the Jeep, she filled Grimnir in about the
wolves on the beach.

“Kid, you shouldn’'t be getting involved in that levd of thing,” he grumbled, settling in behind the
Searing whed. “Y ou've gone o far off the reservation thet I'm not sure how you're ever going to patch
things up with Radgrid.”

“Later,” Mig said. She didn’t want to have this argument in front of Hermod, who was fumbling with
the seat belt in the backseat and trying to keep his face away from the maamute s wagging tall.

Grimnir keyed the engine. “Fine, but you're not the one caling headquarters to give Radgrid updates.
She's garting to find it suspicious thet | haven't tracked you down yet.”

“Why should she be suspicious of you?’

“Because I'm too good not to have tracked you down yet. So, where to?’

Hermod directed them to Venice Pier, or the remains of it, saying he wanted to go there to contact an
old consultant of Odin’s. He had questions for her about Ragnarok.

Minutes later they were picking their way across the debris-strewn beach, stepping around snapped



pylons and concrete dabs. City services, dready overwhelmed, hadn’t gotten around to hauling away the
remnants of Venice Pier, and a low tide the wreckage provided amdl, private coves. Hermod led them
to one, about twenty feet across. “Thisll do,” he sad. “Seawater, privacy, and an easy surface to write
on.”

Mig picked up a few marooned sarfish and frisbeed them back into the ocean, not sure if she was
saving them or if they were aready dead.

“You're aregular lifeguard,” Grimnir said.

Hermod patted his pockets. “ Anybody have a knife | could borrow?’

Like a magidan conjuring a bouquet of flowers, Grimnir provided a frightfully large Bowie knife.
Hermod regarded it skepticdly. “Thanks, but I’ ve dready got a sword.”

Mig offered her Swiss Army knife, which he accepted. “I'll want it back,” she said. A gift from her
Sder, it was one of her few possessions that predated her existence as a Vakyrie.

Hermod hinged open the larger of the two blades and lowered himsdf to his knees. He drew a verticd
linein the damp sand and then spread the line out into nine roots. Next, he drew an eye.

“It's some kind of rune pdl,” Grimnir explained for Migt’s benefit. “The World Tree, and Odin's eye,
which he sacrificed a Mimir's Well in exchange for knowledge.”

“l wonder who got the better end of that ded?” Mid said.

“l dunno. Odin's eye has seen alat, | bet.”

Hermod cleared his throat. “Do you mind? | need to concentrate here.”

He drew a half-decayed rune, which, from the little bit of rune lore Radgrid had given her, Migt
recognized as a reference to death and to Hd. Hermod worked quickly as the tide gradudly came in.
When he findly stood and handed the knife back to Migt, he'd drawn a circdle of runes that surrounded
them.

“What happens now?’ Migt asked.

Hermod shrugged. “Magic is alittle like pulling the pin on a grenade and then duffing it down your
pants to see what happens.”

“How reassuring.”

Fog thickened in the cove, smplifying the world to the fundamenta eements of sea and land. Shrieking
wind raised whitecaps over the water like floaing ice. Minutes passed, clouds railing above. The sky
took on a cold, metdlic sheen, and Migt logt track of how long they’ d been standing there.

A wave came over the debris wal, and suddenly Migt found hersdf chest-deep in a churn of water
that took her legs out and pressed her to the sand. With no time to draw a breath, she clenched her jaw
tight and struggled to regain her footing. Magic demands knowledge, she remembered Radgrid tdling
her once, and knowledge demands sacrifice. Odin gave his eye for knowledge, had hung on the World
Tree for knowledge, and some said he'd died there.

Hands lifted her by her armpits, and she opened her eyes to find Hermod holding her up. He was as
soaked as she was, as were Grimnir and Wington. She coughed and sputtered.

They weren't done. An old woman stood in the center of the runering, naked and red-eyed, with gray
ropes of wet har plastered to her fa breasts, like some primeva Venus statue. Migt fdt that she knew
this woman somehow, as though she were a figure from a recurring dream.

“Shyl,” Mig croaked.

“Oh, damn,” Hermod said. “You weren't supposed to speak fird.”

Mig coughed. Sdlt water dribbled out her nose. “Why not?’

“Now shell talk only to you.”

“You could have warned me”

Hermod had no answer to that beyond a sheepish expression.

Despite the waves, the runes 4ill stood out clearly in the sand, as though carved in cement. The shyl
began rubbing them out with her hed. “You're one of Odin’s little lovdies, aren’'t you? Daughter, lover,
or both?’

“Employee would be more accurate,” Mid sad. “I'm aVdkyrie”

“We'redl in hisemploy. Even me. Who dse but Odin could have dared cdl me from desth and kept



mein thral 'til he knew dl | knew? Wél, you dared, | suppose.”

Mig pointed to Hermod. “He dared, actudly.”

Hermod dug a brown paper bag from his duffd and handed it to Migt. “She won't tak to me. The
rune spall’s not designed that way. Give her this gift, and maybe shé ll tdl us what we want to know.”

Mig unrolled the soggy paper and peered indde. “Thisis supposed to be a gift?’

The sbyl frowned at her with a scrunched apple-doll face. “Gifts?”

Mig removed a ziplock freezer bag from the recesses of the sack and withdrew an object the 9ze of a
wanut.

The sbyl sniffed. “What's that?”

Hermod told Mig, and Mig repeated it to the gbyl: “This is a prince who died in the body of a
mouse.”

“Not bad,” the sbyl said, reaching out to grab it from Migt’s hand. She clutched the mouse to her bare
chest. Seawater dripped from her hair and ran in rivulets down her belly and thighs “You are not entirely
without manners, little corpse-chooser. What is it you wish to know from me? If true love lies in your
path? If life growsin your womb? If the cows will give milk this year?’

Mig’s nose was running. She sniffed and looked expectantly & Hermod.

“Let'ssee” he sad. “Okay, try asking her this—"

The dbyl seemed to take notice of him for the firg time. “1 don’t like him,” she said to Migt. “He has
the stink of bad news.”

Grimnir laughed. “Y ou got thet right.”

“AK her about the wolves” Hermod said. “Where can we find them, how do we kill them al? And
what about the other Ragnarok portents? What can we do about the Midgard serpent? And ask her
about the ship of dead men’s nails, and can we find Loki and kill him before he busts loose and pilots the
ghip of Hel's soldiers? And what about the sons of Muspdlhem? And aso find out if someone's
contralling dl this, manipulaing events, and so forth.”

“Anything dse?’

“That’sit, for Starters”

Mig took a deep breath and repeated Hermod' s laundry list of questions.

Crabs scuttled over the sbyl’s feet. “1 won't answer athing,” she said. “Your runes aren't powerful
enough, and your gift isT't pretty enough. You're a rude picker of corpses. You have nothing | need, so
nothing will 1 give you.” With that, she turned her back and took severa steps into the surf.

“She has to answer the questions,” Hermod ingsted. “Otherwise we're jugt thrashing around here
ingtead of knowing what and where to attack. Y ou have to make her answer.”

“Do 1?7’ Mig shot back. “You sad you' d hdp me get my people out of Helheim, and as far as | can
tdl, none of your questions has anything to do with my objectives.”

“When the worlds are destroyed, Helhem will be one of them. If you want to rescue your sster and
your recruit, then the best thing you can do is to make sure there's dill a Hdheim to rescue them from,
not to mention aliving world for them to return to.”

“Dammit,” Mig growled. She cdled to the shbyl, but the old woman just pushed deeper into the
waves. Mig jogged into the cold foam and called out again. “Forget the spell, forget the stupid mouse,
Please, tdl me what you want that | can give you.”

The dbyl stopped, waves bresking over her shoulders as though she were a rock. She turned and put
her hands on her ample hips. “You could offer an old, dead lady a cup of tea.”

#H##

RIMNIR WAS typicdly resourceful in finding something for the sbyl to wear, though Migt was afrad to
ask him exactly how and where he'd obtained the purple sweatshirt, ydlow pants from a rain dicker,
orange parkly boots, and Minnesota Vikings bal cap with one sagging gold lamé horn.



Sbyl, Vdkyrie, warrior-thug, god, and Alaskan maamute made for an odd party when they arrived a
the Nove Café, which occupied part of the bottom floor of the old Masonic lodge on Pier Avenue in
Santa Monica. Hermod gave Wingon ingructions to remain outsde on the sdewalk, and the group
inddled themsdves around a corner table, flanked by chipped-wood bookcases stuffed with paperback
best sdlers from the 1970s. Migt left to get tea for the Sbyl and black coffee for the rest of them, as well
as a poppy-seed muffin for Hermod, who'd reminded her that she'd promised him breakfast. The tota
cost of the drinks and muffin shouldn’t have astonished her as much as it did, consdering how the prices
of fud and food had been dimbing in inverse proportion to the average temperatures. When she returned
to the table, drawing on past waitressng experience to balance everything, the shyl was immersed in a
copy of the Weekly World News.

She looked up a Mig and snorted. “Just who is this Nostradamus character?’

The front page displayed a scowling, bearded visage in grainy black and white. Two-inch type had him
predicting a Miami buried in snow and mammoths charging through the streets of Santa Fe.

“He was a prognosticator, like you.” Outside, hall clattered on the sdewalk.

“A prognogticator?’ the sbyl barked. “He was a spouter of non sequiturs. Ligten to this The young
lion will overcome the old one on the field of battle in single combat and put out his eyesin a cage
of gold.” The sbyl threw the paper down on the table. “What in Niflham is that supposed to mean?
Wha a phony.”

“Not like you, though. Y our pronouncements adways come true.”

The sbyl’s amile was tight and smug. She squeezed honey into her tea from a plagtic bear. “I'm more
than reidble. | prophesied that a son of Odin would kill another, and wasn't Badr dan by HO6d? |
predicted dl of this three winters, each longer than the last, with no summer between.”

Mig took agp of watery coffee. At least it was hot. “There ve been ice ages before.”

“Three winters” the sbyl boomed, “each longer than the last. Man forgets the bonds of kinship.
Battle-ax and sword rule, and an age of wolves 'til the world goes down. The rust-red cock will raise the
dead in Hhem, and the golden cock Gullinkambi will crow to the gods. The wolves of Fenrir's kin
svalow the sun and the moon. Earth breaks and mountains crumble, and the Midgard serpent,
venom-spitting, rises from the sea. Naglfar, the ship of dead men's nails, breaks its moorings and sets
sl The Aesr's enemies meet them on the battlefield of Vigrid, and the nine worlds fdl to fire and ice”

The sbyl caught her breath. “Forgive an old woman for admiring her work. It's so nice to chat like
this” She durped her tea.

Mig gazed out the window and tried to imagine the sky on fire. She tried to imagine mongters griding
over the horizon, leaving gravel and dust in their wake. But she couldn’t, redly. It was dl too big, too
abstract. Easy enough, however, to picture the Irish pub across the street engulfed in flame. She'd spent
afirg date there during her sophomore year at UCLA with a classics mgor named Jared. After dinner,
he'd taken her back to his car, parked on this very street, and they’d made out for three hours. She
remembered his hazd eyes and the way he seemed genuindy interested in learning everything about her,
about how her grandmother Catalina had raised Lilly and her, how she’'d been a band geek with a tenor
saxophone a Venice High, about how Lilly dropped out of high schoal to travel the world and protest
the World Trade Organization and whaling and half a dozen other things, and how done she'd fdt when
her grandmother died. Now she imagined Jared' s hazd eyes driveing in the heat of conflagration and
Catdinas little house burning to cinders—al just collatera damage in the fight between gods and
mongters who wouldn't even notice.

“l don't beieve it,” Mig said. “I will not believe that the world can go on for four and a hdf hillion
years, and we can go from living in caves to building the Tgg Mahd and sending probes out to Jupiter and
meking music and law and antibiotics ... and it'sdl for nothing.”

The sbyl tore open a sugar packet. “Take heart, carrion-lover. There will be a new world, al fresh
and green, run by the Aesr who survive: Vidar and Vi, and Thor's sons, and Badr and HGd. It just
won't be this world, and you and those you love won't be around to enjoy it.”

“Ask her what happens to me” Hermod said around a bite of muffin. “No, wait, changed my mind, |
dill don’'t want to know. Ask her about dl those things | told you on the beach.”



The shyl dumped sugar in her tea. “You don't have to speak through the girl, Aesir black sheep. Your
spdl may have cdled me from the fringes of life, but it's not enough to bind me. | reman here out of
choice, and I'll speak to whomever | wish.”

Hermod gaped a her. “Wdl. Fine, then. Firg question: Can we stop the wolves from egting the sun
and moon?’

The shyl swatted Hermod' s coffee cup to the floor, where it burst apart in ceramic fragments. Coffee
splattered hislegs.

“Can you make it so that your cup never shattered?”’

“No, but | could cut your arms off.” Hermod made the threat so matter-of-factly that it gave Mist
chills

“But that wouldn't unbreak your cup,” the shyl said with acdm that equaled Hermod's.

“l could have cut them off back on the beach when | fird summoned you, before you spilled my
coffee”

“Perhaps, but you would ill be without your coffee now. The chain of events through time is made of
gronger links than your sword can cut through. Baldr fdl, and therefore the wolf mugt eat the sun and
moon, and snce the wolf eats the sun and moon, the nine worlds must die. Each event falls irrevocably
from the previous and triggers the next.”

“It' slike a domino effect, then?’ Migt asked.

“We had something like dominoesin the early days” the sbyl said. “We carved them from the bones
of our enemies and burned the markings in. We cdled them something else, though. | had a nice set when
| wasagirl.”

“The domino effect,” Migt pressed on, trying to keep the sbyl on topic. “If you tip one over, the others
dl fal. Unless you remove some down the line before they topple.”

“That’s not how we played the game.”

“I'm nat taking about a game. I'm asking you how things work. I'm asking if we can change it.”

The gbyl ripped open five more sugar packets and let the contents fdl into her teacup. She drank
without stirring. “You need a better metaphor. Think of it as a bdl of sring. It can be a big, knotty ball,
dl convoluted, but it' s dill one Sngle strand. Tug here, tug there, just one gtring.”

“But ... what if you cut the string and break the connection?’

“Oh, girl. You don’'t have shears sharp enough.” Her gaze crossed everyone a the table. “None of
you does. Accept it, as | do. Where you hear a pink new-born crying out itsfird breath, | hear the death
raitle of the brittle-boned man it will become.” She drained the dudge from her cup and rose to her feet.
“Thank you for the tea.”

“We're not done here yet,” Hermod said. “I ill have questions.”

“You keep asking the wrong ones.”

“What should | ask you, then?’

“Hrg of dl, how about, ‘ Can | offer you the rest of my muffin?”

Hermod sighed and pushed his plate toward her. “Digin. What dse?’

The sbyl returned to her seat. Hermod watched mournfully as she plucked away at his muffin. She
seemed vey satisfied. “Because | was given honey and padiry,” she said, smacking her lips, “1 will say
one lagt thing to you: Go to Hel. In her reddm, where even Odin won't tread, you will find the links in the
chan at therr weakest. There, if you will, you might dill grasp afew dominoes.”

Mig carefully watched Hermod's reaction. He looked resigned, and Mig redized she'd won. With
Hermod, she could make it to Hdhem. Only now, having achieved her smdl but important victory, the
ramifications of what they were going to do hit home. Making an incurson into death’s redm was no
gmd| thing.

“Thank you for breakfast and for these lovdy clothes,” the byl said, pushing her chair back from the
table. “But I'll be leaving now. I'm missng my shows” Straightening the horn sagging off her hat, she
walked out of the café, into a curtain of rain.

After atime hal struck the windows as hard as machine-gun fire,



ILLY CASTILLO REMEMBERED dying. She'd been waking home from grocery shopping, arguing
with her sgter, Kathy, as usud. Lilly had been back in Cdifornia for only a month, but she was aready
thinking about leaving again. She knew some people in Oregon who were smuggling vegetable crops
from government-funded hydroponic farms and digtributing them to those without money or connections,
the sort of thing that was right up her dley.

Naturdly, Kathy hadn’t been shy about tdling Lilly what she thought about contraband networks, and
they’d been on the edge of a mgor fight when Lilly fdt a pinching pain in her ribs, accompanied by a
heavy blow that knocked the air out of her.

She' d found hersdf on the ground, her cheek againg the pavement beside her sster. Kathy said she'd
been shot, and that’s when Lilly understood what was happening.

She and Kathy were being killed.

She'd tried to shidd her sster with her body againgt further shots, while Kathy had tried to do the
same for her. Then a second shot dammed into Lilly's belly. A moment of blood-red pain drained to a
milky haze, and the road of waking corpses appeared.

Lilly hadn’t wanted to join the other dead, but she'd known she had to. Death was just fucked up like
that.

Kathy had cdled to her, reached for her, tried to join her, but there' d been someone holding Kathy
back, atdl redheaded woman ouitfitted in white furs and slver chain mall. She'd said things to Kathy,
things that Lilly had caught only part of before the murmuring of the dead drowned out dl other noise.
Something about being a Vakyrie, about daming Kathy for Odin’'s service. She'd cdled Kathy “Mig.”
It sounded to Lilly like a porn-star name.

Carried dongin the current of the dead, Lilly waved back to Kathy, blew her kisses, tried to tdl her
she was sorry for every dight, every wound, for every time she'd run away. But it was too late for that.
Bang dead meant never getting to say sorry.

Since ariving in Heheim, Lilly hadn’t stopped moving. She walked across endless plains of gray dust
until her body dragged with hunger. But there was no food. Her head ached and thirst made her tongue
fed like an old sock, but there was no water. Her side and bdly hurt from the bullet wounds, but she was
getting used to the pain.

She missed green. She missed the sun’s warmth on her cheeks and eydlids. She missed orange juice.

She thought she was doing a little better than many of the other dead. Most everyone ese stood
around like herds of sheep, quietly moaning or weeping or saring into the featurdess distance in a Sate
of catatonia

It wouldn't do. Prisoners had obligations. survive, escape, sabotage. She understood that surviva was
out of her hands, she was dead, after dl. And if there was some kind of deeper, more permanent desth
after this one, she didn’t know how it worked or how to avoid it. Despite her ache for it, food and water
didn’'t appear to be necessary, and if it was, she'd seen no evidence of sustenance in Heham. So she
focused her atention on escape. That meant she needed to get a sense of her prison’s landscape. From
what she'd been able to gather from the more experienced dead around her, she now dwdled in the
world of Hehem, ruled by Queen Hd. Here, there was the queen’'s palace, the corpse gate, some
perpetudly frozen rivers, cold plains, and some rock formations, like the eroded bones of mountains. The
corpse gate apparently went dl the way around Helhem's border, posing a formidable obstacle. And
there were dso fearful mutterings about Hel’ s dog, a terrible hound named Garm who served to keep the
dead ingde bounds.

Actudly, the exigence of Garm comforted Lilly. If there was a need for a guard dog, then escape must



be possible.

Wha Lilly needed, then, was a plan.

Creding a ridge, she came to a wary hdt. There was some commotion down below, angry shouting
coming from the center of a knot in the crowd. What could possibly ignite peopl€'s passons in Hdheim?
She jogged down the path from her ridge to investigeate.

Pushing through the mob, she found a towering, gaunt figure surrounded by people widding sticks and
stones. The man at the center of the crowd wore loose trousers tucked into boots of an archaic syle, and
his hip-length shirt opened at the collar to reved aring of deep purple bruises around his throat. Narrow
cheekbones curved down to a pale-lipped mouth set in a sardonic amile. His dhriveled eyes were nearly
log in dark hollows.

He was leaning on a tdl, skinny tree branch, and Lilly redized he was blind.

“I tdl you it shim,” said a man. “He s the reason we're dl here”

“That's Judas?’ said someone else, wearing modern jeans and a T-shirt.

“Not Judas,” sad the fird man. “It's HOd, the one who killed Badr, on account of being a jedous
dog—thanks to him, we're dl cursed to rot in Hedhem.”

The blind man shook his head and released a bored-sounding sgh.

Lilly had heard murmurings about Baldr—some kind of god or something—and that his murder many
thousands of years ago had been some kind of watershed moment of cosmologicd something-or-other.
All of it was s0 far removed from her that she didn't much care whether this Hod person was quilty or
not of doing what the mob accused him of. But Lilly thought she knew scapegoating when she saw it, and
when a basebdl-gze stone flew from the crowd and struck HAd in the temple, she couldn’t stand by and
do nothing.

As aman beside her moved to throw a rock of his own, Lilly grabbed his wrist and elbow and made
him drop it. She siwvung him around to use as a shidd as she moved closer to Hod.

“Rather gotten yoursdf in the thick of things, en?” HAd said.

“I have a habit of doing that.” Lilly picked up a rock that had narrowly missed her and speedballed it
back into the crowd. She heard the satifying impact of rock on bone.

“Well, a least they can't kill you,” H6d said as a rock whizzed past his ear. “But they can render your
body such that it will be little more than a bag of pulp or a scattering of debris, yet even then you will
remain conscious.”

“God, you're cheery.”

“l am of the Aesir tribe, true, but there’s no need to cal me God.”

“| think you misunderstood whet | meant.”

“Very likdy. Now, please, crouch down.”

Hod lifted his stick, and Lilly saw what he had in mind. She ducked and heard a grest whoosh of ar as
hisgtick cirdled overhead like a helicopter rotor blade. He hit those closest and batted away a few hurled
stones. The mob scattered.

“They’ll be back,” HOd said. “And now that you' ve identified yoursdf as my friend, they’ll come after
you as wdl.”

“Who said | was your friend?

“You didn't need to. It doesn’t take much in Heheim to find yoursdf the target of blame. Blame for
Bddr, blame for death, blame for lack of good footwear. Now they’ll blame you too.”

“Terific. So we should get out of here”

“Yes” Hod said.

“Where to?’

Hod pointed off in the distance with his stick, but Lilly didn't think he was pointing at anything in
particular.

She set off with him, not knowing what he was dl about, or where they were going, or what they’d do
when they got there. Hod didn't know either. “We're going that way,” he said. “We can do there
everything we can do here, but hopefully with fewer rocks being flung at us”

“Yeah. Okay. That actudly makes sense” Besides, saying on the move made her fed a little less



dead.

HEY MADE dow progress down a packed-dirt path wide enough to be a two-lane street. H6d swept
his crooked stick before him to determine his way. She' d gotten out of him that he/d spent a long time in
the custody of Hel, though what a long time meant in aland of gods and dead mortas was something she
was dill having trouble cdibrating. He clamed he' d recently escaped Hel's paace, with the assistance of
Bddr'swife, but he refused to say much more about that matter.

In return, Lilly gave him the online-deting version of her biography, with brief sketches of some of her
fdonies thrown in to make hersdf sound more interesting. She'd left home at Sixteen, finding Los Angdes
too tainted by Hollywood and Beverly Hills After trying out life as a barista, a bass player, but modly a
sofa-surfer, she'd fdlen in with a group of anarchists in Washington State who were saving up to fly to
Geneva to protest a G8 summit. She'd come back from that trip with a broken wrist, Taser scars, a
aimind record, and aliféscdling.

“How did your family fed about dl this?” Hod asked.

Lilly's feet shuffled through the dust. “My grandmother died when | was in Switzerland. Kathy never
redly forgave mefor that. | wish we' d managed to settle that suff before | died.”

“And your grandmother? Have you sought her out here?’

“No. It would be ... | don’'t want to see anyone | knew when | was dive. | guess that’s cowardly.”

Hod was quiet for awhile Then, “No,” he said. “1 understand completely.”

They waked on together. Vapors swirled around them, occasondly thinning enough to reved low,
one-story structures built of piled stones and limbs from dead gray trees. Gaps in the piles suggested
windows and doorways, and some of the buildings had awvnings woven from thin boughs. Not so much
buildings, Lilly judged as they passed a pile of rocks arranged to resemble a fire hydrant, but abstract
gmulacrums of them.

“Who built this place?’ she asked.

“They were modly dead from your lands, perhaps two generations removed from you. lowans, they
cdled themsdves. Many of them had died together in a tornado. In Midgard they had built a town, and
they sought to build it here again, as best they could. It took them longer to gather the materias than you
might believe.”

Lilly shook her head in bemusement. She could imagine hardened, determined, Depression-era
towngfalk trying to reconstruct Main Street, dreaming of one day building a library and a city hdl and a
litle park with a statue, schools and houses, dl of it. They dreamed of building an America with sticks
and stones.

“What happened to them?’

HOd' s stick scraped the dirt. “I’'m not certain. | heard that Hel put them in the corpse gate.”

They went on for awhile, only the sound of ther footfdls disturbing the silence.

“Isthat what sheé ll do with usif we' re caught trying to break out?’ Lilly said.

“She'd probably make you part of the gate,” HOd said matter-of-factly, “but I'm of the Aesr, one of
her prized possessions. | imagine she'd want to keep me around, probably in chains, possibly tortured.”

Better that than be tangled up in the writhing mass of bodiesin the gate. The idea of getting cuddly with
other corpses made her empty somach quiver.

Of course, she hersdf was a corpse. Or was she? If she managed to breach thewadl and get out, what
would she be? A ghost? A zombie? Nothing at dl?

A ragged growl cut off her thoughts, and she fdt a jolt shoot through her legs. Whatever the state of
her existence, that sure as hdl had fdt like an adrendine spike.

“Do you see anything? HGd demanded in a hoarse whisper, his gaff raised. Lilly redlized he was
afrad.



“No. What was that? It sounded like an animd.”

“Garm. Hel has sent her best servant after us”

Lilly tried to andlyze their Stuaion tacticdly. Except for Hod's stick, they had no weapons. And
Hod' s blindness ruled out afast retreat. Their best bet was to take cover in one of the nearby buildings.

She hooked Hod by the arm and pulled him through a doorway. Indde were more stones, arranged
into shelves againg the wadls. When she spotted a wais-high stack of rocks, atop which sat another
stack in the unmistakable shape of a cash regiser, she came to the heartbreaking condusion that the
place was supposed to be a shop of some kind. The shelves were bare; apparently the townspeople had
not gotten around to sculpting stone merchandise.

“We can duck down here,” she said, hunkering behind the counter.

“Gamwill smdl us out,” HOd said. “He probably dready has. HE Il squeeze through the doorway and
bring the walls down with him. The last thing you will see before he tears your head off is blood and
daver dripping from his jaws. Hel will probably have your head placed such that you will be adle to view
your own decapitated body. Thankfully, being blind, I will be spared the sght of my own corpse.”

“Thanks, Sunshing” Lilly hissed. “But as long as my head’s 4ill attached to me, I'm saying attached
to it. What's Garm' s weakness?’

HOd considered this for a moment. “It is said he can be subdued with Hel cakes, which never fall
those who gave bread fredy inlife”

“l used to collect cans for food drives. Does that count?’

“l would have no way of knowing,” H6d said. “I don't write law.”

Another growl ripped the arr. It was a nasty, terrible sound, a force of nature driven by hunger and
maevolence. Lilly wiped her pams on her thighs, though she wasn't swesting. She hadn’t perspired or
wept or pissed or shat sSince dying.

“What are Hel cakes, anyway?’

“I'm not sure” said HOd. “But it seems unlikdy that Garm could be dissuaded from his pursuit by
mere morsels. Some lore is only invention.”

“So our best option isthrowing rocks?” said Lilly, incredulous.

“Now, now, it's not that bad. We dso have sticks” HOd chided, shaking his g&ff at her.

And then the front wdl caved in, and an enormous beast stood among the wreckage and hillowing
dust. Emaciated, with cobweb-gray fur stretched over ribs as thick as bamboo poles, the hound vibrated
with anger. When it stalked forward, its blade-sharp shoulders sx feet off the ground, Lilly could see the
movement of every muscle and tendon. She tried to draw her eyes away from its scab-red eyes and
ydlow, blood-smeared teeth, but she couldn’'t look away. The dog's low growl seemed to come from dll
directions

“l have a plan,” H6d said in a conversationd tone. “I'll need your help. Throw a stone at the dog to
make him bark. That will hep me locate him. Then, when | attack, you run.”

The hound's ears snapped fla againg its skulll.

“That's suicide,” Lilly whispered. *For both of us”

Hod's brow drew down over his abyand eyes. “Stop thinking like a living person and throw a
damned rock, will you?’

She lifted a card-deck-size stone from the counter and, with a grunt, chucked it at the hound's head.

The dog let out a shrieking, somach-gouging bark and sprang forward. Hod leaped high in the air to
mest it. Swinging his Saff overhead in a circle, he brought it down with a snap across the hound' s muzzle
The ground shook as both god and mongter returned to earth. Hod' s stick whedled as he backpedaled,
griking the hound with each end of it. Another bark collgpsed into a choked screech as H6d thrust his
gaif into the hound' s throat. Again and again, with snapping jaws, bloody foam spraying from its mouth,
the hound tried to get around the blurring mation of HOd' s stick, but again and again HO6d drove it back
with quick strikes.

Lilly hurled rocks at the dog, but even when one connected with the hound's eye, there was no
discernible effect. That was not the case with Hod's blows, which drove the hound back and had it
ydping with pain. Lilly watched the Aesir fight, fascinated. So this was what it meant to be a god.



The hound ceased its attack and backed againg the rubble of the fdlen wal. Bloody stripes from
Hod' s blows marked its fur. The violent canine madness had I€ft its eyes. Now it lowered itsdf to the
ground and merely looked sad.

Hod was dill unbloodied, but he looked worse off than the dog. His breasth came in ragged sobs, his
alabaster flesh looking like wax. “1 thought | told you to run,” he said between gulps of arr.

“That's chickenshit,” Lilly said, not willing to admit to him that it had been fear and awe that had held
her in place.

“Then | just spent mysdf for nothing. | suppose that’ s fitting, this being Hel’s redlm, but mortas should
fallow the counsd of gods.”

“l don't think the dead should be counted as mortd. But, anyway, what do we do now? Fido looks
like he's catching his bresth.”

“Indeed, | believe he is. And when he does, | shdl again go on the attack, and this time you will flee
like a gartled rabbit. Garm will catch you soon enough, but if ddaying the inevitable is good enough for
Qdin, it's good enough for you.”

Asif on cue, the hound rose from its haunches, towering atop its poldike legs. It pulled its lips back
and showed its teeth. Ropes of blood and sdiva stretched to the ground.

Terror shivered down Lilly’s thighs, but she would not run, would not abandon Hod to this. She'd
faced degth before, she reminded hersdlf. She'd even died. Why should she fear anything now?

A sound drew her attention down toward her feet. A fla stone the Sze of a pizza box did asde and
revealed aman's face looking up a her from a dark hole. “I’d drop down here, if 1 was you,” the man
sad, before vanishing back down the hole.

Lilly wasted no time. “Back over the counter,” she shouted to Hod, rushing to yank him by the arms.
Still dutching him, she stepped into the void. Together, they fdl.

It turned out not to be very far to fal. Following the weak greenish hdo of the man's torch, Lilly and
Hod tralled hm down a narrow rock passage—the caling so low they dl had to crouch to avoid
scraping thelr heads. After what seemed like severd minutes of turning Sdeways to squeeze through the
corridor, rock wadls abrading therr skin, they followed the path sharply downward. The sounds of
Garm'’s anger faded only alittle.

Fndly, the man came to a stop and turned to face Lilly and Hod. In bib overdls and a plad shirt, he
was as stocky as a bae of hay. He wore a wide-brimmed straw hat, the entire left Sde of which was the
autumnd rugt of old blood.

“You'll have to tdl me who you are if you want me to take you another inch,” he said, furrowing his
push-broom eyebrows.

“Hod, son of Odin,” said Hod wearily. “And Lilly Cadtillo, late of Midgard.”

“Venice, Cdifornia” Lilly supplied. “ Get us away from here and well owe you.”

“Owe me? That sorta implies you have something to pay me with.”

More grating sounds. Garm was digging through the rock.

“Didn’'t you hear my friend?’ Lilly said, grasping at straws. “He's a son of Odin. Wouldn't you like to
curry the favor of gods?’

The man laughed and spat a the same time. “Aw, hdl, we know dl about Hod in these parts.
Skewered his own brother, fouled things up for dl of us. I'd say he dready owes us more than three
timesmy last mortgege.”

HOd amiled bitterly and offered a shdlow bow.

“WEe re going to fallow you wherever you're headed, no matter what,” Lilly said. “So you can either
proceed or wait here for Garm to mine through the rock and tear us to shreds.”

“Gam? Oh, no, tha an't Gam. That's just one of Gam's pups” The man shook his head,
incredulous. “Haven't you ever seen Garm?’

“l don’'t see much,” Hod answered.

Thelow cdling seemed to shiver as the noise of the hound' s labors grew louder.

“Wdl, | suppose you did answer my question. Follow me.” He turned on his worn boot heds and led
the way with hislight.



The route became more complex and disorienting. After a time, the dog’'s digging was no longer
audible, and the passage opened onto a chamber the d9ze of a three-car garage. It was lit by about forty
men and women carrying sticks smeared in some sort of bioluminescent dime. They seemed more
costumed than clothed, the men wearing jeans and shirts of cuts and fabrics that Lilly associated with the
Dug Bowl and Woody Guthrie. Most of the women wore aprons. Thar faces, whether lean or fleshy,
carried the weight of hard times. And, like the other dead, they wore their old wounds—lacerations and
bent limbs and caved-in heads. Lilly noticed that many of them had made repairs to ther daothing, the rips
patched up and gtitched tight. Lilly fingered the hole in her own shirt, near her ribs.

“Who are you people?’ she asked.

The man who'd rescued HOd and Lilly turned to the others. “The blind fdla's a god,” he said, ignoring
her question. “The gd says she' s from Cdifornia”

“Cdifornia, huh?’ said a handsome woman with gray streaks in her black har and a amdl deft at the
tip of her long nose. Little blue flowers decorated her apron. “My brother went to Cdifornia Men with
shotguns turned him away at the Kern County border. They fired shots over his truck even while he was
driving away, didn’t care that his kids were in back with everything they owned.”

Another woman stepped forward, squinting at Lilly. “ Are you a Mexican?

“l was bornin Los Angdes” Lilly said carefully. “My family’s from Mexico.”

The woman turned to face the group. “Mexicans in Cdifornia an't got it no better than folks like us,”
she sad. “But | don't know about the blind one. Maybe we should have a vote.”

“He handled Garm’s pup pretty well,” said their rescuer.

A bark echoed down the length of the chamber.

“You sure that's just one of the pups, Henry?” asked the woman with the deft nose. “That sounded
anfu big”

Henry’s bushy eyebrows went up and down in alittle shrug. “I dunno, Alice. Sometimes mongters get
bigger.”

Alice accepted this fact unhgppily. Returning to the business at hand, she said, “I’'m not sure about the
airl, but we' ve learned everything we need to know about gods. The bitch-queen Hel’s a god, an't she?
Eveything that's ever gone wrong since we died is because of a god. Jesus excepted, of course” She
crossed hersdlf, as did severd of the others. “And this blind one, we've dl heard stories about him, how
he killed his own brother out of jeelousy and brought on blizzards and dust ssorms and twisters. He might
be the very one who killed us al.”

Lilly looked a HOd, waiting for him to speak up in his own defense. But he just stood there with a
amdl, patient amile on hisface, a dlent observer to his own character assassnation.

Lilly had no reputation with these people, so there was no way she'd be able to tak them into
accepting HOd out of a sense of pathos. She' d have to opt for practica arguments.

“Hod' s been in Heheim longer than any of us,” she said. “He knows things about this place that could
be crucid. And he's afighter. Whatever dangers you people are facing out here, he can be useful.”

“| think she has a point,” said Henry.

“And if she’'swrong? Or lying?’ said Alice.

A man in a striped shirt raised his hand. A strip of bloody doth covered his left eye and mogt of his
nose. “1 move we let the both of "em in. And if it turns sour, then we put "em out and Garm and his kin
can chew on their carcasses.”

“Seconded,” said Alice.

“All'in favor?’ said Henry.

He counted raised hands. The motion passed by two votes.

“Okay, then,” Henry said. “Let’s move on.”

The group began filing through a fissure in the rock that opened into another passage.

“Hey, who are you people?’ Lilly asked again, tugging on Henry’s shirtdeeve.

Smiling gpologeticdly, he said, “We re ditizens of the town of Ellhead, Appanoose County, lowa.” He
wiped his hand on his pants and offered it to her. “We' re the resstance.”

Lilly shook her head and laughed. Then she grinned broadly and clasped his hand in both of hers.



ERMOD DROVE ACROSS the endless city, down surface streets, past train yards and warehouses
and mile after mile of liquor stores and nall sdlons and storefront loan services. The buildings were in
ruins, burned and boarded up, dead-eyed sreetlamps curving over the broken road. There were no road
sgnsto mark the way.

“I'mlog,” Mig sad from the backseat. “I’ve lived in LA dl my life, but | have no idea where we are.”

Grimnir started rummeaging in the glove compartment for a map, but Hermod told him not to bother.
“Werenot in LA anymore” he said. “We're not even in Midgard. We crossed into a crack in the World
Tree about an hour ago.”

“What does that mean, exactly?” Mig asked.

“It means we' re between worlds, where everything gets mixed up.”

Theterrain had changed since the last time Hermod journeyed to Helheim, when he/ d come to ransom
Bddr. Instead of stone canyons, now there were blighted gpartment blocks, soot-stained hospitas,
prisons, and stucco house after stucco house on dead-end curving streets. The lines between Hehem
and Midgard had rubbed away.

“I'm garving,” Grimnir said after atime. They didn’t have much food—some broken Fritos, a pack of
jerky, abox of graham crackers.

“l wouldn't eat any of thet if | were you,” Hermod told him.

Grimnir ignored him, tearing open the jerky wrapper and filling the Jeep with the swest, chewy
perfume of rotting meat. Grimnir gagged and tossed it out the window while Hermod petiently explained
to Mig that dl the food from Midgard became inedible the closer one came to Hdhaeim. Nothing from
the living world was quite right here.

The fird dead they encountered was an old man with dicked shoe-polish-black har and a tuxedo.
Hermod rolled down the window and said, “Hey.”

The man turned his head. He had a steak knife jutting from his neck. “Are you lost?”

“l don’t think s0,” Hermod said.

“l only ask because you don't seem dead. | thought this road was only for the dead.”

“Where are you headed?’

“The corpse gate. | have to go through the corpse gate and then I'll be in Hel’s embrace. Say, could |
get aride?’

“Sorry,” Hermod said, ralling up his window.

More dead wakers soon appeared on the road, and the farther Hermod drove, the more certain he
fdt that he was on the right course. Behind the whed, guiding his companionsinto a place from where no
living being other than himsdf had ever returned, he fdt a strength and a certainty he hadn’'t known since
the firs time he'd come to Hdhem. If Thor was for protecting earth from giants, and if Odin was for
gorming across the sky and goading men into battle, then this was what Hermod was for: going into
forbidden places.

Then he looked a his companions. Grimnir and Mig both looked gray, ther eyes haunted. Even
Wingon, in the backseat with Migt, was qui€t, his head resting on folded paws.

“I redly shouldn’'t have brought you here,” Hermod said.

Mig breathed a weary laugh. “Y ou're the god of sdf-recrimination, aren’t you?’

“I'mold,” Hermod said. “Being old means making the same mistakes over and over. Sometimes | just
et tired of it

“Wha's the biggest mistake you' ve ever made?’

“WEe re supposed to have these conversations late at night. And we should be drunk.”



Mig rubbed her face with her hands. “It seems plenty late, and we're not lucky enough to be drunk.
Come on, entertain me” When she pulled her hands away, Hermod caught sght of her face in the
rear-view mirror. Those sad, dark eyes of hers were disractingly lovely.

He wondered if Migt and Grimnir were lovers, and with darm he saw the trgectory these thoughts
were taking him on. Stop it, he told himsdlf. Fdling for the Vakyrie was the very last thing he needed.

“Everyone knows my big mistake,” Hermod said, expecting to hear some kind of disparaging noise
from Grimnir, but he'd nodded off, dumped in his seat and snoring. “I promised the Aesir I'd get on
bended knee before Hel and bargain for Baldr'slife. | made aredly convinang case too. She was ready
to givein. But then | went and demanded H6d as part of the dedl.”

In the mirror, Migt’s expression reveded nothing. “Actudly, | didn’'t know the part about H6d.”

“That's the part nobody likes to tak about. My family made him the scapegoat for Badr's degth.
Then Odin had him killed. And then we promptly forgot about him.”

“You haven't forgotten him.”

“Hod got screwed. There was no way | was going to beg for Baldr's life and abandon Héd to this
place”

Mig gently petted Winston's head. “So that’s your big screwup? Acting out of fairness and mercy?’

“Wdl,” Hermod said after along sllence, “I didn’t say it was my only screwup.”

A body crashed through the windshidd. Hermod found himsdf garing in shock a a learing face
draped over the steering whed. Then he began pounding it with his fist. He could figure out what was
going on later. Now was a time for punching, and he did not stop punching urtil the face opened its
mouth wide, caught Hermod' sfig init, and bit down. Hermod hit the brakes and shoved the thumb of his
other hand in the draugr’ s eye—it was a draugr, of course, one of Hel’s mindless dead, what ese could
it be?—but the dead mongter bit down yet harder.

Mig kicked the back of his seat as she struggled to get her sword free, while Wingon tried to squeeze
in front, his jaws sngpping a the draugr. Between Mid’s kidney punches and the maamute's bites,
Hermod feared his friends would do him as much harm as the draugr.

“Everybody cadm down,” Grimnir sad over the screaming and barking and the draugr's
dead-moaning. “I'll handle this”

He lifted his sword from the floorboard, sruggling in the tight quarters to turn the blade toward the
draugr, and accidentally nicked Hermod' s earlobe.

“Could you be careful with that thing?” Hermod yelled.

“Maybe hold il alitle?” Grimnir shot back.

With his shoulder jammed againg the door and one leg braced againg the cup holders, Grimnir diced
into the draugr’s neck. The draugr thrashed but didn’t release its hiting grip on Hermod's hand. Hermod
was now certain that the draugr intended to eat his fingers. He repeatedly dammed his free fig into the
draugr's face. There was a stidfying collgpse of skull bones, but the draugr’s bite didn’'t loosen urtil
Grimnir methodically sawed through the creature's neck and separated it from its body, which hung
through the shattered glass of the windshidd. Even then, the decapitated head clamped down on
Hermod' s fig, but, with Grimnir's help, Hermod was able to pry it loose.

He kicked the accelerator to the floor.

“Haly shit,” said Migt from the backseat. “Whet the fuck was that?’

“Draugr,” sad Grimnir. “ Shambling dead.”

“Y ou meen afucking zombie?’

“Yes,” Grimnir said, “1 mean afucking zombie.”

Hermod shoved Wingon out of the way before the dog could start eating the draugr's remans.
Groans roiled in the fog.

“Let me guess—they travel in mobs,” Migt said.

Grimnir nodded. “Sometimes. Back in the day we thought they were people who hadn’t been given
proper burid rites and had come back to haunt their loved ones. But once you' ve seen them come over a
hill like arotting tide, you start to think maybe something e seis going on. Some think they’re under Hel’s
control, maybe even her creations, but nobody’ s redly sure”



“What I'm sure of is | don't want to fight any more of them,” Hermod said. “That bastard near
chewed my hand off.” The Jeep sped forward, tires bouncing on the rough terrain as Hermod tried to
steer around the parade of dead dogging the road.

A leathery pop sounded, and the steering whed jumped in Hermod's hands. They'd logt a tire. He
pulled on the whed to compensate, and the front bumper collided with a cluster of dead. The rest of the
windshied fdl in, and Hermod found himsdlf fighting at least two draugr, who reached in through the gap
for control of the whed. Then the Jeep was logralling, and he screamed, “Hold on to the dog, Migt!”
With an explosion of glass and the crunch and shriek of collgpsing stedl, the Jeep came to rest on its roof.

Arms reached ingde and vidently dragged Hermod free of the wreck. He knew better than to
congder this a pogtive development and looked up to find himsdf saring into the gruesome, hungry faces
of & least a dozen draugr. They clawed and clubbed and bit one another like a pack of wild dogs fighting
over akill. He struggled in vain to gain his footing, but it seemed every time he managed to kick one
draugr away, three more came to replace it. Dimly, he heard shouts that sounded like Mist’s, and then
Wingon's vicious barks, but he could only think they’d soon fdl slent.

“Enough.”

The voice was't particularly loud or didtinct in pitch, but it cut sharply through the sounds of the
gruggle. To Hermod' s surprise, the draugr moved off him and backed away.

Hermod shot to his feet in a defensve crouch, glandng around in search of his sword. He was
bleeding from his hand and head. Everything hurt. Migt stood just a amdl distance away, bleeding circles
of tooth marks on her cheek and neck. Wingon, with a torn ear, snarled by her side. Grimnir was
gunting with the effort of trying to free his sword, which was embedded in the ground through an
impaled, wriggling draugr.

Jugt afew feet away from Hermod, his brother Badr stood, arms crossed like a stern principd who'd
just broken up a schoolyard brawl.

Badr was ill beautiful but not the same as on the day he'd died. He hadn’'t aged, exactly, or even
weathered, but his time in Hehem had changed him. His face now was flawless white stone, his eyes a
pae, gladd blue. He stood, cold and magigerid, in a shirt of white wool marred only by a spot of red in
the center of his chest.

Hermod had so many questions, so many things he wanted to say. His words came out thick, and he
managed to didodge them only with greet effort. “I'm sorry, Baldr. | couldn’t let her keep Hod any more
then | could let her keep you.”

Badr blinked in surprise. “Oh, that? But it was so long ago.”

“| let too much time pass. | should have come back sooner and tried again.”

Bddr digmissed that with a wave. “Hd wouldn't have let you back into her kingdom. If you'd tried
again she would have rent you limb from limb and used your corpse as building materid.”

“But she let meinthistime” Hermod said, didiking the tone of hepless confusion he heard in his own
voice. More firmly, he said, “I’'m here now, and I’ve come to stop Ragnarok.” He indicated Migt and
Grimnir. “These are my associates.”

“Yes, of course. The Vdkyrie Mig and her Einhejar servant, Grimnir. Not to mention brave
Wingon.”

Hermod caught Grimnir's glance, and then Migt spoke for dl of them: *Y ou knew we were coming.”

Bddr amiled dightly, a shadow of his old, gentle humor showing through. Then, “Bind them,” he said.

The draugr swvarmed in, gripping Hermod' s and the others wrids and ams and legs. A knee in the
back brought Hermod down, and though he managed to throw a few draugr off, ultimatdy he couldn’t
stop them from pinning himin the dirt. They forced his arms behind his back and clapped rusted shackles
around hiswrigts. Aniron collar went around his neck.

Mig and Grimnir got the same treatment. A few draugr held them fast while another connected ther
callars with a chain. Even Winston was collared and leashed and had a strap tied around his muzzle

Hermod spat dust. “Bddr, what isthis?’

Bddr said nothing. He wouldn't meet Hermod's eyes.

He turned to the draugr. “Let's go.”



H#H#

EL’SHALL was not congtructed of bones, as some poets inssted, and the roof was not made of woven
serpents. Her hal wasn't terribly large, it wasn't a hive of congedled blood and shit, nor did its angles
defy the fundamental norms of Euclidean geometry. It was just ahdl made of gray timbers, perched on a
mesa of gray stone, and what made it dreadful was the ample fact that Hel resided within.

“So, how long have you been Hd'’s hitch?” Hermod asked for perhaps the tenth time as the party
made ther way up steep, narrow switchbacks, the draugr waking them on their leashes. Despite the
exhausing march of the past three days, Hermod had managed to badger Bddr amos nonstop,
incressingly more determined to goad his brother out of the slence he’'d maintained snce ther capture.
Bddr rode afew yards ahead on a cigarette-ash geding. He dropped back to pull up even with Hermod.

“Some advice for you, brother. You're entering the hal of Helhein's ruler. You'd do well to observe
the courtesies here.” His voice was mild, his tone sincere. This was not a dressing-down. This was hepful
guidance. Badr was dways so hdpful. Hermod couldn’t believe he used to fdl for it.

With the draugr congtantly keeping tenson on Hermod's chain, the collar bit into his skin, and it was
panful to look up. But he wanted to see Baldr's face as they spoke. “There s something funny about you
lecturing me on courtesy when your zombies are dragging me and my friends around in chains”

Badr didn't respond.

“Brother, what's wrong with you?” Hermod said plantivey. Watching Badr fdl with a spear
embedded in his heart had been bad enough. Seeing the cold thing he' d become was dmost unbearable.

Bddr brought his horse to a stop, and the procession hdted with him. He turned in his saddle and
faced Hermod, his face like a funered statue. 1 died,” he said.

Grimnir snorted. “I’ve died plenty of times. Doesn't mean you have to be an asshole about it.”

Upon reaching the top of the mesa, Badr dismounted and commanded his draugr to remove the
prisoners chains. Then, with a draugr escort, he led the party into Hel’s hdl, a high-roofed space filled
with dead soldiers standing shoulder to shoulder in ranks. They were as motley a crew as the Einherjar, a
living museum of military uniforms and arms, from spears to blunderbusses to automatic rifles Most
warriors entered Heheim without their weapons, but Hel’ s handpicked army carried quite an arsend.

The ranks parted to leave an ade that led to the front of the hdl, where a pair of wooden thrones
loomed before a cold hearth. Badr made his way up the aide and assumed his place on one of the
chairs. Besde him, on the other chair, sat Hel, regd and somber in voluminous black robes. Her hands
rested lightly on the chair’s arms, the left hand delicate with long, tapered fingers, the flesh a pale, hedthy
pink. The right was grotesquely swollen and rotted black. With great effort, Hermod forced himsdf to
look up at her face, the left haf of which was pleesingly shaped, the cheek blushed with a rosy glow. The
right haf was dark, mummified skin. But it was her eyes that seized Hermod's heart, for they contained
every sorrow suffered by every denizen of Hel's kingdom, and it was impossible to ook upon them and
not weep. Saring into them, Hermod fet his mother’s suffering at his own hirth, and the firg time he'd
ever fdt hungry, and the fird time he'd been scared, and the firg time he'd been londly. He fdt Badr's
degth anew and his shame a coming home done when he'd been sent to bring his brother back to
Asgard, and he fdt every hopeless night of hislong life These were not memories but pains fdt just as
grongly as though the events were happening now.

But, no, they weren't happening now. Thiswas Hd’s doing. He made himsdf look hard into her eyes.
| see you. | know what you're doing. I’ve already faced these things down, and I'm till walking,
you half-rotted bitch.

“Wheré s HO6d?" he said.

Bddr glanced over a He before answering: “We have had a parting of ways.”

“That speaks wdl of HOd,” said Hermod, drawing a deeve across his nose. “What happened?’

For the firg time ever, Hermod saw an expression so dien on Badr's face that it took him a moment



to recognize it for what it was. peevishness. And then his placid expression resumed.

“I begged Hod to accept the queen’s hospitdity,” Badr went on, unperturbed. “He could have been a
prince here”

“And what is he instead?’

“Heisafugitive But we will have him back before the lagt day is done. And, in the meantime, we have
you.”
“Callecting the whole set, are you?' Hermod addressed this to Hel. Things squirmed beneath her
rotten skin. “We are dill dive. Y ou have no right to hold us”

There was a graceful movement to Hel’ s robes, like a billowing of smoke, as she rose to her feet and
spread her arms wide. “You think me covetous,” Hd said in two voices, a sensuous dto and a thick,
visoous rasp that coated Hermod in dammy swest. “But | have never asked for more than my due. | was
cast into this land, and to me was given stewardship of the dead. | have never complained. For the
second time you make an incurdgon into my kingdom. You rush to my embrace. Every step aman or a
god commits brings him closer to death, so do not complain, seam-walker, when you arive a the
degtination you set out upon.”

Hermod sought a derisive reply, but sanding before Hel, in her own hal, in the center of her own
kingdom, dl he could do was gesture a his surroundings and murmur, “I never wanted this”

“There are many who do not know what they want until it is lost,” Hd said. “But in my kingdom, late
reunions are often possible. | am generous. Those who dwdl in my relm will find me a good gift-giver.
Here, Vdkyrie, | have something for you.”

From the folds of her robe, Hdl produced a gray cloth bundle. Hermod could make out the writing and
logo on the cloth. It was a New Jersey Nets swestshirt.

Hd lovingly unfolded the cloth. A man's severed head blinked.

“Adrian Hoover?' Hermod asked Migt. She nodded in mute response.

“Isthis not the man you came for?” Hd said.

Mid's lips moved slently before she found her voice. “Y ou decapitated him.”

“His body became separated intranst,” He said. “I don’'t know how, exactly. It happens.”

“Put him out of his misary.”

The soft, living half of Hel’s mouth amiled. “But how, Vakyrie? Shdl | remove his bran? He would
dill live and fed. Living death ’til the end of the worlds. Thet is the gift | bestow upon dl who come
here”

Hd folded the cloth back over Hoover’s head. “Let our guests retire now,” she said to Baldr.

“Mease” sad Mig. “I'm begging you. End his suffering. HE's done nothing to deserve this” She
lowered hersdf to her knees. “I'm begging you.”

Hermod saw no crudty in Hel’s eyes, or pleasure in suffering. What he saw was resignation.

Badr made a gesture, and a detail of draugr and Hdl’s soldiers escorted Migt, Hermod, Grimnir, and
Wingon from the throne room. Hands prodded them dong, and just before exiting the chamber, Hermod
glanced back & He and Badr, degant and somber on their high seats. Hel idly petted the bundle
containing Adrian Hoover’ s living head as though it were a lapdog.

#H#HH#

LONG TIME ago on an Asgard seashore, Munin and | are perched high in a tree overlooking Badr's
funerd. It isa grand afair, worthy of the Aesir's mogst beloved son. Frey comes in a chariot drawn by a
boar, and Freya is there with her cats. Her dress is very pretty. Everyone is there: dl the gods, and
dwarves and dves and trolls, and even mountain giants and frost giants. The Aesir weep. Thor keeps
blowing his nose, meking a great schnoork sound that shakes the leaves from our tree.

Badr's corpse, dressed in hisfinest white, islad atop a pyre built on the deck of his ship. He manages
to look beautiful and magigerid in death but dso very cold. A dave stands by with a burning torch, ready



to ignite the pyre, and logs are dready in place to serve as rollers. Once the ship is lit, the Aesr will
launch Badr's body to sea.

Odin dimbs the pyre. He has aways hoped that the sbyl was wrong, that he wouldn't have to see
blood on Badr's breast. Sometimes witch babble is just witch babble, after dl, but now here's the
shocking white corpse of Baldr, whom Odin loves not in the way a war god loves a warrior but in the
way afather loves his son.

Odin whispers something in Baldr’'s ear, but what he says, not even Munin and | can hear.

A woman wanders through the crowd of mourners, her hair in disarray, dark rings around her eyes.
Thisis Nana, Baldr's wife

“Do you think hell be dl right?’ she asks Thor, grabbing his massve forearm.

“All right? Nana, he's dead.”

“Yes, but Hel will be kind to him, won’t she? And Hermod will bring him back.”

“l don’t know, Nana.” Thor gently withdraws his arm.

“Hermod will bring him back,” she says, with utter conviction.

The pyreislit, and soon Badr's ship roarsin full conflagration. It is a grand, beautiful pyre. According
to Munin, in terms of thermad output, it is the best pyre ever.

| watch as Frigg says something to Vidar, and moments later he is a Nana's side. He is pesking to
her, which is rare, for Vidar guards his words like a dragon guards its hoard.

Nana swoons and falsinto Vidar' s waiting arms. Carefully carrying Nana over his shoulder, he dimbs
the burning ship and lays her in the fire, where she diesin the flames, crying weskly.

“She died of a broken heart,” Frigg says.

The Aesr dl nod in agreement.

H##

ERMOD, MIST, and Grimnir were taken to some dimly lit gpartments and left there without chans,
though a company of armed guards remained posted outside the door. A table of mests and cheeses and
bread and wine and cakes was lad out near the dead fire, untouched. Not even Wington would go near
it.

Mid sat inachar and stared at the dirt floor.

“That... redly sucked,” sad Hermod. He came over and took her hand. He knew what it was like to
fal in Hehem.

“Yegh,” she sad.

After atime, Grimnir lumbered over. “So, we gonna get out of here or what?’

Hermod rubbed his face, trying to see if he could force his skin to fed blood circulaing beneath.
“There's awhole platoon of Baldr's goons outside. What do you suggest?’

“l could act redly sick, and then when someone comesin to check me out, we lower the boom.”

“Why would anyone in the land of the dead careif you got Sck?’ Migt asked.

“Good answer, kid,” Grimnir said. “I was just testing you.”

“Thanks. What' s wrong with bresking the door down and fighting them with overwhelming force?’

“Badr took our weapons,” Grimnir pointed out. “Without them, our overwheming force isgoing to be
somewhat lacking in the over department.”

They each floated a number of ideas for escape. Grimnir offered an impressive variety of them, but by
the time he got to setting off fire-suppresson systems, it became clear that he was no longer trying to
form a plan as much as he was reminiscing about fonder days.

| could let you out.

The papery rasp came from the hearth. Pale flames wavered there.

| know all the ways here, Hermod, and | know the ways out.

Mig raised her eyebrows a Hermod. “The fireplace seems to know you.”



“Funny. | don't think 1 know any fireplaces” Hermod took a step closer to the hearth. “Who are
you?”

The flames danced an inch or two higher. Have you already forgotten the daughter of Nep,
Hermod, my kin?

Hermod hissed ar through his teeth. “Nana?’

Ah, good. | was afraid everyone had forgotten that | ever lived.

Hermod came closer to the fire and crouched before it. “Where are you?’

| amin the fire, of course.

He shivered alittle.

Mig came up beside Hermod. “Who isit?’ she whispered.

“Bddrswife” he said, peering into the flames. “So, uh, Nana, how’ve you been?’

*A little londy. Badr doesn't spend much time with me anymore. There aren’t any fires near Hel's
high seat.*

In Asgard, Baldr had been aloving and devoted husband to Nana—but Hermod supposed thousands
of yearsin the deadlands would gtrain even the best marriage.

“How long have you been afire dementa?’ he asked.

Theflames popped and crackled. I've always had an affinity for hearths. | like hearths. They're
the center of good homes, where men and women mate and have healthy children. | like homes. |
like children. But | couldn’t speak through flames until 1 burned up and died on Baldr’'s pyre. It
was very hot. It hurt.

“I'm sure it must have,” Hermod said. “I’'m sorry you had to go through that. It was very unfair.”

Yes. It was kind of you to ask Hedl to release Hod. HOd and | used to keep each other company
here, after Baldr decided he liked Hel better than me.

“Do you know where HOd is now?’

Not exactly. Looking for a way out. Wherever he is, ther€'s no fire. There's hardly fire
anywhere in all of Helheim.

Grimnir circled his index finger in a hurry-up gesture, which Hermod was inclined to ignore both on
generd principle and out of sympathy for Nana. But the thug did have a point.

Hermod cleared his throat. “Nana, you said you could help us escape?’

Yes. | know the way. Just take my hand.

Mig and Hermod exchanged a glance, and Hermod could only shrug. “Nana, you don’t seem to have
hands.”

Oh, of course. I'm sorry. It's been so long since I’ ve had to think properly. | usually talk to the
dead, and they don’'t think properly either, so | don’t often bother. | will manifest my body for you.

Thelittle fire drew in on itsdlf, shrinking but glowing dightly brighter. Then, with a Szze that sounded
like a hiss of pain, the flames shot five feet in the ar and took on a flickering, not quite opague, but
diginctly human form.

Hermod had feared she would appear as she looked at the time of her deeth, her clean flesh charred
and bloody, but she looked as he remembered her.

She hdd out a dender, wavering hand. Come with me, and I'll take you outside through the fire.

“Right, hold the phone,” Grimnir said. “How does this work, and where are we going?’

You take my hand, Nana sad very patiently. And we go through the fire. Outside.

“And then we'll be a pile of ashes or something?’

| am the closest thing Helheilm has to a goddess of the hearth, Nana said. There was now only the
dightest hint of imperiousnessin her tone. | will not harm you.

“That’s reassuring,” Grimnir said. “And | mean no disrespect, but why are you hdping us?’

| don’t like Hel. Baldr doesn’t like me. | like Hermod. I’'m not sure | like you, but Hermod seems
to like you. | neither like nor didike the Valkyrie. Oh, and | like your dog, she added as an
afterthought.

“Convinced?’ Hermod said to Grimnir.

“No. You go firs”



Hermod grasped Nana's hand. It was quite hot, but it didn’t burn. Mist took her other hand, and then,
with amix of hestation and bluster, Grimnir latched on to Nana s wridt.

“Wait,” Hermod said, letting go. “What about my dog?’

Nana told Hermod to take Wingon by the collar. A moment later his vison went orange, then white,
and it did burn, everything burned, searing pain, and he was sure he' d been suckered again, but he hdd
on anyway. They emerged inasmdl ring of stones, where a campfire lapped againg the chill ar outsde
the hdl. Only after hopping out of the flames did Hermod notice they were surrounded by a hdf dozen
guards.

Startled, the guards scrambled to their feet. They wore an assortment of ragged military uniforms, and
dl were armed with wicked-looking serrated spears.

Grimnir took the initiative, grabbing one of the guards spears with both hands and twisting it avay. He
impaed the man through the chest, pinning him to the ground. The guard wiggled, angrily screaming, “Oi!
What' s this? Oi!”

I'm sorry | couldn’t get you farther away Nana said. As | told you, there aren't many fires
burning in Helheim. But | did find the men guarding your things. They were trying to warm their
hands.

While Migt and Wington struggled with another of the guards, Hermod risked a glance down into the
fire. Their bags were piled there. He dove away from a spear thrug, rolled through the flames amost
smothering them, and grabbed the bags. Another guard attacked, but Hermod managed to duck under
his spear and swing his bag, with his sword ingde, into the guard’s face. He heard bones crack.

He removed his sword from his duffd and thrust up through the armpit of the next attacking guard. It
fdt obscenely good.

With the guards temporarily out of commisson, no more assaults came. Hermod looked around.

“Did we get them dl?’ he asked the others.

“Yeah,” Mid said, coming over to get her own bag. “They kinda sucked.”

Those weren't guards, sad Nana in a tiny voice. The campfire was barely dive now. They were
keepers.

“Keepers of what?” Grimnir said, testing the weight of his sword in one hand and a captured spear in
the other.

A gus of wind moaned across the mesa, and the flames wavered and died, and there was no answer
from thefire. A howl rose in the air, a hornlike lament. Wington whined and turned over to submissively
show hisbelly.

Down a crooked narrow path, nestled into the rock, sat a pen built around the mouth of a cave.

Hermod pried his dry lips open with his tongue. “Run.”

He led his group down the switchback, the jagged rock wal beside them sharp enough to cut flesh
and the edge of the path sheering off into a steep drop. Looking over his shoulder, Hermod caught sight
of an enormous hound loping after them. Easlly fifteen feet at the shoulders, with a corrugated rib cage
and amdl, expressionless black eyes, Hel’s hound gave chase.

There was no way to outrun Garm. With every lunging stride down the narrow dope, the hound
closed in by yards. They would have to stop and fight it, and after his tridls with the wolves in Midgard,
and the long journey to Helheim, and even the scuffle with Garm’s keepers, Hermod wasn't sure how
much fight he had left in him.

Sill srinting forward, he reached into his duffd and dug out a amdl leether pouch. He'd probably
transferred that parcel from one carrying bag to another a hundred times without ever opening it up. He
unfastened the leather thong.

The Hd cake, as hard as wood, gill smdled of honey and spice. It was a souvenir from hisfirg vigt to
Helhem, taken as a trophy to show his Aesir kin that he’'d completed hisjourney; by the time he' d gotten
back to Asgard, though, he'd logt dl interest in proving anything. Still, he'd kept it dl these years.

Hermod skidded to a hdt and waved the others to run past him. Holding his ground, he looked up the
path to face Gam. Puffs of dust flew up every time the dog's paws dammed the ground. Sdiva
cascaded down his jaws.



Hermod shook the cake as though it were atennis bal and Garm an excited retriever. With the hound
thundering toward him, he told himsdf to wait. HE'd once gotten in the path of a charging wooally
rhinoceros. The horn had gone through his chest, puncturing a lung and missng his heart by a quarter of
aninch. It'd taken him years to hed. Garm was bigger than awoally rhino.

When Hermod could smell the dog' s bresth and fed the sdliva spray in his face, he hurled the cake off
the path into empty air. Garm switched direction and lunged &t the cake, his momentum propelling him to
the edge of the path. His nails tore deep scars in the ground as he tried to scrabble to a stop, but with a
piteous yowl he fell, twiding head over tall.

Hermod peered over the ledge, watching migts swirl in the wake of the hound’ s descent.

HH#HH#

T FELT as though they’ d walked through a season. The road stretched ahead in a long, brutaly sraight
line dong a dusty plain, the monotonous scenery broken only by the occasond cluster of piled rocks,
some of them as large as houses. Hermod imagined unpleasant things usng them for cover.

He led the group east, heading for a distant ridge of sharp rocks on the horizon that never seemed to
grow closer. He remembered that ariver ran pardld to the other side of the rocks, and he reasoned that
if they followed the river, they might eventudly find a portal out of Helhem. Rivers in dl the worlds
flowed from the same place.

Severd dozen yards ahead, in the middle of the road, stood a boy with eyes too big for his face. He
leaned on a tree branch roughly the shape of a rake, beside a fidd of rows drawn in the powdery dirt
with rulerlike precison. Nothing living could grow in the fidds of Helhem, but the dead weren't spared
hunger, and in thelr desperation some of them tended hopeless plots of land. Others made attempts at
building towns and villages like the ones they’ d come from. Helheim was unfathomably vast, but Hermod
could imagine it one day crowded with dead—men and women never stopped dying. The habitations
would grow into cities, and the cities would sprawl to the deadlands borders. And what then? If the
World Tree stood long enough, there would be so many dead that they’d start ailling over into the other
worlds, in greater numbers than the occasiona stray draugr.

It occurred to him that Ragnarok had a purpose: to end the world when it reached carrying capecity.
Degth and rebirth formed a natural cycle—ian't that what the shyl had tried to tdl him? Why couldn’t he
just accept that? Let the wolves eat the sun and moon. Let the worlds burn.

Asthey approached the boy, both Hermod and Grimnir reached for their swords. Mist moved in front
of them. “Let me handle this” she said. Hermod had to admit she made a more agreeable presentation
then either himsdf or Grimnir, especidly when they were brandishing weapons at alittle boy.

He nodded & her. “Be careful.”

She took afew more steps toward the boy. “Hi, there. My name is Mist. What's yours?’

Theleft Sde of the boy’s skull curved inward. “ Steven,” he said. “I'm afarmer.”

Mig nodded gppreciatively. “Did you rake thisfidd yoursdf? Those are redly sraight rows.”

“| rake’em every day. The hounds dways leave paw prints, and | gotta rake ’em over.”

Hermod and Grimnir exchanged unhappy glances.

“That's abig job for one farmer,” Mig said. “Don’'t you have anyone who helps you?’

The boy amiled shyly, dust mattling his blond crew cut. Then he dropped his rake and took off running
as fagt as his gpindly legs would carry him.

“Wat!” Mig shouted. “I’m not going to hurt you!”

Grimnir grinned. “Leave thisto me”

Mig shot a warning look to both him and Hermod. “You will stay here and let me handle this” she
sad, before taking off after the boy.

“Sure, kid, you're the boss,” Grimnir said.

Helet Mig get abit of a head start. Then he launched himsdlf in a heavy-footed jog after her.



Hermod watched the boy lead the chase toward a stack of sharp-edged, Cadillac-size boulders in the
distance.

“Stay,” he commanded Winston. The maamute barked once and joined Hermod as he set off across
thefidd after the others.

The boy scrambled over the crest of the rocks. A moment later, Migt and Grimnir climbed up after
him. When Hermod got there, he moved around the pile instead of going over it, and when he came to
the other side, he found Mist and Grimnir surrounded by a dozen men and women with sharp sticks. The
boy peered around the legs of a woman with a face smashed in so badly that, when viewed graight on,
her nose was in profile.

“l got 'em, Ma, | got 'em!” the boy said, dancing on the bdls of his feet.

Sheruffled hishair. “You did redl good, Steven. But hush up now and keep 4ill.”

“Thet goes for you three as wel,” said a plump man. In overdls, a plaid shirt, and a bloodstained
sraw hat, his robin’ s-egg-blue eyes were the most colorful things Hermod had ever seen in Hehem.

“I've got a sword,” said Grimnir. “So does my pd Hermod. The woman's got one too. And as for
you, you've got... sticks. Thefriggin' dog could take you lot dl by himsdf.”

The man in the straw hat nodded thoughtfully. “There's more of us than you see here, and we know
this terrain better than you. Think about it: One boy led you into our trap. So maybe your swords aren’t
gving you the upper hand you think.”

The othersin the group gave gpproving nods.

Grimnir turned around in a dow 360, ams spread to indicate the miles of fidlds and rocks around
them. “Not that it matters much, but you' re bluffing.”

Putting two fingers to his mouth, Mr. Straw Hat whistled sharply. Hermod admired that whistle. He'd
never managed to develop a good whigtle himsdf. Out from a gap between two potato-shaped boulders,
hdf a dozen others emerged. Hermod wanted to cdl these newcomers townsfolk, the men dressed in
cotton shirts and denim, the women in plain, practica dresses the colors of pae spring flowers. They dl
bore injuries—broken limbs and crud lacerations—but they held their crude spears with confidence.

“Let's not have any unnecessary fidicuffs” Hermod said. “ So, whét is this, highway robbery? Piracy
on the plains?’

“Well ask the questions,” sad Mr. Straw Hat. “For starters, where' d you come from?’

Hermod hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “Down the road.”

“We know that. Steven saw you coming for miles. | meant before that.”

“We're from Cdifornia” Hermod said. “Died of drug overdoses.”

“My condolences to your families” Mr. Straw Hat said with possible sincerity, though others in the
group frowned a Hermod and his companions with disapproval.

Hermod wondered if he should just cut off dl their legs at the knees right now. The longer he
conferred with these fine townsfolk, the more likdy they would dispatch a messenger to He to let her
know the whereabouts of her wayward Aesir prize.

“Tdl them the truth, Hermod.”

Hermod's brother Hod squeezed between a gap in the rock pile. He brushed dirt from the knees of
his charcod wool pants. Directing the dark pits of his Sghtless eyes & Hermod, he leaned on his stick
and said, “Trugt these people, brother. You'll be bringing more trouble to them then they to you.”

A woman followed through the gap, but other than to register that she seemed familiar, Hermod was
too taken aback to pay her notice.

“Hod,” he said.

“Yes. How flattering you il recognize me”

Definitely Hod, thought Hermod. “Why aren’t you at Hel’s hdl, with Badr?’

“Because heis a pretty-mannered traitor. Why aren’t you with him?’

“I'm neither atraitor nor pretty-mannered,” Hermod sputtered back, offended.

“No,” sad Hod, blindly gppraisng him. “I suppose not. Which is fortunate. Who are your friends?’

Hermod uttered some introductions.

Grimnir grunted a greeting, but Mist was preoccupied with H6d's companion, who, unlike the others,



was dressed in modern cothing—jeans and a Greenpeace sweetshirt punctured by two ragged holes and
caked with dried blood. Hermod redized now why she seemed so familiar.
“Hermod,” Migt said in a choked voice, “I'd like you to meet my sger.”

IKE A TRUSTY Scout leader, Henry Verdant ushered Hermod and his companions, dong with Hod
and Lilly, through a gap between the rocks, where arickety ladder fashioned from sticks led down into a
cramped tunndl.

“Dug by hand and stone” Henry sad with pride, his face flickering in the uncanny light of
bioluminescent torches stuck into the wals,

Hermod managed to summon a noise of appreciation. He remembered Nana saying how rare fire was
inHelham. “Y ou people live down here?’

“Not this particular tunndl, no. This one€'s a saging area.” Verdant went on to tdl Hermod about the
tunnd network: miles of underground warrens that served as hiding places, escape chutes, storage caches
for the lowans crude weapons and tools, and places like this, which emerged at watch points near the
road.

Hermod drew a fingaral dong the wall. Sandy rock flaked away. “And you dug this whole thing
yoursdves?’

“Oh, no,” Verdant said, waving off the notion. “A lot of it was done by others who came before us”

“There have aways been escape attempts in Helheim,” H6d said from the shadows. “ Sometimes those
who dill have a desire to live and the will to do something about it manage to find one another and
organize their efforts. But nobody has ever actudly made it out, as far as | know. The hound gets them,
and they end up being incorporated into the corpse gate. Y ou' re the exception, of course.”

“Back then, Hel waswilling to let me go,” Hermod said. “1 won't get a guarantee of safe passage this
time”

“Still, it's fortunate our paths crossed,” said HOd. “1 think you can be of useto us”

Hermod didn’t like HOd's phrasing. “Haven't we dl had enough of being ‘of use to one another?
Loki used you to kill Baldr, and now I'm being used by ... | don't know by whom. By Odin, or the
shyl, or Hd maybe”

“I amply meant that | hoped you would stay and hep us. | redize dropping in only to move on shortly
theresfter isin your nature.”

Verdant held up ahand. “Let’s not put the cart before the horse, now. No offense, Mr. H6d, but we
just took you and Lilly on, and | have to remind you, it wasn't a unanimous decision. | understand these
newcomers are your kin, and I'm sure they’'re fine folk, but well need to talk over whether they can day
or not.”

“Town medting?’ said Hermod.

Verdant answered firmly, “That’s how we do things around here.”

The lowans filed through a dit in the tunnd, which led to a larger chamber, leaving Hermod and his
companions behind, dong with H6d and Lilly.

“They seem like nice enough people,” Grimnir said. “He'’s going to chew them like kibble with gravy.”

“Quite possbly,” agreed Hod.

Now that they were away from the lowans, Hermod had so many questions for his brother he
scarcely knew where to begin. He turned to Migt for help, but she and Lilly stood looking a each other
intently, both with their arms tiffly at their Sdes, asif they were afrad to use them.

“You good?’ Lilly asked Migt.

“Pretty much. You?’



“Congdering everything? Yeah.”

“Hug now?’ Mig said.

“Yegh.”

They held each other, weeping judt alittle.

Hermod turned back to H6d. He had thinned and whitened, like a forgotten garment hung out to dry,
anecklace of purple bruises around his throat.

“These farmers are your resistance?’ Hermod said.

“They’re not farmers anymore. They're fighters now. I'll show you.”

Hod led him through a twisting passage that opened onto a spacious chamber. “This is the lowans
amory.”

Hermod took in their cache of rocks, dings bows carved of bone, and arrows of brittle-looking
wood. Grimnir was right: Hel would annihilate these people.

“How many of these resstance cdlls are there?’ he asked.

“l don’t know, and neither do they,” HOd said, leading the way back out of the chamber. “They work
autonomoudy, harassing Hel and her soldiers. Mogly they just succeed in irritating Badr, but that's
something.”

“What happened with you two? Despite your differences, you used to be so close”

“In Asgard, Baldr dways shone,” HOd said. “Here, it's dark. It turns out Badr gives less light than he
takes. He became amdler in Hehem, and meaner. But don't judge him too harshly. After along time in
He’s redm, it is difficult not to wear away until you're nothing but a ghost woven from memory and
resentment.”

Henry Verdant met them in the corridor. “So, how about it, Mr. Hermod? Would you and your
friends care to join forces with us?’

Redly, Hermod would have preferred not to. “What about my dog?’ he said, resigned.

Verdant smiled warmly. “So long as he doesn't hite the wrong people, he's welcome.”

Usang the femur of some animd, Verdant tapped a rhythm on the cavern wadl. Within a fev minutes,
the resistance had assembled in the wespons cache room. There were about forty peoplein al.

Verdant cleared histhroat. “Mogt of you know | wasin afidd atillery battery in France. Three whole
days on the front ling, mogtly pushing horses through mud, until | was captured. | spent the rest of the war
in the Langensalza POW camp. We had three objectives there: survive, escape, and sabotage. | know
things aren’t the same in Hheim as in that camp. For one thing, we're dead. As for escape, thousands
and thousands have tried, and thousands and thousands have failed. But Mr. H6d has shared with me
some new information, some new possihilities that promise hope. I’ ve dready talked it over with afew of
you, and if you'll give Mr. Hod your attention, he'll tel you the rest.”

Verdant moved aside, and after a moment Lilly guided H6d forward. Hermod had an uncomfortable
flashback of Hod standing in the middle of Vahdlawith a mistletoe spear in his hands, and from the look
on Hod' s face, he might have been having the same thought.

“l have been in HEhem a very long time” Hod began. “When | firg came here, there was no lowa.
The continent in Midgard you came from wasn't even occupied by humans”

“Not even Indians?’ sad thelittle dead boy, Steven.

“Not even Indians” Hod said. “In the intervening time, billions of people have entered Helheim, but
only Hermod ever Ieft it dive” Hermod shifted uncomfortably. “The ship Naglfar has been under
condruction ever snce things firg started to die. The ship is made of death. Her hul is lined with the
fingernalls of the dead. Her boards are bones. Her sal is flesh. It's long been known thet, in the time of
Ragnarok, Naglfar will break free from her moorings. She will deliver Hel’s dead army to the find battle
and bring yet more dedtruction to the worlds. The details of this prophecy, however, are unclear. Some
say the ship will set sall with Loki at the hedm. Others say she will be steered by the giant Hymir. When a
prophecy so lacks darity, | see opportunity.

“We were aware tha Naglfar was moored here in Hdhem, but until recently her exact location
remained a secret. Now we know she lies east of here, anchored on the banks of a certain unnamed
tributary of the river Gjoll. We will go there. We will board the ship as gdley daves, and we will take her



over. She will be our tool, not Hel’s”

Hermod sighed. He' d been hoping to hear a good plan.

Asthe assambly broke up into smdler groups to discuss various logidicd issues, Hermod drew Migt
and Grimnir off into a secluded corner.

“What do you guysthink?' Migt asked. “Suicide misson?’

“Obvioudy,” Grimnir said. “Hd’s amy has actud wegponry and ammunition, the Suff she let them
keep when they passed into her lands. How are forty farmers with Stone Age technology supposed to
take the ship?’

“But it's not just farmers” Migt reminded him. “It's aso two Aesir, not to mention you and me and
Lilly.”

“A few umbréelas don’'t make much difference in a hurricane, kid.”

“Wdl, so wha?’” Mig said. “You're Einherjar. Isn't your whole existence about fighting a hopeless
battle againgt overwhdming odds? Here' s your chance.”

“I'm supposed to fdl in the dang and clatter of swords on the fidd of Vigrid. Not be chopped into
pieces and used to patch holesin the corpse gate. That would hardly be the glorious death I’ ve earned.”

Mig turned to Hermod. Y ou're being awfully quiet. Say something.”

Hermod ran a hand over the stubble on hisjaw. “1 think Grimnir's probably right, but not just because
we d have to overcome aforce of ams. That's not the biggest thing we're facing here. It's what the byl
told us about: the force of inevitability. The Ragnarok prophecy isn't a prediction of things that could
happen. It’'s a description of the way things will happen. 1t's a mgp of time and occurrence. It’'s the way
the universeislad out. That's what we're up agang.”

“So, what, then? We give up? Let the farmers try to fix things while we st back and—"

“No. | say we hdp them.” Migt and Grimnir both looked at him with surprise. “The only hope we have
of stopping Ragnarok is by attacking the links in the chain of events. The sbyl sad the links were
weakest in Helhem, so if we're going to strike, thisis the best place to do it. And if we did manage to get
contral of the ship, we'd be severing a mgor link. That done might be enough to avert the find
catastrophe.”

Grimnir rolled his eyes, but Migt stood on tiptoe and kissed Hermod on the cheek. The act left him
with a sensation that was the closest thing to warmth he'd experienced snce crossng over into these
lands
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HE SABOTEURS st out on ther long wak to the river Gjoll. The party consisted of Mist and her
gger, Grimnir, Wingon, and the two Aesr, but only three of the lowans Henry Verdant, his hulking
twenty-year-old nephew, Ike, and Alice Kirkpatrick, Ellhead's librarian, a woman with slver streaks in
her black har and ams as tough and lean as drips of beef jerky. Hod and Henry had agreed that a
group thislarge traveling across the plains of Helheim was dready at grest risk for atracting atention and
that the rest of them would serve the cause better by engaging in diversonary tactics, like drawing
Garm's pups into fruitless chases through the rock fields.

The lowans had heard indications of other groups launching assaults on the corpse wal and on Hel’s
paace, but communication in Hdhem was poor at best, and as far as any of the lowans knew for sure,
their operation was the only one under way.

“You and Hod are quite ateam,” Migt said to Lilly, faling into step with her sister.

“We have common gods” Lilly said, alittle defensvely.

Mig fdt aglow. It had been along time since she' d been able to needle her big Sister about a boy.

“You actudly seem tighter than I’ d expect after only three months”

“Hasit been only three months snce we died?’ Lilly said, surprised. “It seems like it's been so much
longer than that. | don't think time works the same way here asit does back home. Anyway, | won't ask



about you and Grimnir—I know waking sides of beef aren’t your type. But what about Hermod?’

“Him?" Mig laughed a the absurdity of it. Per haps a little too forcefully, she thought, catching Lilly's
amirk. “Not even if he was the last god on earth. He' s nothing but the kind of trouble | can't stand: flaky
and digtracted.”

“I like it when he cdlsyou ‘Mig,” sad Lilly.

“It smy Vdkyrie name” Mig protested.

“It sounds more like a stripper name.”

“It should have been your name. Y ou were dways the fighter, fird when we were kids and then later
with dl that rock-throwing you used to do at cops, sucking down tear gas. Me, | was the bookworm.
When we got shot—"

“When we got shot,” Lilly interrupted, “you tried to block me from more bullets.”

“While you were trying to do the exact same thing for me”

“And now you' re wondering why you became a Vakyrie while | got consgned to a crappy afterlife”

“Don’'t you wonder?” Migt asked.

“Swestie, lifé s arbitrary and capricious and unfar. People are either born to a world with running hot
water or they’re born to a world where a mosquito kills them in their first month of life. People die rich
and go to heaven or they die poor and go to hdl. That'sthe way I’ ve dways seen it.”

“And you're dill an eat-the-rich kind of gd.”

“You bet your ass | am,” Lilly said. “This arrangement where Odin gets his dead and He gets hers?
Nobody ever asked me what | thought about it. | didn't get a vote. Soif dl | can do is piss off some
gods by screwing with their system, that's good enough for me” They waked dong, vulnerable in the
open plain. “What about you, Kath? What's your stake in dl this?’

“I'm not as paliticd as you. | just wanted you back. You, and amean | helped put here. That didn’t
work out.”

Lilly made a sympathetic noise. “ Sorry that got you stuck down here with me.”

“l don’'t think we're stuck,” Migt said.

“Maybe not. But assuming we get out of here, what then?’

“There's not much Ieft to do at this point except try to save the world.”

Lilly's shoes scuffed the dust. “Give me a pen and I'll Sgn your petition. And stop changing the
subject. What' s the ded with you and Hermod, serioudy?’

H##

HE SHIP firg appeared on the horizon as a gray smudge with a skinny stick emerging from it, but as they
drew closer to the river where it was docked, itsimmense scale became evident. Narrow and low to the
waterling, Naglfar was long enough for a thousand oarsmen. She bobbed and creaked in the black
waters. Dark, mottled scales clacked and rattled over her hull in the wind—the nalls of the dead. A dngle
meast made of femurs lashed together with sinew towered over the deck and supported a vadt, square
sl. Extending from the prow, a dragon-shaped figurehead reared up, wriggling human corpses impaed
onitsteeth.

Naglfar wasn't just a troop-transport ship. It was like a section of Hdheim itsdf, a weapon of terror
to bring degth to the living lands.

Henry Verdant gathered the group behind the cover of a concrete-colored tree.

“l don't see any guards at dl,” Mig said. “No draugr, nothing.”

“Jugt because you can't see something doesn’t mean it's not there,” Hod said.

The dead began to show up gradudly, done or in smdl groups, coming across the plain a their dow,
rdentless pace. These were nather draugr nor Hel's soldiers. They were hunters and gatherers and
peasants and clerks and factory workers. Normd folk. When they arived a the river's edge,
leather-armored dead waiting at the ship drove them up the boarding ramp with whips and spears.



“Thisis good,” Hod said. “We won't have to fight our way or sneak aboard. We can just let ourselves
get press-ganged with the rest of the dead.”

“I never figured getting on board would be the hard part,” Grimnir said. “It’s fighting our way through
hundreds of Hel’ s troops that worries me”

“Overpowering them ign't part of the plan,” Verdant reminded the party. He scratched a diagram in
the dust with a stick. “We move to the back of the ship, trying not to attract any undue attention.” He
marked an X. “Then we gather here, at thetiller, and take out whoever’s manning it. The Asgardians will
handle the waves of troops who'll no doubt come for us then, while the rest of us founder the ship. We
keep Hel’ s troops out of living territory. That's the misson.”

Hermod looked down a Verdant’'s diagram with a skeptica frown. “Dead people are dways s0
quick to suggest suicide missons. Hod, how many do you think you can clobber a a time with your
gick?

“Asmany as | need to. And you'll be ready with your sword.”

Hermod shook his head. “Big talk, but it's not like we' re Thor and Vidar.”

The party |€ft the cover of the tree and made their way to the riverbank, where they joined the
procession of dead without attracting notice. The three lowans took the lead position, with Lilly and Hod
inline behind them, followed by Grimnir, Wington, and Hermod. Mig fdl into place beside a decapitated
man, whose head was fastened to his chest by straps around his forehead, cheeks, and chin.

“What befel you?’ the men said after a few dozen paces. His speech was garbled from the Straps
limiting the makility of his jaw.

“Wha do you mean?’

He waved vagudy toward his neck, from which emerged truncated vertebrae. “1 murdered a duke in
his deep. Being highborn mysdf, | was granted the courtesy of the ax ingtead of the rope, for which | was
vary grateful, at the time. In retrospect, with hanging | would have suffered only a few moments of agony
and I’ d dill have my head attached in the afterlife”

Mig couldn’t think of anything to say to that.

“S0,” the man said again, “what befdl you?’

“l was a murder victim.”

He murmured his sympathy.

“Do you know why they need so many of us?” Mig asked him. “With He’s troops dready in
place—’

“Her fighters are for fighting. But Naglfar needs bodies a the oars. That's where we shdl be forced
to serve”

The lowans reached the boarding ramp and walked up to the rall, where a particularly beefy pair of
dead felows was stopping people for ingpection before leting them on the ship. It was hard to tdl by
what criteria they were judging, but after a nervous few moments, Verdant, ke, and Alice Kirkpatrick
were given nods of permission, and they boarded without incident. Hod and Lilly climbed the ramp after
them and were aso let on board. But when Hermod tried to follow, one of the dead fdlows put a hand
on his chest.

“What do you think you're doing?’

“Geting set to sail,” Hermod said jaurtily.

Two more large men gpproached. Even dead, they projected an air of officious thuggery.

Squeezing past the dead separating her from Hermod and Grimnir, Mist hoped neither of them would
do something stupid or impulsve. She looked up nervoudy at the ship. Having boarded, Lilly and Hod
were no longer in Sght.

One of the men leaned over Hermod and sniffed. “You smel funny,” he said, wrinkling his nose. “You
and| dive”

“| assure you, I'm quite dead,” Hermod lied with indignation.

The man motioned the other guards closer. “What do you guys think?’

They dl flared thair nodrils, except for one of them, who had no nose and presumably admitted
Hermod' s life-affirming fumes through his exposed nasd cavity.



“Alive” pronounced the nosdess one, and dl the guards made noises of agreement.

The boarding of Naglfar had come to a stop, and Mig fdt the press of the dead building up behind
her. The decapitated man kept nudging her with his strap-on head. Mist elbowed him back and reached
for her sword.

“We should go,” Grimnir whispered to her.

“And leave Lilly and the others? No.”

“We can’t do them much good if we get ripped limb from limb,” he retorted, but before Migt could
formulate a response, an eerie, multivoiced, growling moan came from the ship.

“Draugr,” Hermod ydled. He bear-hugged Mist and leaped off the ramp, absorbing the impact of
landing with his own body. Grimnir and Wington dropped next to them.

The draugr came sailling over the ship’srail, dawing and gnashing & the dead scrambling to get out of
their way. They bit the dower ones, tore ther throats, plucked out eyes. Hermod doubted this was part
of some planned attack. More likdly, Hel’s forces had amply lost control of their zombies. That was the
problem with draugr: They made for a fearsome force, but they could just as eesly turn on their
commanders.

Mig medly svung her blade, but despite her efforts to scythe through al comers, the draugr kept
pressing in closer, dimbing over one another to snap ther teeth near her face and reach in with raking
fingers Hands grasped her wrigts, immohilizing her sword arm, but then Winston was there, biting her
assallant’s leg to pull the draugr off.

Mig gtruggled to make her way back up the ramp, to the ship, to help Lilly with whatever she was
facing on board, but the crush of bodies bailing around her drew her farther away.

Then came afreight-train roar that gave even the draugr pause, and Mist glanced upriver to see awall
of water rushing forward, jumbled with chunks of ice and uprooted trees and tumbling dead. The wave
dammed into her, smashing her bresth away and lifting her up in a swel of water and debris. Rdling in
the turbulence, her body cracked againg tree limbs, againgt rocks and the bodies of the dead. As she
sruggled to stay on the surface, the current took her dong the length of the ship and past it.

The ship strained againg its mooring lines until they snapped, whipping around and driking dead,
dicdng them to pieces. The great sal billowed out, and the fingernals covering the hull clicked and
clacked like a colony of scuttling crabs.

Naglfar set sall.

Mig fel beneath the current, dirt forcing its way into her tightly shut eyes. Her head collided so hard
with some object that she was sure her skull would shatter like a flowerpot. Crushed, buried, battered.

The water popped her back to the top, and a hand grasped her flaling am and pulled her onto a
floating tree trunk. She lay there on her ssomach, choking on water and mud. She was only dimly aware
when somebody rolled her onto her sde and pounded between her shoulder blades. After a while she
was able to draw ar into her tortured lungs. Some time later, she redized it was Hermod who was
heping her. He cleaned out her eyes as best he could with water from his canteen.

They dung to the tree, carried by the floodwaters. Grimnir crouched down a one end, like the lookout
on aship’s prow, while a miserable-looking Wington shook water and muck from hisfur.

“What happened?’ Mist managed to wheeze out.

“The prophecy says when the Midgard serpent girs, Naglfar will set sal on the floodwaters,”
Hermod said, gazing upriver. “Guess the serpent’s darm clock went off.”

“Lilly and H6d? The lowans?’

“On their own now,” Hermod said, daubing her forehead. Apparently she was bleeding. He patted her
right leg, moving down from thigh to ankle, and then the left one. “Checking for broken bones” he
explained, sounding defensive, when he caught alook from Grimnir. With astrip of cloth from his jacket,
he buddy-taped her ring finger and pinky together.

“Guys, you wanna look at this?” Grimnir pointed ahead, but the gesture was unnecessary. The sky
before them was a kaleidoscopic storm. Other worlds were visble in brief flashes through the fragments:
enormous pines, mountains of frogt, sadagmite-encrusted caverns, skyscrapers with snowdrifts piling up
to thefifth floors.



“World's breeking apart,” said Hermod. “I think this might be it.”
The river spirded into the crazy quilt, and Mig and Hermod clutched each other as the tree trunk
rushed on.

ILLY CAST HER gaze down Naglfar’'s long deck but, except for Hod, she saw no dgn of her
companions, logt in the chaos of the draugr skirmish on the riverbank. As Hel’s troops sruggled to leash
the remaining loose draugr, Lilly tried to cam hersdf and get a grip on ther tactica Stuation.

Hd’s soldiers were wel equipped: men in bronze hdmets and odrich plumes, a Confederate sde by
sgdewith aUnion soldier, aNazi SS officer, and others dressed and outfitted in ways it would have taken
amilitary higtorian to identify. Even if Lilly and H6d could find the lowans, they had no chance of taking
the ship.

A whip cracked over Lilly’s head, and amanin a black wool peacoat stepped forward. His face was
amangled mess of wdts, a rusty cargo hook embedded in his right eye. “All right, you worthless dead,
men your posts. Maingerers get flayed and turned into sailcloth. You two,” he barked, gaing at Lilly
with his one good eye. “Why are you just standing there? Looking to get run up the mast?’

“We just boarded, gr,” Lilly said, managing a reasonable tone of voice. “What are our pogsts, pleass?’

“The pumps,” the man cried, gediculaing in any number of directions. “D’you think | want to sal dl
the way to Midgard with a cursed durry 'round my ankles? Man the pumps or I'll have you as my own
ration!”

“Aye, gr,” Lilly said crisply, and she gripped Hod's arm and retreated as quickly as she could.

The other press-ganged crew members seemed no more sure of ther assgned postions than did Lilly
and Hod, and they gained little sympathy from the officers, who cracked their whips and struck any sailor
unlucky enough to come within range.

Lilly hurried over to the pumps, devices fashioned from pelvic bones, and bent to the work.

“Who's at the hdm? HOd asked, close to her ear.

Lilly described the creature standing at the stern. Struggling to hold the tiller steady, he or she or it
stood at least twenty feet tal, bulging with dabs of muscle, its head wreathed in thick, kelplike ropes of
hair. Its bare chest was laid open, reveding ribs and lungs and a heart like a deflated footbal.

“A dead Jotun,” HOd said. “A giant.”

Some dozen draugr were arranged as a guard around the tillerman, draining againg chain leashes
bolted onto the deck. They snarled and bit at the arr like junkyard Dobermans.

HOd scratched his chinin thought. “It might be harder than we thought to take control of the hdm,” he
whispered.

“Geg, you think?’ Lilly hissed a him. If only Kathy and Grimnir and Hermod had made it on board,
their presence might have been enough to carry the day. Lilly could only hope they’d managed to survive
the flood.

“Layaboutd” It was the whip-cracking sailor with the hook in his eye. “Didn’'t | order you gull-lovers
to the oars? Thought you' d save your soft little hands from red labor?”

“You put us on the pumps,” Lilly protested.

His whip snapped inches from her face, hiting off a piece of the raling. “And | suppose | did that
because I'm a dear pat of butter, wanting to make your miserable deaths easier. | suppose you think this
hook goes dl the way into my thinking brain? Y ou don’t like my thinking brain?’

“Just @m mein the right direction,” Hod muttered. “I'll knock him right over the sde”

“Sir, | gpologize for this misunderstanding,” Lilly said, forcing the words through gritted teeth. “Well
Oet to the oars right away.”



Hookface dowly lowered the whip to his sde. He amiled, meking a faint sound as the hook grated
agand the bone of his eye socket. “Indeed, you will not, for I've got a better plan for you. Our journey’s
sure to be no fish run, and we're like to be battered by wind and storm before it’s through.”

He squinted up at the sall. Lilly followed his gaze. The broad expanse of cloth rippled and billowed in
the wind, mottled with crudely stitched patches of yelow and tan and brown.

It's skin, Lilly redlized with a swell of nausea. They patch the sail with human skin.

“I'll have these two clapped in irons and brought to knife” Hookface hollered. Men, whether
dedicated crew or just press-ganged dead looking to curry favor with their overseers, came a Lilly and
Hod.

Hod swooshed his stick around his head, smashing attackers and shattering bones, while Lilly
managed to throw two attackers overboard. But in the end there were too many of them, and they
pressed in until Lilly was down on the deck beside Hod, unable to move and barely able to breathe.
Peering between the legs of the man holding her down, she watched Hookface domp over to her. He
held out his hand, and someone passed him a crude, bone-handled cleaver. The congedled blood on the
blade was thick as jam.

He pressed the edge of the cleaver to Lilly’' sthigh, then yanked the hook out of his eye and placed the
point near the cleaver’s blade. “Fork and knife” he said, burding into a coughing laugh. Then his sngle
eye ralled up, showing the white, and he elevated into the ar. Impaed, he wriggled on the end of along
pike, hdd doft by the Jotun tillerman, who pointed an accusing finger a the men restraining Lilly and
Hod.

“Enough of this horseplay,” he bellowed. “We're on a schedule, if you please, and wind and current
adonewon't take usto Loki. Get on the oars, every one of you, before I mill you into flour for my biscuit.
And as for you,” the giant said to Hookface, “discipline begins at the top. Y ou have to set an example for
the men.” With that, he dammed the end of his pike on the deck as though planting a flag, and Hookface
screamed.

The men scurried away.

“Now what?" Hod said, brushing at his clothes.

Lilly fingered the hole in her jeans. “To the oars,” she said. “For now.”

She found Henry Verdant and Alice Kirkpatrick on a portside rowing bench.

“Wherée s your nephew?’ she asked, teking a seat beside them.

Verdant shook his head and pulled on the oar.

“Draugr tore his head off,” Alice Kirkpatrick said.

Which meant that somewhere, ke Verdant was a chewed-up disembodied head and fully aware of it.
Lilly managed to suppress a shudder.

“l don’'t think our friends made it aboard,” Henry said, his back sagging under the labor of pulling the
oar. “Our whole operation might be a bugt.”

“That’'s no kind of talk, Henry,” Alice said. “You keep your spirits up, or I'll clock you over the head
with this here paddie.”

Chastened, Henry dmogt amiled.

HE RIVER Gjoll opened onto a black sea, and the ship passed out of Hehem. Where they’d come to,
Lilly couldn’t tell. She described the arrangement of stars in the sky to Hod, but it didn’t help. “All the
maps have changed snce | was lagt inthe world,” he said.

Hookface remained atop the tillerman’s pike. For a while a pair of ravens vexed him, landing on his
shoulders and head and picking flesh from his ears. They stared down the deck with their glossy black
eyes, and sometimes Lilly was sure they were garing at her.
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HE SHIP dogged through dark cavernsin the lower roots of the World Tree, her sal lying dack againgt
the mast. Water fdl from the cave caling in a steady, icy ran. The oars dipped into the black river, and
the only other sounds were the crack of the overseers whips and nails shivering againgt the hul.

Knives of pain gouged Lilly's back and shoulders as she pulled on the oar. H6d rowed beside her
without complaint. In the yelow light of the lanterns, his face was drangdy beatiful, the lines of his
cheeks less severe, and the dark hollows of his eyes soothing. She supposed being a god of things dark
and hidden meant that he was now in his naturd place.

Hel’sloyd dead paced the deck, brandishing their weapons and growing more restless as the journey
wore on. In her work as a professond agitator, Lilly had often found hersdf in amilar Situations, getting
keyed up with anxiety and impatience. Soldiers in this state were dangerous, like springs too tightly
coiled. Anything might set them off.

The subterranean river opened into asmdl lake with sharp geologica formations rigng from the water,
and the Jotun tillermen steered the ship toward a precarious arrangement of three massve, spade-shaped
rocks. The order was given to ship the oars, and the tillerman let momentum carry Naglfar around to the
other Sde of the littleidand.

A giat eadly exceeding Naglfar’s length lay bent backward over the rocks, a sharp point jutting into
the amdl of his back. Blue ropes that looked like intestines secured him by wrig and ankle. The giant’'s
skin was trand ucent, tinged with orange and yelow, as though fires burned beneath his flesh.

A woman equdly as large kndt a his sde. She might have been lovely once, but now bony wrists
emerged from the deeves of her threadbare gown as she held a cup over her companion’s face. The cup
caught aily venom that dripped from the fangs of a serpent coiled around a massve stdactite above them.

“I must empty the cup now,” said the giantess.

The giant’s face screwed up in pain and anger. “You lie You dwayslig It can't possbly be full yet!”

She peered into the cup. “But it is, husband. It nearly brims with venom. | shdl be but a moment.”

“No! Don't—"

She rose dowly and leaned off the edge of the rocks to overturn the cup. Venom oozed out in sticky
srands. Meanwhile, the bound giant howled as venom from the serpent’s fangs fdl into his face. He
bucked and thrashed, sending tremors through the rocks. Waves smashed againg the ship’s hull.

“Curse you, hitch! You do this on purpose! Curse you to torment for dl eternity!”

“Itisdready so, my dear husband,” the giantess said placidly.

The overseers and the armed men watched the scene play out with expressions of uncertainty. Even
the Jotun tillerman, standing now at the ship’srail, seemed disquieted.

“l know that voice,” Hod whispered. “That's Loki.”

“Oh, look,” the giantess said. “My cup isfull again.”

“That'simpossible! You can't have caught more then three drops!”

Lilly was indined to agree. The venom fdl dowly, and the cup was the Sze of a wine barrd, but the
giantess once again left her husband's sde to empty the cup. Loki watched in wide-eyed horror as a
bead of venom formed on one of the serpent’ s fangs and stretched in along string down to his cheek. He
arched his back and bucked when it made contact. Rocks shook loose from the cavern celling. On the
ship, the armed men took shelter under their shields, but the rowers were defensdless. A cantaoupe-size
boulder smashed the skull of a man two benches in front of Lilly.

“The cup!” Loki shrieked. “Bring back the cup!”

“Itisemptying,” the giantess assured him, aring into the cup’s depths.

“It hurts!”

“I know, my sweet candle, | know. Best not to dwell. Tdl me a tde to take your mind off it. One of
your funny stories, perhaps about how you changed yoursdf into a mare to mate with a gdlion and gave



birth to eight-legged Sepnir. Or how you disguised yoursdf as an old woman and tricked Hod into
killing Badr with a mistletoe spear, thus ensuring the deeth of dl that livesin the nine worlds, induding, of
course, mysdf. That oneis so funny. Y ou are so funny, my husband.”

Loki thrashed and the world shook. “I didn't mean to hurt anyone” he cried. “It was dl supposed to
be alaugh! Oh, please, bring back the cup!”

“In amoment, my love. | am ill emptying it and laughing at your jokes.”

“We can't let him on the ship,” Hod said as Loki’s spasms sent awall of water burging over the rall.
“Once he takes the hdm, hell steer us to thefind battle.”

One of the whip-bearers looked back menacingly, and Lilly swallowed her response.

The giantessfindly returned to Loki’s Side, but she didn’t place the cup under the venom drip.

“What are you walting for?” Loki demanded, twiging his neck to avoid another gligening drop.

The giantess upturned the cup and squinted at it. “1 think it's cracked,” she said. “Yes, right here, do
you see? There's a crack as big as Ginnungagap.” She pushed the cup toward Loki’ s face.

“You bitch! Jugt catch the drip, will you?’

She moved the cup aside and a globule of venom fdl into Loki’s eye.

“Yes, ddinitdy alesk.”

Loki shook with pain, and the cavern shook with him. Huge chunks of the cdling plummeted into the
lake, sending drenching waves over the ship's deck. Stalactites fdl like bombs, one of them crushing a
par of overseers and three benches of rowers. The Jotun tillermen usdesdy threw his arms up over his
head as a boulder smashed him down.

Loki howled and thrashed, his bonds gretching like eastic bands. H6d dragged Lilly beneeth ther
bench, and they huddled there with Henry Verdant and Alice Kirkpatrick.

At ladt the tremor ended, the deep-earth rumbling and Loki’ s screams replaced by the soft doshing of
water againg the ship’s hull and the moans of the injured. Lilly disentangled hersdf from Hod and peered
out through the dust-clouded ar. The sall hung in shreds, and the bodies of rowers and armed dead
littered the deck. Only one of the tillerman’s arms was visble beneath a dab of cavern cdling, the fingers
scrabbling usdedy.

Ontheidand, Loki rose shekily to hisfeet and cast away the shredded remains of his bonds. Windng
when his head hit the std actite the serpent was wound around, he tore the serpent apart with his bare
hands and tossed the segmentsin the water.

“Y ou have been very crud to me, Sgyn,” he said, sretching his back and arms. His joints popped like
gunshots. “I am feding cross.”

Sgyn brushed pebbles from her skirts and hair. “I will not deny it, husband. Over the years, your
torment became my only entertainment. I’m sure you can understand the appedl.”

“Indeed. And | would find it anusng mysdf, were | not the victim of the jape.”

“But, of course, | was only fulfilling my part in things” Sgyn said, medting his fiery gaze. “Had | nat,
you would dill be bound by your son’s entralls, and those events you helped put in motion with Baldr's
murder would be unable to play out to their conclusion.”

“Then you fed | owe you thanks for thousands of years of mockery and torture?’

“Yes” Sgyn sad. “Itismy due”

Loki bowed low at the waist. “Y ou have my sincere gratitude, my love. Wdl played.” His high-arched
eyebrows went up as he took in his surroundings and noticed the ship.

“Ah, my transport! Hello!”

He waved genidly at the disarray on the deck. Some of the dead waved back, but Hod dipped his
head to avoid recognition.

“Come with me, dear?’ Loki asked, wading into the lake,

“No, | think I'll stay here to be buried dive and then burned to a crigp, dong with the rest of the
World Tree, asisinevitable. | don't suppose that gives you any pause?’

“Some” Loki admitted. “I might have had a less crud jaler, but never one so lovdly. But | mus
ddliver this boat of Hel’ s to the battlefield. And then | will fight the Aesir to the death.”

“Go, then, husband, with my curses for a painful ending upon your back.”



Loki cackled. “And may you burn and suffocate, in that order. Farewdl, my love”

“Farewdl, my light,” Sgyn said, wiping away a tear with her deeve.

“WEe re never going to get a better chance than this” Lilly said to H6d and the lowans. “We take the
ship now or whatever-happens-after-death trying.”

She didn't wait to seeif her comrades agreed. Instead, she rose to her feet. Cupping her hands to her
mouth, she shouted, “To thetiller! Take it!”

There was a moment when al sound seemed to die, except for the echo of her voice reverberating
through the cavern. Then others took up her cry. Her command was repested in a dozen languages, with
war whoops and ululations. The dead rose from ther benches, and though many were hacked and
stabbed by Hd’s soldiers, they moved forward in a surge.

Reducing himsdf in Sze, Loki dimbed on the deck. He towered over the meee and laughed.

“Oh, good,” H6d said. “I was hoping for a chance to kill that horsefucker.” He snapped his oar,
picked up along, sharp length of it, and ran down the deck toward the sounds of Loki.

Thiswouldn't be an uprising, a hijacking, or an insurgency, Lilly redized. It would be a battle between
gods. Lilly picked up a spear from afdlen soldier and took off after Hod.

USPELLHEIM IS A world of fire and smoke and soot. Buffeted by updrafts and explosons of molten
rock, Munin and | beat our wings hard to keep our course. A sea of orange crackles and oozes below
us Haming meteors ran from above. Munin counts the meteors as we fly. He keeps track of the
temperatures and commits the numbers to memory. My brother does this because that’'s how his brain is
wired. For once, | envy him, because reducing his discomfort to mere satigtics provides him distraction,
while | have no choice but to dwell on the heat of my burning feethers and meditate on its sgnificance and
reason out its consequences. That's how I’ m wired.

Thefire giant Surt is very proud of hisrealm. You can tdl by the way he stands on the lip of a volcanic
crater, hands on his hips, his chest bulging like a tectonic plate. No place in the nine worldsis as lovely as
Muspdlheim. Other places have fire, yes, but their flanes are weak and not as orange as the flames of
Muspdlheim.

Surt stands guard againg incursons by the Aesir, whom he considers his lifdong enemies, dways
ready to make war on his people and take thar lands. He has been standing on the lip of his volcano for
avery long time, but not once, ever, has agod of Asgard even flirted with the notion of coming to a place
where a tankard of beer would evaporate in a matter of seconds. It is with a mixture of darm and pride,
then, that Surt spots Vidar and Vi scaing his volcano.

Hisfirg indinct is to squash them with hisflaming foot. But then he reconsiders. First he should find out
what they want. Then he can crush them into little crispy motes of carbon dust.

Vidar and Vdi have come especidly outfitted for this occasion. They wear suits of dwarven craft,
meade of metd that resists even the heat of Muspellhem, hammered cunningly thin and flexible. In ther
hoods are built windows of clear crysd so that the Aesr may see thar way without their eyes burding
into bailing orbs of mest and liquid.

Munin and | fly circles around the smoking crater as the two gods struggle to the summit and come to
gtand before Surt. From his vantage, Vidar can barely see over the tops of Surt’s toes, and Vdi not even
thet, yet it isVdi who speaks firg.

“| hate this place,” he says, in awhining snarl. “Thisis the worst place ever!”

Surt, expecting something more dong the lines of a declaration of war, is momentarily dumbstruck.
Around him, mountains crumble and splash into the molten sea. Gaseous plumes explode on the horizon.
Who in hisright mind could hate Muspelheim? More evidence that the Aesir are not like other people.



“l squash gods,” he says. Heat blasts from his mouth, and my tall festhers catch fire. Munin cackles
with laughter a me, but then histall ignites as well.

Vidar bows his head and he lays his hand on Vdi’s shoulder, and the child-sze god isdmost driven to
his knees. Vdi ams a kick at Vidar, but the dlent god stays out of his range. After glaring through his
crysa window at his older brother, Vdi turns and addresses Surt’s foot with an obvioudy memorized
speech, delivered in a high-pitched sngsong: “Great Surt, we sons of Odin humbly ask your forgiveness
for coming uninvited to your kingdom. We beg you to consider the direness of the hour.”

Surt crosses his arms with a haughty sniff that dmost sucks usinto his nodtrils.

“Surdy you have noticed how the worlds have fdlen under sege from warfare and sickness and
disaster,” continues Vdi. “Surdy you have seen that Ragnarok is upon us”

Surt nods, even though he noticed no such thing from the comfort of hisream.

“Then why have you not prepared?’ Vdi asks. “Why are the sons of Muspdlheim not assembled in
their ranks? Why do their thunderous war chants not make the other worlds shudder down to their very
foundations? Why does Muspdlheim lie dormant?’

The words come from Vdi’s mouth, but Vidar has crafted them as expertly as any dwarf could craft
metd. They could not be better designed to insult Surt to his core.

“l am adways ready for war,” Surt bellows. “Raise ams againg me, and you shdl see the preparations
of Muspdlhem put into action. Never let it be sad that Ragnarok comes as a surprise to me. | am
Ragnarok.”

Surt exaggerates. He has no better dam to sole credit for Ragnarok than the Midgard serpent, or
Loki, or the sky-egting wolves. But certainly he has a great part to play in it. The Sbyl’s prophecy says
that Surt will go marauding into Asgard, bringing down the rainbow bridge and setting the world aflame
with hisfiery sword.

“If you are ready for the lagt battle,” Vdi says with a Sgh, growing weary of having to recite his lines
“then where is your sword?’

Surt fals to hide his dismay. He has never needed a weapon. Indeed, his body is a weapon. The
surface of his skin is hotter than a bolt of lightning. Lava flows in his veins. What does Surt need with a
sword?

Except that the Sbyl’ s prophecy mentions his sword. So he must have a sword.

“Fear not, great Surt,” Vdi intones. “We have a gift for you.”

Many people think that Munin and | have seen so much that we're impossible to impress, but that's
not so. Hermod, for example, impresses us regularly. For someone with so few perceptible advantages,
he has the potentid to achieve things others of the Aesr would not even consider, and that is why so
many of our hopes are pinned on him. We would never tdl him this, of course. For one, we are under no
obligation to speak planly to anyone but Odin. For another, it would Smply scare him to desth.

We are impressed now by the sword Vidar produces from a pouch in his metd suit. It appears & firg
no larger than a pocket comb. But then he unfolds it, and the blade is as long as a surfboard, and Vidar
drugglesto bear it.

“Takeit,” Vdi saysto Surt. “It folds out more”” And Surt unfolds the blade until it's sixty feet long and
ax feet wide. The sword is clearly the work of the dwarf Dvdin, who aso constructed the boat of Frey,
which can transport the whole host of Asgard or be folded like a doth and stuffed in a pocket.

Surt looks at his sword, somewhat puzzled and disgppointed, until Vdi indructs him to dip the blade
into the volcano. Surt does so, and the blade ignites, glowing white hot and sending off brilliant bursts of
plasma. He sweeps it around his head in a dhrieking circle, and the resulting rush of ar sends Munin
tumbling into me. We claw at each other until we regain stable flight.

“Doyou likeit?” Vi asks Surt.

“Oh, yes” Surt says, unabashedly pleased. “Very much so. Thank you!”

“Then marsha your troops and prepare to meet your ancient enemies on the plain of Vigrid.”

Vdi turns to Vidar with a pout that means, Is there anything else? Can | go kill something now?

Satidied, Vidar begins his descent down the mountain, with Vdi soon overtaking himin his haste.

Surt looks hgppily at his sword. He smiles Whirlwinds of blue gas flash in his teeth.



ERMOD LAY FACEDOWN in the sand, ligening to the quiet dap of waves againg the shore. He was
inpain, but a least he was warm. Gradudly he became aware of Wington's tongue lgpping the back of
his ear. Hermod groaned and lifted his face from the sand. He wiped blood from his nose and hissed as
he withdrew a pencil-length diver of wood from his thigh.

They had ridden the flood for days, it seemed, through rapids and fals, out of Hdhem and down the
rivers between worlds. Hermod had steered them with nothing more than a broken branch for oar and
rudder, exhausted and navigating soldly by strength and ingtinct.

Rductantly rigng to hisfeet, he saw Mig a few yards off, splayed out on her back. She was moaning
weekly, but at least she was moving. He went to her, and after trading mutud inquiries into each other’s
condition and recaiving only mildy reassuring answers, Hermod offered his hand and helped her up.

“Where are we?’

Hermod took in his surroundings. A vast plain of charcod waters meted into a starless black sky, and,
looming in the distance, a mountainous black column curved up away from the horizon. Thick
atmosphere obscured the column in a haze, but the shape of it was il recognizable as the twisted trunk
of a tree. Overhead, knots of branches and tendrils in the sky gave off a fant, lime-colored glow of
bioluminescence. Sweet aromas of plant life and decay clogged the ar. Hermod fdt like an ant in an
overgrown garden.

“We're a the bottom of the World Tree” he said. “Down at the roots.”

Mig shook her head, asif trying to jiggle her thoughts into more sengble order. “Where' s Grimnir?’

Hermod spotted Midt’s thug a few yards off. Draped over the remains of their shattered tree-raft, he
waved off their assstance. “Leeme done” he said. “I'm dreaming. I'm in San Francisco. I'm going to
see a professond lady of my acquaintance.”

“But you're awake,” Migt observed.

“Impossible. | smdl Chinese food.”

“It'sahdlucingtion. Y ou probably cracked your head when we—Wait a minute. | amdl it too.”

Hermod sniffed and got a strong whiff of grease and garlic and ginger. A few feet awvay—resting
agang a Jotun boot the sze of a bathtub, pottery shards with dvish markings, a garden gnome, and other
jetsam—chow mean noodles spilled from a plastic grocery bag. The noodles were waterlogged and
inedible, but the sack aso contained a sedled Tupperware dish with kung pao chicken. Only after
Hermod and his companions fdl upon it and devoured its contents in a bruta feeding frenzy did they
begin to address the question of how the Chinese food had gotten there.

“For that matter, how'd we get here?” Migt asked, licking grease off her fingers

Hermod gazed forlornly into the empty container. “If the Midgard serpent gtirred and the world's
seams are Solitting apart, then the rivers in Hhem and a lot of other places must have broken their
banks in the flood, and since dl rivers run down to the bottom of the world eventudly, we washed up
here with the rest of the junk.”

Hermod watched Midt's face as she worked out the grim caculus of his suppositions. The serpent’s
thrashing could have caused tsunamis to wash over every continent on Midgard. Without any check on
the wolves, they would have grown large enough to complete their destiny and eat the sun and moon.
And they’d seen Naglfar set sal with their own eyes. The ship would ddiver Hel’s handpicked draugr
and armed dead to do battle with the gods. Ragnarok was humming dong just fine

“l should be with the boys in Vahdla” Grimnir said, without his usud bluster. “I'm supposed to be
gearing up for afight, not mucking around in the dudge at the bottom of the world. Maybe Radgrid went
off the deep end alittle bit, but she had the right idear Somebody’s gotta be there at the end to bring the



fight to the giants and mongters, and I’'m supposed to be one of those somebodies.”

“If we make our way back to Midgard,” Mig sad, “I'll send you to Vdhdla”

Grimnir was slent for awhile. Then, “Thanks, but that's amighty big if,” he said.

Hermod suggested they search the shoreline for more food. Indeed, Grimnir found some soggy but
dill-plump berries from a bush that grew only in Alfhem, but Hermod warned him againgt edting them.
He'd once dined in Alfheém and ended up as a love dave to a beautiful but abusive midtress for three
hundred years. So, reluctantly, they left the berries behind and stepped around the detritus of nine worlds
toward the prodigious tree trunk rigng in the distance,

Hermod ingantly recognized the stabbing whinny that flew across the water and rose into something
like alunatic shriek. There was no midaking its source: Sepnir.

The horse thundered over the lake' s surface, gun-metd foam oraying from his eght hooves. He took
the shore as though atacking it and reared up on the hindmost of his eight legs, rdeasing another harsh,
laughing cry.

Grimnir and Migt both had reached for their swords, and Hermod had to put a hand on Wington to il
his growling.

“Easy, everyone,” he said. “I know this horse.”

Despite his words, Hermod felt no ease in the presence of the horse he'd long ago ridden to Hdheim
and back. Seipnir was powerful and unpredictable and too dmilar to Loki, the horse's father—or
mother, as Loki had taken on the form of a mare and given birth to Sepnir before returning to his mae
form. In any case, other than Odin and Hermod, no god would even venture close enough to Seipnir to
get within range of his gnashing teeth, let done to ride him.

Hermod dowly approached the horse and reached up to stroke his neck. Sl@pnir had grown since
Hermod had last ridden him.

“Fancy mesting you here, boy,” Hermod murmured. “Did you wash up with the rest of us?” The horse
shivered and snorted but alowed Hermod to continue petting him. Raking his fingers through Seipnir's
mane, Hermod brushed againg a fla stone tied in place with a leather thong. He stood on tiptoes to
unfagen it.

The runes etched into the stone were tiny, the language ancient, and the hand familiar. After impatient
prompting, Hermod trandated it for his companions, rdating the meening of the words if not their actua
tone, which was dry and cold as the arctic wind yet thrumming with smplicity and magic.

Hermod cleared his throat. “ My son—I assume he means me—difficult are the tasks set before
you, and once more | lend you Seipnir to see that they are done. Go to the well where | left my
greatest treasure and reclaim it.” Hermod sletly read that bit over again, wondering if he was
midrandating. After dl, these runes were to his Asgardian language as Aramac was to modern English.
But repeated readings did not ater their meaning.

The letter ended with an admonition not to foul things up as badly as he had the lagt time. Skepticism
and disgppointment were evident in every carven stroke.

“You stopped reading,” Migt informed him.

Hermod coughed. “Sorry. He goes on to say that he would write more but he's very busy right now.
He wishes me nothing but success.”

“ Greatest treasure? What's dl that about?” Grimnir asked.

Hermod tucked the stone in his jacket. “He means for meto go get hiseye.”

# H#HH#

LEIPNIR SCUTTLED dong the ground like a spider, efficently crawling over debris and uneven terrain.
Barebacked, he was large enough to carry the entire company, with Hermod in front, where he could
guide the horse with one hand entwined in his mane. Migt rode behind him, and Grimnir behind her.
Windon ran dongsde for a while, but the maamute couldn’t keep the pace for long. It was I€ft to



Grimnir to carry the dog awkwardly in hisarms, until Migt fashioned a harness and basket carrier from df
rope and PV C pipe they found in the flood wash.

After what seemed like a day’s journey, the grest tree trunk Hill loomed ahead, dominating the entire
gpan of the horizon and risng so high that it curved backward over ther heads. The tree and the ground
were redly the same thing, the entire universe being made of the tree' s very substance.

Seipnir folded hislegs and let the riders dismount. While Migt and Grimnir stretched their sore muscles
and Wingon ran around in pursuit of his own tal, Hermod approached a water-filled cavity in the
ground, no more than a dozen yards across, like a bullet hole in the world's body. He stared into its
infinite darkness and contemplated Odin’s indruction to him: Redam the treasure.

“You look green,” Mig sad.

“So do you. It' s the light down here.”

“That's not what | mean. Y ou look haunted.”

“Agan, so do you. It'sthis place”

“We're redly down in the bowels, aren’t we? Tdl me again why we want Odin’s eyebd|?’

“Odin’s been trying to find wisdom dmost since his creation,” Hermod told her. “Mimir was one of his
best sources. He just came into the world with his head full of runes and knowledge. We traded Mimir to
our rival tribe of gods, the Vanir, to end a war, but they didn't like him. Taked too much, they said. So
they sent us back Mimir's head, which Odin cast down here a the bottom of the world.

“Later, the Norns gave Odin some glimpses into shadow, and what he saw in those shadows was
death. Badr’'s death, to be particular, and with that, Ragnarok. But these were only shadows, and Odin
wanted more. So he turned again to Mimir, who'd been stegping in the well, absorbing whatever the
worlds told him. Mimir agreed to trade a draft from the wdl for Odin’s right eye, and once Odin got his
drink, he saw how the worlds would die. He saw dl the battles and the terrors, and he returned to
Asgard to put together the Einherjar and to prepare. But his eye stayed behind, sunk at the bottom of the
wal. It's been gtting there dl thistime, soaking in wisdom.”

Hermod fdt a rare touch of awe. This was the very place where his father had stood and plucked out
hisown eye. Such a benign word, pluck. To grasp on€'s eye with thumb and fingers, to sed onesdf and
yank. To endure the literdly blinding agony and keep pulling until blood vessels and nerves stretched to
the point of sngpping. And then to reman consciousin order to dam one's prize.

“Mimir, show yoursdlf,” Hermod called out. “I've come to tak.”

Nothing happened for severa minutes. Hermod stared into the wel, trying to see below the surface.
Mig kept quiet, and even Grimnir refrained from making commen.

The water held ill.

Hermod found a flat, round stone by the shore and tried to kip it across the water, but the wel
damed it the ingtant it touched the surface, and it sank without a splash.

Moments later there was a disturbance, the water bubbling like gloppy soup. Fearing an explosive
geyser, Hermod drew Migt and Grimnir back. He didn't know what would happen if the water made
contact with their skin. Maybe it would make them smarter. Maybe it would drive them to wear tinfoll
hats.

A cloud of fizang foam erupted from the depths, and when the bubbles cleared, a face covered in
barnacles and muck bobbed to the surface. A few patches of mushroom-white flesh showed through a
dimy green and black beard. Lips the color of snalls opened and closed with great fish gulps. The eyes
fluttered open, and the face floated quietly in the water.

“Gredtings, Hermod,” said Mimir, cordidly enough.

How should one return the salutation of a severed head bobbing in a pond? Since Mimir was dill of
the Aedir, and Hermod had come seeking favor, courtesy was required. But the customary compliments
about the hodt’ s hospitdity would ring false here.

“How’s the water?’

Mimir treated the question serioudy. “Noisy,” he said after atime. “The voices damor for attention,
and | cannot givethem dl afar hearing.”

“Somebody once told me that wisdom is about learning which voices to lisen to and which to ignore”



“Do you follow that advice?” Mimir asked.

“I try to.”

“l haven't that luxury,” Mimir said with regret. “All waters flow here, to seitle and stagnate. You
should hear the things they tdl me”

Hermod had never been overly fond of oracles, and he redly didn't want to hear about dl the things
Mimir had been told over the millennia. He didn’t have time, and his experience with the sbyl had aready
been more than enough.

“Mimir, I've come to retrieve my father’s eye.”

Mimir blinked in confusion. “Y our father’s eye? Do | have your father’'s eye?’

“He sacrificed it to you for a drink from your well. Don't you remember?’

“Was this recently? I'm sorry, but my waters have grown turbulent, and nothing is clear anymore. Why
ever would | have wanted his eye, | wonder.” Mimir was spesking to himsdf now, muttering about
crowded waters and misplaced things, about once possessing a rune for happiness and something else
about a cafish. Then the fog seemed to clear and he focused on Hermod again. “Oh, yes, | do remember
Odin's eye. Vidar reminded me”

Hermod started. “My brother was here? When?’

A ripple of water rolled over Mimir's face. “Not so long ago, | think. He was in the company of
another brother of yours, a child. Quite mad, that one.”

He had to be taking about Vdi, which struck Hermod as strange since so few could stand to be in
Vdi's presence, Vidar least of dl. Odin had fathered Vi to kill Hod in revenge for Baldr’'s degth, a job
Vdi had accomplished before he was even a full day out of the womb. Hermod couldn’t imegine being
born to a sngle purpose—to kill your brother—and having fulfilled that purpose before learning your firg
word. It had left Vdi stunted. He d never grown beyond his terrible twos and had sttled for a life of
infantilism and random violence.

“What did they want here?” asked Hermod.

“The same thing you want, except they were more indstent. Vdi did the talking. He has a violent mind.
They each dove to the bottom of the well, but the eye wouldn't go with them. Vdi was very angry, and
Vidar even more s0. Only he didn’'t expressit in words. He was slent. And frightening.”

“Did they say what they wanted with the eye? Did Odin send them for it?’

“What does anyone want with an eye?’ Mimir said. “They want to see. As for who sent them, they
didn't say.”

Hermod felt as though he was on the verge of fdling for a trap, though he wasn't clear on its nature, its
purpose, or its consegquences. This was a very familiar feding to him, and he dmost fdt comforted by it.

“Jud to be dlear,” Hermod said, “the eye is il a the bottom of the wdl?’

Mimir misunderstood the question. “I wouldn't say ‘lill.” It shivers sometimes. | don't think it has ever
liked it there at the bottom.”

“It does’t ‘like it there? Y ou mean the eye s dive? It's conscious?’

“The world is conscious, Hermod.”

Mig brought her toes to the edge of the wdl. “Just how deep isthis hole, anyway?’

Grimnir's face broke into a chdlenging amile

“Hermod' s a god; he can hold his bregth along time. Ain't that right, boss?’

Hermod recdled dl the times he' d nearly drowned. The worst was when he' d gotten caught in a flagh
flood in a Jotunheim box canyon. Pressed down in a dudge of frozen mud, his empty lungs burning, he
had so desperately craved release that he'd cdled out in Slent agony for someone, anyone, to deiver
him. He' d understood then, for the firg time, why men so desperately dung to gods who didn’t care for
themin return.

He stared into the impenetrable blackness of Mimir'swell.

“Odin took only one drink,” Mimir said absently. “It did not go down easly. When he recovered his
voice, he used it to scream.”

Mig shook her head. “I don't like this. It may be the eye of Odin, but it's dill just a normd-sze eye,
right? How are you supposed to find it in the dark mud, with who-knows-what lurking down there?’



Hermod gave her a amile that he hoped was reassuring. “Possessng Odin's eye is too good an
advantage to pass up,” he said. “We should at least giveit a shot. And it’s like Grimnir said: I'm Aesir. |
should be fine”

Mig gave him a dubious frown, but she didn’t offer further protest. Hermod rather wished she had.

Will, then.

He stripped down to his boxers. “What?’ he said, caiching a strange look from Migt.

She blinked and looked at her feet. “Nothing. Just be careful.”

“Right. Okay.” He jumped into the well and treaded the water. It fdt like icy pudding. There was no
rush of voices in his head. No wisdom. No insanity. Not yet. He glanced back to Mis and detected
warnings and cautions and exhortations trapped ungpoken behind the strained line of her pressed lips He
gave her agmdl here-goes-nothing wave, took a deep breath, and dove benesth the surface.

There were worlds down below. Cities and continents and oceans turned beneath him, as though he
were observing a planet from high orbit, only it was more than just one world. A mosaic of countless
worlds braided and dovetailed. Mountains and rock formations and canyons and plains and fidds
covered the surface of the World Tree' s roots.

Great, Hermod thought, | go looking for an eye, and instead | get grand visions. Did these visons
condtitute wisdom? Not if he couldn’t gleen any useful meaning from them, they didn't.

Maybe he wasn't wise enough to receive wisdom.

He kicked hislegs and swam to greater depths. He'd hoped that, in this environment, water wouldn't
act like water, but he fdt stabbing painsin his ears as the pressure increased, and squeezing his nose and
denching hisjaw gave no rdief. Down he went, toward the worlds at the bottom of the wll.

He paddled toward a continent where a sea of lava spilled into a sea of ice, pushing out greet gouts of
steam. He had a good feding about this location. It was the sort of place Odin tended to favor: fire and
ice, with destruction at the interface.

He tried and falled to ignore his desperate need to breathe. Even at great depths it would take more
than afew minutesto drown him, but spots wavered in his vison, and hideous clamps of pain squeezed
his head. He wanted to return to the surface, get away from the pressure, breathe. He wanted to quit. He
waan't supposed to be here, down at the bottom of everything. This was no place for living creatures.
But going where no one was supposed to go was what he dways did. It was his purpose. Wanderer,
seam-waker, interloper. Nobody ese could do this. So he put his pain asde and went deeper.

A marvelous modd-train world spread out before him, with miniature glaciers cutting tiny chasms, and
tiny waves battering the shore. Were there little avilizetions at am’s reach, too tiny to see? What would
happen if he brought down his foot? Was this how his kin aways fdt? Huge and powerful, truly like
gods?

Not even Odin sees the world as his toy, said awatery voice.

Hermod spun around, looking for the source of the voice but finding none.

You cannot find me. You cannot know me.

Who are you? thought Hermod.

Your kind credits the All-Father with having created sky and earth from the corpse of his
father, but heis just a piece of it, and a small piece at that.

Mimir, is that you?

Look at what is revealed to you.

You mean Dinky Town down there? I’ ve been looking.

You look, but do you see?

So far, this dissmbodied voice was irritating Hermod about as much as conversations with the
al-knowing usudly did. He should have expected that snvimming in the wel of wisdom would only
aggravate him.

What isit I'm supposed to see?

Down here in the thickness of Yggdrasil’s deepest waters, one can see everything.

| am Hermod, son of Odin, late of Asgard. | have come here with the permission of this well’s
keeper, and | am running out of patience and breath. WWho are you?



| am what you seek, if what you seek is what you came here for.

| came seeking after the eye of Odin. Are you it?

That may be what you want, but it is not what you need.

Nice dodge. You are Odin's eye, aren’t you?

And there was slence, which Hermod took as a sure 9gn that he was right.

He floated past arange of sharp crags blanketed in snow, Smilar to ones he'd dimbed in Jotunheim or
that in Midgard would be sparsdly dotted with Buddhis monasteries and climbers camps. Illuson,
certainly, covering plain, mucky lake bottom. He came to a stop and reached down to grab a handful of
whatever it was below. Mountains crumbled in his grip.

Long ago, when the Aesir had battled ther riva tribe, the Vanir, much had been destroyed in the
collaterd damage. Hermod knew what afdling mountain looked like. It looked just like this

He opened his pdm and watched pebbles, grit, and dust drift away in the currents.

Now you have earned a new name, the voice said. Hermod, Destroyer .

It's not real, Hermod thought. It's just a vision.

The voice Sghed, impatient. It isa vision, but it isa vision of what’s real, or at least another way
of looking at it The world as metaphor, and the metaphor literalized, if that helps you understand
it

With his lungs arying out for ar, his head imploding, and the last specks of a mountain in his hand,
Hermod didn’t fed like sruggling with the mydteries of existence.

Did I just kill a whole lot of people? he asked.

| am not sure. | couldn’t see that well from my vantage. Does it matter? Are you not a god?

Hermod looked down at the wreckage he had created. Stone, earth, and snow lay in dumps around
the runnds his fingers had dug. And floating in a lake of molten rock was an eye, the iris sorm-cloud
gray, dlinting with lightning.

Hermod picked it up. Its weight astonished him.

Father? he asked.

His eye, merely. And obvioudly.

Did I just kill alot of people down there?

| can't see the mountains if I’'m staring at you. Turn me around.

Hermod did as he was told.

After an unbearably long time, the eye said, This part of the world was uninhabited. You owe no
compensation.

Hermod nearly sobbed with rdief. He closed his fingers around the eye and kicked toward the
surface.

When we get back to land, Hermod thought at the eye, you're going to cooperate with me and
dispense all the wisdom you have. You're going to be a regular wisdom vending machine,
understand?

The eye did not respond. It sat cold and dense in hisfid.

After dragging himsdf ashore, Hermod sat on the beach, filling his lungs with air. Mist hovered over
him, catching her own breath &fter a tirade about how long he'd been underwater (much longer then it
hed seemed to him, apparently) and how only Grimnir's muscle power had prevented her from diving in
to retrieve his corpse. The eyebd| fdt like a partidly frozen brussds sprout in his hand, dimy and cold
and dowly thawing.

“Got it,” he wheezed, loosening his grip to show his prize. In the open air, its color was a sad ydlow,
with a cataract film over the iris. He had to hold it away from Winston, who tried to Tiff it.

Are you awake? Hermod thought at the eye.

The eye slently glistened.

He asked the question again, thistime aloud. The lack of response didn't surprise him.

“S0,” Grimnir said. “The eye of Odin. Thereitis”

“Yegh”

“Do you fed wiser?’



“| fed like crap. And not any smarter.”

“Maybe it’s not enough just to have the eye,” Grimnir suggested. “Maybe you have to yank out your
own eye and shove Odin’s eye in the socket.”

“Grest idea. You fird.”

Grimnir demurred.

Hermod stepped to the edge of the lake, where Mimir's brow, nose, and chin stood out in the black
water like the raw white of a cut tree root.

“Now what?” Hermod cdled to the head. “What do | do with it?’

Mimir let out along, hollow sgh. “Much the same question Odin asked after taking his draft. He had
ganed knowledge of the worlds' end, but what ought he to do with that knowledge?’

“What did you tdl hm?’

“Thesamething | shdl tdl you, walker of in-between places. Seeing isn't everything.”

“That'swhat passes for wisdom these days?’

With grest weariness, Mimir closed his eyes and sank into the waters. A few bubbles broke the
surface, and then the well was quiet.

“Guess that settlesit,” Grimnir said. “You'll have to pull out your own eye.”

Hermod wrapped the eye in his handkerchief and tucked it in his jacket, againg his bely. The chill
leached into his skin.

UNIN AND | dirde three thousand feet over cdm Pecific waters, above the ddicate ring of the
Enewetak Idands. Munin has been quite generous in sharing the higtory of the aoll and its people with
me, and | reward him by pecking his neck in midflight to make him shut up, but not before I've learned
about Operation Hardtack, in which the United States conducted thirty-five nuclear detonations in the
South Pecific before cdling a hdt to the testsin 1958. Theidand was rendered uninhabitable, the soil and
lagoon irradiated. Later, at great cost, the idands were cleaned up and the people returned—only to be
evacuated again lagt year for the resumption of nuclear tests. As Ragnarok approaches, the bonds of
kinship among men break, induding those codified in nuclear nonproliferation tresties.

Down below, a andl fldtilla of Navy vessds is sprinkled one hundred miles off the atoll’s western
edge. “USS John S McCain, Arleégh Burke-class destroyer,” Munin says. “USS Gary, Oliver Hazard
Perry-class frigate. USS Ronald Reagan, Nimitz-class supercarrier.”

While Munin goes about naming every single ship in the group—a feet that he will no doubt follow up
by reciting the name of every sngle crew member—I’m more interested in the reason the ships are here:
a barge about the sze of a family restaurant, to which is moored, a a depth of two thousand feet, a
thirty-megaton bomb.

The ships have charts and cdculaions that help them keep a safe distance from ther monger, but
there are other mongers in the deep. The greatest of dl is a son of Loki: Jormungandr, the Midgard
serpent. It lies on the seafloor, its hide camouflaged with crags and volcanoes. Whenever it twitches in its
deep, tidd waves kill hundreds of thousands. It opened its great red eye once, and fish took to land and
evolved lungs and legs, just to get away fromiit.

When the men of Midgard detonate their bomb, there is very little drama at firs. No firebdl, hardly
any noise. But amoment later, a dome of spray rises athird of a kilometer in the air, and a gas bubble of
indigestion bursts through the dome, sending a surge of satwater jets dmost four thousand feet up,
chaang Munin and me skyward.

Bdow, the Midgard serpent remains degping in the poison currents. It takes a lot to rouse such a
serpent from its dumber. But then there is a voicein the gurgle and rush of water. A soft voice, matherly



and soothing, but dso inggent. It is the same voice that long ago extracted the oath that faled to protect
Bddr.

“Time to wake up,” the voice coos. “You have work to do. Wake up, Jormungandr, and fuffill your
dedtiny.”

The oceansfill with the groans of whaes, and the Midgard serpent girs, dowly rigng from its ancient
deep.

ERMOD NAVIGATED SLEIPnir through a long, twisting network of seams that findly led back to
Venice, Cdifornia, Midgard. The streets were flooded up to sx blocks inland. Offshore, chunks of ice
bobbed in the swells, a Sght nove enough to draw people out with ther cameras, risking the waves in
dinghies and Zodiacs. Ragnarok was gawk-worthy. When Mist spotted news vans broadcasting from the
highest ground with their telescoping antennae raised into the soggy sky, she gave Hermod a nudge.
They'd have to be particularly careful to avoid being seen. Mig didn’'t even want to think about the chaos
that would ensueif Channd 5 caught a glimpse of an eight-legged horse crab-walking through Venice,

On the other hand, there was plenty of spectacle to keep dl the news ouitfits occupied. An earthquake,
maybe severd, had struck while they were away. Venice had become a geologicd jigsaw puzzle. Places
of low eevation had been thrust upward by earthquakes. The remains of the boutiques on Abbot Kinney
clutched precarioudy to the now-doping street, while the hills north of Mar Vista had mdted in mud
dides.

“God, look at that,” Mig said, peering through the opening of the dley Seipnir crept down. Amid a
jumble of snapped telephone poles, the corpse of a forty-foot-long gray whae lay trapped in the lines.
Pigeons and rats and guils and crows squabbled over the remains.

The party dismounted to get a closer ook, leaving Sepnir in the dley. Grimnir's boot hedls crunched
over buckled sdewalk as he walked beside Migt. “Now what?’

“Now you go home” she said.

“Tomy Boston flat? I’'m sure NorseCODE stopped paying rent on it once Radgrid redized I'd gone
AWOL."

“No, | mean home. For you. Vahdla”

He stopped, gving Mist a suspicious |ook.

“| faled to rescue Adrian Hoover,” Mig sad. “I faled to save Lilly. Odin's eye isn't taking to
Hermod. The world isdying, and | don't think there' s anything more we can do about it here. But maybe
if you go back to Asgard, back with your Einherjar buddies, you can tilt the balancein our favor.”

Grimnir walked on, muiling. “Thanks, but someone ill has to watch over you.” He gestured toward
Hermod, waking a few yards ahead with Wingon. “Y ou’ ve fdlen in with a bad crowd.”

“You've dready done your part, trying to raise me right,” Mist said. She tried to keep her tone light.
“You taught me to fight with a sword and hot-wire a car. You didn’'t turn me over to Radgrid. You
helped me find Hermod. And | dragged you to Hdhem. You, a warior who earned heaven. You
deserve to bein Asgard, and | want you to go.”

“Comewith me” Grimnir urged.

Mig smiled. She shook her head. “Heaven's not my home, Grim. | have to stay here. Maybe thereé's a
food bank or something | can volunteer at. You know, while you're swinging your sword, | can rall
bandages.”

Grimnir scratched his boot hed on the pavement. He sniffed and wiped his deeve across his nose.

Hermod turned back and approached them. Migt could tdl from the look on his face that he'd
overheard.



“What about you?" Grimnir said. “Our sde could use another god. Glory and adrendine, and what
finer end could you ask for?’

Hermod seemed touched by the invitation. “Thanks, but I'm staying. Midgard's the closest thing |
have to a home”

Mig held out her hand. “Give me your lighter, Grim.”

“Kid ..."

“I'm il your boss, Grimnir, and you swore an oath to me. | know you swore other oaths, but thisis
the one you chose to honor above al others. Now you get your reward. I'm a Vakyrie, and I'm sending
you to Vahdla Give me your lighter.”

The one seam Mig had been empowered to open was tha between Midgard and Vdhdla She
flicked the Zippo and dided the flameto its ful height. Just as Radgrid had taught her, she traced a rune
in the air, over and over, until it blazed a tral of light. It grew bright red, then orange, then ydlow, and
when she killed the flame, the rune hung in the air, cyding through al the colors of the rainbow.

Men who had seen Bifrog often described it as a rainbow bridge, and Mist supposed that was as
good a description as any. The arch of light rose from the ground and curved up to the clouds, and within
the confines of its shape swirled eddies of energetic color, the colors of the rainbow and other colors that
weren't quite in the rainbow.

Grimnir engulfed Mig in a sudden embrace. She emerged from it out of breath but intect.

“You be careful,” she admonished him.

“l won't be careful, but I'll be fine. Y ou, however ...”

“I'll be fine too.”

Grimnir gave a brief sdlute to Hermod, and Hermod returned it. Then Grimnir stepped up to the arch
and began to dimb. He grunted with effort to maintain grip but made dow, inexorable progress. After
severd minutes, he faded into the shimmer and was gone. The bridge dimmed and vanished soon
theresfter.

Wington beat hiswagging tal againg Migt’s leg as she quigtly wegpt.

# H#HH#

HAT NIGHT, Hermod and Mist made camp onstage at the Hollywood Bowl. The graceful curve of the
concrete concert shel provided some shelter from the wind. Mud dides had rendered the hillsimpassable
to wheded vehicles, and &fter a day of trying to remain out of public view on an eight-legged horse,
Hermod was happy to have found some privacy. He tried to imagine the seats filled with a dancing,
chearing audience, an imege that belonged to a different world in a different time. A dead kudu, escaped
from the storm-battered zoo, would provide an ample supper, and Hermod and Mist even risked
atracting unwanted company by building a fire to roast it on. The cries of hyenas pierced the dark like
lunatic ghosts and were answered by the roar of big cats.

Tucked under Hermod's jacket, Odin’'s eye grew increesngly heavy, as if it were ressing Hermod's
efforts to drag it through Midgard. It had remained slent snce its remova from Mimir's well, and only its
uncanny weight convinced Hermod that it was anything more than a dead orb of sclera and humors.

Mig stared into the fire. She' d probably said fewer than a hundred words since Grimnir had departed.

“All told, this isn't so bad,” Hermod said, tumning a dab of kudu flank on his makeshift spit. “I
remember when the Neanderthas were dying out. Scarce game, dwindling resources, competition from
your species ... Now, that was arough time” Dripping kudu grease hissed in the flames. “I didn’t think
Homo sgpiens would hang on ether, but you lot managed just fine. Y ou're more stubborn in your own
way than we Aesr.”

Mig stood up. “Hermod?’

“Yesh?’

She walked over to him. “Shut up.”



“Oh, okay. Sorry.”

Tugging gently on hiswrigt, she pulled him to the ground.

“Oh,” hesad. “Arewegoing to ... | mean, do you want to—"
“No,” she sad.

“Oh, right, | didn’t think—"

She curled up close, which was very nice.

“Let’sjust consder thisour firg date,” she said, yawning.

The kudu meat burned to a crisp. Later, they ate it anyway.

H#H#

HE MORNING broke frigid and wet, with eddies of frost swirling up the hills Mig lay nestled in
Hermod's arms. Not wanting to wake her, he tried to ignore his medly itching nose and focused instead
on the dow, steady rhythm of her breething. This was a nice place to hide from the world, in this little
pocket of warmth, with food in his bely, with a woman who maybe liked him alittle bit. 1t wasn't that far
removed from his end-of-the-world fantasy, and he was content to stay here awhile

Wingon ruined it with a sharp bark, and Migt started awake. A few dozen feet away, in the third-row
sedts, sat Vdi, manic eyes gleaming. He'd grown snce Hermod had last seen him. He now had the
appearance of a grubby-faced three- or four-year-old, with a tangle of dirty-blond har fdling over his
eyes. He bounced in his seat and siwung his legs.

Sitting beside him, Vidar gave off the impresson of a cadm, snow-covered mountainsgde at rest before
an avalanche.

Vdi pointed a Wingon with a chubby finger. “Stupid dog! You be quiet!” Which naturdly set
Wingdon off into a fresh barrage of throaty barks.

Mig put an am around Wingon's neck, trying to shush him. Hermod's vison passed over the
scabbard belted to Vidar's hip. Nausea corkscrewed down his belly. There was something about that
sword. ... He swallowed.

“What a pleasure to receive avidt from my brothers.”

“We were looking for you,” said Vdi. “Vidar figured you' d be on ahill above the ice and you' d make
afire, and guess what?’ He glanced around the bowl, fidgeting. Vdi was a god Sred to mete out justice,
but it was a poorly controlled, hyperactive brand of justice. He sang alittle la-la song and then jumped to
hisfeet. Hermod and Mig stood as wll.

“Do you have Daddy’ s eye?’

Hermod weighed his possible responses. He decided to go with a bald-faced lie

“No. Last | heard, it's il a the bottom of Mimir's Wdll.”

“We dready looked there” Vdi said, picking his nose. “I swam and swam and swam, dl the way to
the bottom of the sinky wel, and then Vidar svam and stayed under while | threw rocks a Mimir's
head, and when Vidar came up he didn’'t have the eye because he couldn’t find it.”

“Wish | could help you,” Hermod said. “Want something to eat? I’ ve got some kudu here if you don't
mind it well done.”

“Yay!” Vdi clapped his hands and jumped up and down, and for a moment Hermod thought maybe
he could get out of this encounter losng nothing more than a few pounds of antelope meset. But then
Vidar came to his feet, riang ever higher in a way that made Hermod wonder if he would continue on,
tdler than the treetops, higher than the clouds. Hermod blinked, and then Vidar was no tdler than a man.

Vidar drew his sword. His blade wavered like a heet mirage, disobeying the laws of optics such that it
was vishle from dl angles at once. Hermod recognized the sword now. It was the same one he'd seen in
the dwarves workshop below the scrap yard.

“The eye is under your jacket,” Vidar said. Hurricane forces raged behind his voice, tremendous
energies contained in his bare whisper. Migt staggered, but Hermod held himsdf steady. He would not be



intimidated. Had Vidar ridden to Hdheim and back? Had he stood before the queen of that relm, whom
even Odin feared? No. Hermod had done those things. He would not fear his brother.

“Our father’s eye lay segping in the wel of wisdom for thousands of generations,” Vidar said. “Did it
reved its wisdom to you?’

Hermod thought of the toy world at the bottom of Mimir's Wel and how he'd crushed a mountan
with an effortless movement of his hand. What was he supposed to have learned, other than that, under
the right circumstances, he could be as destructive as any god?

“| redly don’'t know,” hetold Vidar.

“It is not everyone's fate to be the recipient of knowledge,” Vidar said. “Had | hung on the World
Tree for nine days like Father, | might have gained nothing more than an acquaintanceship with pain.”

“I’'m not giving you the eye, Vidar.”

“You cannot stop me from taking it.” Vidar spoke the truth. Hermod would not be able to beat him in
combat, not even if he somehow took Vidar's magic sword out of the equation.

Vidar moved the sword, and Hermod had to look away.

“You've never been athief, Vidar. If you want the eye, what are you willing to give mein return?’

“My pledge that | will not harm you. Nor your companion.”

“Then it sounds like what you're offering me is a nicdy gilded threat. Will you at least grant me
answers to some questions? Getting the eye wasn't easy, and you could do me the courtesy of tdling me
why it's so vauable”

“True wisdom is the ability to seetheworld as it is” Vidar said. “That's a usgful ill if one wishes to
adapt the world to a particular purpose.”

“The sbyl says you're among the few who survive Ragnarok and that the world that rises from the
asheswill be yours to rule”

Vidar dipped his head, which Hermod took as an admisson. “Ragnarok must happen, but it is not
such a bad thing. The world that comes after will be a good one.”

Hermod remembered the battle againg the Vanir, the Aesir’srivd gods. Ther home of Vanahem had
been every hit the paradise Asgard was, possbly even more beautiful. But when the war was over, every
living thing there had been killed. Every man, woman, creature, and blossom. Only twigs and scorched
rocks were |eft, dl beyond recovery. A truce was declared, and the gods waled off that dead world and
renamed it Helheim.

“Ragnarok isn't something that happens,” Hermod said. “Ragnarok is something we do, and when it's
over, it'll make Heheim look like a kitchen garden. You'll preside, but your new green world will be
fertilized by corpses.”

Vidar vaulted the distance between them, and his ebow connected with Hermod's jaw. Hermod's
head snapped back and he flew into the concert shel with cement-cracking force. Hearing footfdls
crunch over rubble, he scrabbled to his feet, just intime to duck and rall as Vidar’'s blade svung over his
head. There was a sound like an ax hiting wood, and, floating in the ar where Vidar's sword had diced,
aragged black line wavered and flapped like a torn sl in the wind. Through the thin seam, Hermod
caught a glimpse of a timber palace among ocean waves. Air shrieked through the seam, threstening to
pul Hermod off his feet, a sensation much like being drawn into the vacuum of a wolf mongter’s open
maw.

“Hermod! Here!” Mig tossed him his sword in a tumbling, underhand arc that salled over Vida’'s
shoulder, and, grateful though Hermod was, he knew Vidar's blade would cut through his own sword
like a razor through cheese. Besides, he wished Migt would concentrate on her own problems Vdi
danced cirdes around her, giggling, trying to get past her saber. Mist looked grim and courageous and so
mortaly fragile

Hermaod lifted a fragment of concrete and hurled it at Vidar. It exploded in a puff of powder upon
impact, leaving a short length of rebar emerging from Vidar's neck. His face drawn in pain, Vidar slently
withdrew it and tossed it asde. It landed with a ringing dang a Hermod's feet. A fountain of blood
spurted from Vidar's wound.

“Y our fighting skills have improved, Hermod.”



Vidar raised his sword high overhead in an executioner’s posture. When he brought it down, there
was agan the colossd sound of chopping wood, and a wide rent appeared in the air. Hermod fdt st
goray on his cheeks. Black swdls broke againgt white towers, and with dread Hermod recognized the
place he was seeing through the seam: his mother’s home,

Drawn by the seam’ s gravity, he sumbled into Vidar' s sword and fet the blade dide into his shoulder.
He druggled feebly as Vidar removed Odin's eye from under his jacket, and there was a colorless
moment before he fell out of the world.

Waves washed over him. Lightning split the sky. His blood mingled with seawater.

From the other sde of the seam, Hermod saw Vdi legp high, his pudgy hands reaching for Migt’'s
throat. Despite his agony, Hermod tried to get up. There was a scream—not Mist’ s—as Seipnir rushed
forward and raked Vdi’'s face with histail. Rearing up, the horse hammered Vidar with Sx of his hooves,
gving Mig time to mount. She held on, denching her teeth with effort as Seipnir surged forward and
leaped through the fissure. Wington followed, landing in the water beside Hermod.

Mig spilled off the horse and reached into Hermod's bag. On the other Sde of the seam, a bloodied
Vidar recovered from Sepnir’s battering and marched ahead. Hermod was in no condition to fight him.
Merely remaining conscious was teking dl his effort. The world was fractured, and there was something
wrong with Migt’s hand. It was giving off sparks.

No, Hermod redlized, it wasn't her hand that was sparking. It was the last of the black-market
grenades. As Vidar thrust his sword through the seam, Migt |obbed the paper-wrapped bomb.

The world shuddered weekly, and Hermod could no longer see the Hollywood Bowl, or Vidar, or
anything other than a white flash.

RIMNIR STRODE ACROSS thefidd of blood and smiled a the Sght of the fat orange sun glinting off
Vdhdlasroof of shieds. At least the sun was Hill shining somewhere. Corpses littered the field—throats
dashed, bdlies torn open, some of them 4ill gripping swords. Servants and daves picked their way
through the carnage with baskets, collecting arms and legs and matching them up with the torsos they
belonged to. Grimnir waded through the butchery, blood-wet grass streeking his shins as he stepped over
the bodies.

Things crawled and dithered unseen in the grass, but no rat or beetle dared nibble on the falen here.
Grimnir paused over the body of a young warrior with blue tattoos swirling across his chest. His throat
hed been cut open, but restoration was aready in progress. Frayed tendons and muscle fibers reknit.
Missng flesh re-formed. The lips of his throat wound reached to meet and sedl the gap.

Grimnir watched smilar scenes happening dl over the fidd. Intestines retracted into split bellies. Limbs
re-formed attachments of muscle and bone.

The tattooed warrior gasped and sat up. “Where is he?’

“Where swho?" Grimnir asked.

“He cdls hmsdf Wani of the Sdmon Clan, but | cdl hm Sndls Like Wet Dog.” The man was
breething steedily now, color returning to his face,

“He s the one who dit your throat?’

Thewarrior rubbed his healed wound. “He got lucky. If | hadn't tripped on a rock—"

“l get lucky every time” said another warrior, clad in tree-bark armor and an elaborate headdress of
bright bird feathers.

Grimnir moved off and Ieft the two behind to settle their differences. All around him, the other warriors
were dirring, readjusting their armor and clothing. Some joined in amdl groups to brag about their feats
of combat. The more experienced fighters criticized the technique of the newer ones, and there was much



mockery.

It was good to be home.

Later, ingde the hal, with the sounds of laughter ringing to the rafters and the smdls of spilled beer and
roasting meat, Grimnir fet a knot of tension loosen in his neck. He only wished he could have convinced
Mid to join him. She was a good, brave kid, and he would have enjoyed partying away the last days of
the world with her. He' d hated leaving her in the company of Hermod, even though he'd managed findly
to gan some respect for the flaky Aesir. But Migt had made her choice, and he had to respect that too.
Now it was time for Grimnir to make sure he was ready to fight and die with his Einherjar buddies. And
that would require some drinking.

The nightly feast was in full swing, the fighters carousing in a babble of languages. It didn’t take Grimnir
long before he found himsdf seven drinks up in a hedthy arm-wrestling contest. His current opponent
was a pumpkin-headed anarchist in a Che Guevara T-shirt.

“I hear we' re going over the top tomorrow,” the anarchist said, grimacing with effort.

“Enh, they’ ve been saying that for a hundred centuries. I'll believe it when | hear the horn.”

Grimnir's blithe dismissal was ingncere. Unlike mogt of the other Einherjar, he'd recently been out in
the world. He' d seen decay and winter, and he knew things would be happening soon. What would the
Einherjar’ s reaction be if they knew it too? Would ther enthusasm fdter?

“Enh,” he said again, damming the anarchist’s am to the table.

Ancther man did into his opponent’s place, one whose face Grimnir recognized. “Tang Xiang,”
Grimnir said with pleasure. “Lose any limbs latdy?’ Shaven-headed, with fine wrinkles at the corners of
his eyes, Tang Xiang returned Grimnir's greeting with a quiet nod. Grimnir took no offense a his friend's
reserve; a madter from the Sheolin temple at Fukien, Tang Xiang had adways expressed himsdf better
with the sweep of his curved broadsword than with words. The man was phenomendly skilled, but in
ways S0 oppogite to Grimnir's combat style that Grimnir could only admire him the way he admired
Snatra

Tang put his ebow on the table and opened his hand. Grimnir grasped it, and they began the contest.
Grimnir dwarfed the man, but he dready fdt the strain in his muscles, while Tang remained implacably
dill.

“Y ou have been working for the Vakyrie Radgrid, | understand.”

Grimnir grunted. “That’ s right.”

“I’ve been making the acquaintance of some of the fighters she' s been recruiting into our ranks. | must
say, | do not entirdly approve of her methods.”

“Therére alat of doorsin and out of Asgard. Not everyone has to come over the traditiond way. But
what do you think about the fighters themsdves?’

“l quedtion their loydty,” Tang said, direct as a sword thrust. Grimnir's arm tipped back, and he
recovered bardly intime to avoid losng the match.

“What are you taking about? I’ ve persondly faced each and every one of Radgrid's recruits, and I'm
tdling you, those guys are as solid as anyone.”

“I have no reservations about their matid prowess” Tang sad evenly, forcing Grimnir's am
backward again. “As| sad, it is ther intentions | question. | have heard things Whispered conferences.
Things said in moments of drunken indiscretion. | have noticed whose eyes will not meet mine squarely
when | speak about thefind battle. | have a sense that these men you helped bring to Asgard will not be
fighting on our side”

Grimnir's arm bent nearly to the table. He ground his teeth and forced Tang Xiang's am to vertical.
“That's stupid,” he said. “If they’re not on our Sde, whose sSide are they on?’

“The answer to that should be obvious. It is whoever stands to profit most from Ragnarok.” With that,
Tang took a deep breath and dammed Grimnir's am down. He offered a amdl, unenthusagtic bow and
removed himsdf from the table without waiting for Grimnir to honor his victory by fetching him a drink.

Grimnir spent the next few hoursin a dark cloud that not even wrestling or drinking could dleviate.
Why did Tang Xiang have to spoil his homecoming? And why should Grimnir give a goat’s shit what the
little Shaolin thought? Everybody had a crackpot theory about something or other. Tang's accusations



sounded just like the sort of thing Hermod would say.

But Hermod wasn't dways wrong.

Something absurdly large bumped into Grimnir's shoulder. He staggered back, spilling beer from his
cup.

“Whoa, dude, sorry,” came a voice from above. Grimnir peered up into a broad, sunburned face
framed with curly blond locks. Below it swelled a muscular body, easly twice Grimnir' s width, dressed in
aydlow T-shirt, flord-print Jams, and rubber flip-flops.

“No problem,” Grimnir muttered, anxious to move on. He'd never liked Thor's son Magni, nor his
brother Modi, whose bulky presence moved behind Grimnir. Like their father in his youth, they spent a
great dedl of time on Midgard, but Grimnir had dways managed to avoid running into them. Just his luck
to see them now.

“Y ou're Grum-Ear, right? The dude who works with that Vakyrie hottie?” Magni smiled lascivioudy.

Grimnir wanted to give m a quick, noncommittd response and keep moving, but such behavior
wouldn't do here, especidly not when it came to discourse with Aesr.

“The name s Grimnir. And, yeah, | work for Radgrid.”

“Right on,” said Modi, grabbing four beer tankards from a passing dave and downing them dl in rapid
succession. He belched fetid breath and let the tankards crash to the floor. He was wearing a pair of
wraparound mirror shades, a smear of heavy-duty suntan lotion across the bridge of his nose.

“Cool party, huh?’ said Modi.

“Right on,” said Magni.

Grimnir now remembered that he did not merdy didike Magni and Modi but thet, in fact, he hated
them. And to be asked a second time since ariving in Vahalla about his association with Radgrid—well,
it was weird.

Claming the need to pee, he bid the brothers farewd| and fled the hall.

Grimnir kept some private rooms near the servant quarters on one of the city’s lower dopes, and as he
made his way there, the contrast between the revery in Vadhdla and the subdued atmosphere beyond its
timbers could not have been more stark.

His breath clouded when he entered his rooms, the fire in the hearth dead despite the fact that he'd
hired a man to keep it stoked at dl times. It was hard to get good hep in these late days. He himsdf
hadn’t turned out to be such afathful servant to Radgrid—a source of shame but not regret. Mist needed
him more. And, in the end, he’'d come to bdieve in her cause over any others.

Feding dong the wall to the woodpile, he stewed over Tang Xiang's accusations. Who stood to profit
from Ragnarok? The obvious answer was, anyone who survived to inherit the new world that was
coming after. According to that old bat sbyl, that meant Badr and H6d, Vidar and Vi, and those two
faux-surfer hodads, Magni and Modi. That was 9x gods right there who had reason to discourage
anyone from fighting againg the mongters and giants at the end. Some of them might even be willing to
hep Ragnarok aong, to speed the ascent of the survivors. That was certanly what Grimnir would do, if
he were an Aesr prophesied to rule after Ragnarok. And he'd go a step further by promising afterlife
favors to anyone who supported him now, even if he had no way of assuring those persons’ surviva.

With no shortage of people who might try to game the system, Grimnir hadn’t redlly Ieft Mist behind to
tilt at windmills He' d Ieft her to fight a damned conspiracy.

How fast, he wondered, could he get back across the rainbow bridge? If he grabbed a fresh horse
while Vahdla partied, he might be able to find Mist before Hermod had a chance to drag her off on his
next series of disasters.

“Grimnir.”

He drew his dagger and turned around to be struck by a flaghlight beam. Even in the glare, he
recognized Radgrid' s silhouette.

“Bright,” he said, blinking.

“My gpologies” She redirected the beam to the stone wal, cading the room in a cone of
lemon-colored light. Her hair glinted like burnished copper, framing her icicle-white face. “I don’t mean
to trespass,” she said, “but I'd heard you were seen leaving Vahdla, and | thought | might find you



here”

She's going to ask me for a progress report, thought Grimnir. She'd want to know if he'd ever
managed to track down her little renegade Vakyrie. She'd eventudly get around to asking about
Hermod too. And she'd use the interview as an opportunity to find out if Grimnir knew about the
Ragnarok conspiracy, of which he was now as certain as he was about his own shoe Sze.

| know nothing, | suspect nothing, don’'t make a face, don't make a face, think about your shoe
Sze, don't make a face.

Radgrid's expression changed subtly, growing cooler.

Dammit, thought Grimnir. He must have made a face.

“Fourteen triple-E,” he said.

He charged her like abull eephant, lunging to the sde just in time to avoid Radgrid's Sde-thrust kick
to his knee. He whipped his dagger around and struck for her neck, but she was too fast, and his blade
meade only a shdlow nick in her arm. Rather than dance with her, he moved around and dove through the
door.

He was not surprised to find Modi and Magni waiting for him outside.

Grimnir ran. He knew he had no chance of bedting the brothers in combat, even though most of their
great feats of srength were probably exaggerated, but he might have a chance of reaching the rainbow
bridge if he could lose them in the |abyrinthine markets near Hod' s fallen-down old hdll. Like mogt of the
Aesr, Magni and Modi sedom came near this part of the dty, but Grimnir knew its every stable and
back dley.

He scded the timber wal of a dave house and crept dong its roof, ligening for sounds of the brothers
dumsy pursuit.

“Dude, Radgrid's removed dl her protections. If you die outsde Vahdla, you'll be totdly dead,” one
of the brothers caled. “Come on out and we'll let you live”

Legping between rooftops, Grimnir made hisway to the trades didtrict, where hammers griking anvils
rang from the workshops. The roofs were too far gpart to legp across here, and he was forced to
ground. His boots splashed in ginking waste as he ran down the tanners lane, and he didn't dow as he
raced through a market specidizing in Alfheim pornography. In his haste, he knocked over a cart of
expliatly carved stones but kept on going. He wasn't far from the tal grasdand between the city and the
bridge, and if he kept low, he doubted those two lumbering clods would catch him.

An arrow pierced his back. Grimnir fdl with a shocked scream.

He rolled onto his shoulder and tried in vain to reach the arrow while Radgrid dowly approached,
another arrow nocked in her bow. Every movement sent spikes of pain shoating through his entire body,
down to the tips of his toes. He drew his sword.

“Do your friends have the eye?’ Radgrid said.

Leaning on his sword for support, Grimnir forced himsdf to his feet. He struggled for breath. “Even if |
knew what you were talking about, | wouldn't tdl you.”

She loosed her arrow, and Grimnir's blade sang when he knocked the shaft from the air. The effort
cost him. He blinked swest from his eyes.

Radgrid nocked another arrow.

“What did they promise you, Radgrid? The chance to be some godling's lap bunny?’

She loosed the arrow, and Grimnir swatted at it. The broken shaft scratched his cheek. His knees fdt
like water.

“I will be no on€e's concubineg” she said. “Ingtead, | will be a goddess mysdf, given a world dl my
own.”

“How nice for you. Who's arranging thislittle promotion? It' s totaly out of Magni and Modi’s league.
Vidar, then? Come on, you're going to kill me anyway. Congider filling me in on things my severance

Radgrid nocked another arrow.

“How high up the chain of command does this go? Is it Frigg? Odin himsdf?’

She loosed the arrow. 1t glanced off his sword and lodged below his collarbone, and he roared at the



drilling pain.

She nocked another arrow and pulled back on the string.

“Swords, you bitch. Let’ sfinish thiswith swords.”

The Vadkyrie stood motionless for a moment, and then she dowly relieved the tenson on her bow. “As
you wigh, Grimnir.”

Modi and Magni stepped from the dley behind her, red-faced and bregthing hard. Their sword blades
resembled chain saws. Radgrid put down her bow and drew her own sword, along, lethd needle.

With two arrows jutting from his body, Grimnir grinned. “Y ou wanna wait for your two thugs to catch
their breath, or should we just launch right into it?’

“You can't win, Grimnir. It's hopeless.”

Grimnir coughed. He tasted blood. “Is that supposed to discourage me? I'm Einherjar. Hopeless fights
are my specidty.”

“It didn’'t have to be this way,” Radgrid said, with what seemed like genuine regret. “Why didn’t you
bring Migt to me ingtead of dlying yoursdf with her and Hermod? Y our higher oath was to me”

“Thesmpletruth is, | like her better.” He raised his sword as high as he could, and with a cry of rage
and pain, he surged forward.

He dodged Radgrid's fird thrust and rammed his shoulder into her, knocking her back into Magni.
With the two of them busy untangling themsalves, Grimnir went for Modi, driving his blade hdfway
through his skull. The god collapsed with a soft squeak, his brains lesking from his crushed head, but
Grimnir could not didodge his sword. He heard Magni’ s footsteps thundering behind him.

Ah, well, thought Grimnir. 1" ve been a dead man for centuries anyway. And, hey, he'd killed Modi,
who was supposed to have survived Ragnarok. So much for the prophecy, then.

He regretted only that he wouldn't be gble to tdl Migt about it. She would have found it encouraging.

HERE WAS NOISE and there was pain. The noise was the ringing buzz of a misshgpen gong that
wouldn't let the little bones in Mist’'s ears stop vibrating. The pain was a degp bone ache, as though
she'd been beaten with pillows stuffed with lead shot. Both were courtesy of the shock wave from the
grenade she' d tossed through the seam before it had sealed, with her and Hermod on one side of it and
Vidar on the other.

Most of Vidar, anyway. His snged hand and forearm lay a few feet away, fingers dill gripping his
sword. Mig made a point of not looking in that direction. The severed am was a gridy sght, but the
weird blade was downright objectionable.

Mig and Hermod and Wington had fetched up on a sharp knuckle of rock in a smdl bay ringed by
crumbled masonry. Lightning flashed in the indigo sky, but no report of thunder followed. The scent of
wam bread hung on the air.

A mild wind rustled Seipnir's mane. Mig cautioudy patted the horse’ s neck, grateful for his help in the
timdy evacuation from the Hollywood Bowl. Now she just needed to figure out how to hois Hermod
onto Seipnir's back so they could get out of here before Vidar came after them. Hermod' s wound didn't
look too gruesome, just a clean ditin his shoulder afew inches long, but he wasin bad shape. Migt drew
aheding rune around the wound in Sharpie pen, but it didn’'t seem to hep. Hermod murmured feverighly.
The words Mist could pick out were limited to wolves and eye and coffee.

Rhythmic splashing wafted through the fog, accompanied by the hollow drumming of wood bumping
agang wood: a rowboat.

Hermod continued to babble. Would he suffocate if she stuffed his jacket in his mouth to shut him up?

“Put the eyein the hole” Hermod groaned. “Oh, the holein meis so big.”



The sounds of rowing paused. Mig hed her breath, but it was usdess. Hermod moaned softly,
Wingon panted wetly, and Sepnir rumbled with a diginctly unhorsdike growl.

Mig pried Vidar s fingers from his sword, kicked hisarm into the water, and struggled againgt nausea
while she stowed the sword in Hermod's duffd. She drew her own sword and crouched low as the
graceful prow of a boat approached the rock.

Long white oars rose out of the water to be stowed aboard the boat, and then a figure gracefully lifted
itdf over the gunwaes and settled on the ground. Migt found hersdf huddling before a woman dressed
in a swan-white gown, her golden hair gleaming even in the dim light. Splattered with muck and blood,
Mig said, “Thisman is under my protection.”

The woman raised a dender hand in a gesture of placation. “Be a ease, Lady Vdkyrie. | have no
intent to harm him. He is, after dll, the son of Frigg.”

Hermod groaned.

Mig kept her sword drawn as she watched the woman knedl to examine Hermod's wound. “This is
more than an injury of the flesh,” she said. “What caused it?’

“Something sharp,” Mist snapped. She took a breath to cam hersdf. “Can you hdp him?’

“He needs Frigg's medicine, and soon, or | think hewill die”

Mig managed to hide her surprise. She'd thought this woman was Frigg, but evidently not, unless
Aesr goddesses referred to themsdlvesin the third person, like professond athletes.

Hermod was deadweight, and with Migt taking him by the armpits and Frigg's lady teking his legs,
they struggled to lower him into the boat.

“The waters are shdlow,” the lady said, eyeng Sepnir. “You can folow me on the All-Father's
horse, and we will make best speed.”

Mig despised the idea of leaving Hermod in this stranger’s care, but Hermod was no longer moving,
and his breething had become labored.

“Lady, if you hurt him, I will kill you. Under sland?’

The woman nodded serendly.

Seipnir clopped behind the boat, following it down an inlet into a marsh, where the low-hanging fog
thinned to reved an amagam structure that was part timber hdl, part gigantic gingerbread cottage, part
modern suburban tract house, and part membranous tent shaped like a uterus. Home. M otherhood.

Long piers of white stone formed a narrow channe that led through arched openings, into the building.
Once through the arch, the lady guided the boat to a dock where more ladies in white gently lifted
Hermod from the boat and placed him on a stretcher of woven boughs, cushioned with grass. As they
bore hm down a wakway bordered on each sde by running water, Mig followed, Wingon's nails
dicking on afloor that was exactly the same linoleum she'd grown up with in her grandmother’s kitchen.
Was Frigg's house conforming to Mist’s expectations of home?

The ladies left Sapnir behind with more of Frigg's attendants, who argued quietly over who should
attempt to feed him.

Pathways and bridges crossed a network of pools and rivulets and weterfdls. Here and there were
plaforms of stone, little idand-rooms, equipped with looms and beds and cauldrons hanging over
cooking fires.

“Can we hurry it up?’ Migt asked when she could no longer stand the funered pace of the wordless
procession. One of the women turned her head and gave Mig a dignified amile. Everything about Frigg's
meatrons was calm, controlled, and very Stepford Wife,

They passed beneath a timber archway and into a spacious, enclosed grotto. Water trickled down
rough walls threaded with flower-dotted vines. In the center of the room rose a splendid bed of gnarled
wood, dressed with white pillows and piles of fleece, bright as sunlit clouds. Mist concentrated on the
bed, because she was terrified of looking directly at the figure dominating the room: Hermod' s mother.

Frigg stood before the hearth, stirring an enormous kettle with a paddie. Mist attempted a gregting that
caught in her throat, and Frigg smiled gently, her cheeks touched with pink, her blue eyes like a warm
bath, and Migt wanted to fdl into her abundant bosom and hear lullabies

“Maam,” Migt managed.



“Thank you for bringing my son home” Frigg said as the ladies transferred him to the bed.

“He s badly hurt,” Mig said. “It was a specia sword. It can cut through—"

“We can tak of this later. Firgt | shdl attend to Hermod. You must go with my ladies and rest. They
will bathe and feed you and return you to your full strength.”

“I'd rather gay here, maam. If that’sdl right ...”

“l am mother to heding and renewd, daughter. Let me care for Hermod's needs while my ladies care
for yours”

Mig dlowed hersdlf to be led off by one of the ladies, geding a backward glance at Hermod' s white,
dammy face. Figg sprinkled something into her cauldron and stirred. The ar smdled like earth and
soring rain, and Mig couldn’t understand why she' d fet any misgivings a having arrived here and leaving
Hermod in Frigg's care.

All was wdll in the house of Frigg.

The lady brought Migt to a room where a clean white robe and furs awaited on a bench, and Migt
nealy wept when she saw the wooden tub brimming with Seaming water. Beside it on a andl table
rested a board stacked with meat and cheeses and fruit.

“Will this do, Lady Vakyrie?’

Oh, sweet Jesus, yes, thought Mist.

The lady withdrew, and Mig shrugged off her coat.

# H#HH#

ERMOD AWOKE in a cocoon of warmth and safety. Soft fur blankets pressed down on him with
comforting weight, and the ar andled of cinnamon. He was dmly aware of something wrong with his
right shoulder, but he wouldn’'t have to worry about it as long as he kept his eyes shut. He could ded
with it later. Better yet, someone ese could ded with it. Nothing could touch him as long as he kept his
€yes dut.

“Hermod,” someone said. For some reason, he associated the voice with the color green. It was
gentle but strong, like a towering pine tree, boughs swaying in the breeze.

“Hermod, wake up.”

And now he was completely and utterly aert, but he kept his eyes shut and listened. His mother’s
voice was pleasant but deeply frightening.

“Open your eyes, Hermod.”

Hermod obeyed.

His mother’ s face, leaning over im and amiling, was lovdy, of course. Not youthful, but ageless. She
put a cool hand on his forehead. “How are you feding?’

“Frightened,” he said.

“Of what?’

“Of you.”

She shook her head as though he' d uttered some charming bit of childish nonsense.

“Eat this”

A spoonful of soup came toward his mouth. He durped it and fdt a spreading warmth. He would
gady gtarve for athousand yearsif he knew at the end of it there’ d be his mother’s soup.

“More, please?’

“St up.” Frigg fluffed his pillows and fed him another spoonful. “Y ou came to me badly hurt, Hermod.
What happened to you?’

“Did | come here done?”

“You were with a Vdkyrie. And a very loyd dog. He would not leave your Sde.”

Wingon rose up and put his paws on the bed, panting and dobbering on the furs.

“Good dog. Where s the Vakyrie?’



“My servants are seeing to her needs, as | will see to yours. What happened to you?’ she asked again.

Could he lie to his mother? Not quite. Perhaps, though, he could try evason. “Things have gotten
absolutely mad in Midgard,” he said. “It's an age of wolves over there. And my need to poke my nose
where it doesn't belong is dill stronger than my sword arm.”

“You've dways been one to keep your own counsd,” Frigg said, her amile sad. “I suppose there's
even less chance you'll tdl me what you have been doing since your brother’ s funerd.”

She meant Baldr’ s funerd; it was the lat time he' d seen his mother. Since then, glaciers had advanced
and receded over Midgard more than once.

“Are we going to be coy, Mother? Everyone else seems to know what I'm doing and where I’'m doing
it. Surely you do aswdl.”

“l didn't say | didn’t know,” Frigg said with reproach. “I said that you wouldn't tdl me. The difference
between the two is as vast as Ginnungagap. Why will you not trus me, Hermod? Am | not your
mother?’

There was such genuine sorrow in Frigg's face. How could one not love her, not want to make her
happy? She was not just Hermod' s mother; she was motherhood itsdf. She was life budding from fertile
S0l after the long winter. She was lifein the womb.

Hermod understood thet if he didn't take an oath to hdp her bring about the destruction of
worlds—and mean it—he would not leave here dive. Maybe it was the dip in Mimir's Wel that had
gven him thisingght. Maybe it was his brief possession of Odin's eye. More likdy, it was the thousands
of years he'd had to think about things, culminaing in a point & which he could no longer deny obvious
conclusons.

“At least tdl me why you had Baldr murdered.”

“It was necessary,” she said, offeing him another spoonful of soup. Hermod declined it. “Fate
gretches before us and after us as a chain of linked events. For there to be Ragnarok, Baldr mugt die.
For Bddr to die, there must be Ragnarok.”

“That’ s the part that makes no sense to me. Why must there be Ragnarok? Why did you have to tdl
Loki about Baldr’'s weskness to mistietoe?’

“How long hasit been winter, Hermod?’

“Three winters. No summer between.”

“It has been winter much longer than that. It has been winter since the firg shoots of grass pushed up
from the earth. From its very firsd moment, the world has been dying, just as an infant’ sfirg breath makes
ceatanits lagt. | am lifein renewd, and | crave the new green world to come after Ragnarok. To rall
agang the end is merdly preserving a corpse.”

“So, Ragnarok isan act of euthanasia. And once it's over, you and Vidar and whomever else you've
drawn to your Side can preside over the reenimated corpse.”

“We see things differently, Hermod.”

He leaned back againgt the pillows and closed his eyes. He was <0 tired. “Why did you send me to
Hd to ransom Badr? Was that just cover, so Odin wouldn't suspect?”

“No. It was my genuine hope that you would win Baldr's life back. Badr had to die, but that didn’t
meen | wanted him to spend his death with Hel. Do you not think | love my children?”

“Did you love Hod less?”’

Frigg didn't answer, but Hermod fdt a change in the air pressure, like a sorm building. He shrugged
and indantly regretted having done so. His arm had started to ache and burn.

“| assume you love everyone and everything,” he said, “but you'll eat your own young if it serves your
purpose. What are your plans for me now?’

“No harm will come to you as long as you remain with me.”

No harm, aslong as he stayed in bed and ate soup. Aslong as he sat back and let the world die.

“I'm sorry,” Hermod said. He sprang from the bed and punched his mother in the throat. She sank to
her knees and emitted a choked whidle. Frigg's power didn't rdy on muscle nor was she some
specid-effects magician who could shoot purple lightning from her fingers. She could speak to life and
convince it to do her bidding, but in the short term, Hermod had her number. Frigg clutched her throat



and gawped like afish.

Wingon, demondgrating discretion, kept his distance from Frigg and Hermod both. He didn't even
bark.

With only one fully ussble aam, Hermod went about the dow business of dragging Frigg's hands
behind her back and tying them to the bedpost with the linens.

He wept as he did so. Frigg was intent on the greatest mass murder of dl time, but it was impossible to
watch his mother struggle for breath and not despair.

He wiped tears from his eyes and gagged her.

H#H#

IST AWOKE in the bath when a grating screech struck her in the head like a rusty spear, the sound of a
million diamonds scraping againg a million windows. She pressed her hands to her ears, tighter and
tighter. Chunks of calling fdl about her, and she looked up to see lightning draw cracks in the sky. If the
bolts were accompanied by thunder, she couldn’'t hear it. There was just the continudly risng scream
that, despite its colossal power, sounded like a giant chicken.

The rust-red cock will raise the dead in Helheim, the shyl had said, and the golden cock
Gullinkambi will crow to the gods.

Her head ill buzzing, Migt shot from the steaming bathwater and put on her clothes, which were now
soft, mended, and smdled like soring flowers. Damn Frigg and her hot bath and nourishing food and
Stepford matrons. While Mist had been lounging in the tub, Hermod had been left done and vulnerable.
Had Mig been so fatigued that she'd falen for it, or had Frigg’'s house cast an enchantment of fog over
her?

She crossed the narrow bridge that connected her room to a network of stone wakways and found
the household in chaos. The rooster’s cry had shattered cdm and physica structure dike. Crushed stone
and splintered timber lay everywhere. With the house in shambles, she couldn’t retrace her steps back to
Hermod.

She heard a group of attendants coming her way and ducked into a smdl acove. Casks and baskets
of grain lined one wal, and st into the other was a wooden door. Over the sound of rain coming in
through the gapsin the calling, Migt eavesdropped on the ladiesin the hdl.

“He attacked Mother?’ one of them was saying, incredulous. “1s she harmed?’

“Not as badly as hell be when we find him. The Vakyrie hasl&ft her room too.”

“Hnd her and kill her.”

My, but these Stepford matrons were mean. Mis moved farther into the dcove as more ladies
approached. She bardly had time to hide behind a stack of barrels before three of the matrons poked
their headsin and shone torchlight into the corners. Mist held her breath until they withdrew.

There was il too much activity in the outer corridor for her to dare venturing into it, so she went for
the little door on the other Sde of the dcove. Cautioudy, she cracked it open. On the other side, two
ladies lay dead benesth a fdlen beam. They weren't dressed like the others, instead outfitted In
chan-mall vests over their gowns and armed with swords.

Guards.

And what, Mist wondered, were they guarding?

Before her ran two rows of pens at least the length of a footbal fidd, with a corridor between them.
She stepped deeper into the vast room. In one pen, a gorgeous chestnut fod lay motionless on a bed of
graw. In another, three leopard cubs cuddled in a heap, asolutely 4ill. They didn’t look dead. They
looked switched off.

All the pens housed inart babies. It was a veritable zoo of them. In one of the pens, the babies were
humen.

A noise a her back, and Mist soun around.



“Oh, hey, it'syou,” Hermod said. His right am hung in a ding, and his face was clean, the bruises
from the drubbing Vidar had given him faded. Wington wagged his tall at Hermod's side. “We have to
get out of here. Thisismy mother’s house.”

“l know,” Mig sad. “1 met her.”

His eyes widened. “Did she do anything to you?’

“She gave me a bath and did my laundry.”

“That'sjud like her.”

Migt handed him his duffd. “ Careful with this. Vidar's sword isingde”

Hermod grimaced as he took the bag from her.

They hurried between the pens, looking for away out of the stable that didn’t involve going back into
the heavily trafficked corridor. Wingon ran ahead and sniffed the door on the far end of the stable. He
barked impatiently.

Hermod pushed the door open a crack and issued alow whistle.

“What isit?’

He opened the door wider and stepped through. Migt followed him into a cavernous room of maps
and drawings and saw what had impressed him. In green ink, drawn directly on the walls and on the floor
and on the cdling, was a depiction of a world gone mad with life a naked man and a woman provided
scde, dwarfed by forty-foot blades of grass and daises the Sze of roller-coaster loops. Jumbo-jet
dragonflies buzzed through the ar between flies and moths and bees the sze of Volkswagens. Trees
soared above, vanishing in foreshortened perspective. Behemoth meons sprung from the ground. There
were seas too, packed with a dizzying array of fish and whaes and squid and snalls and forests of kelp.

Written over the whole of it in a precise hand were runes that Mist didn’t know and geometric patterns
that suggested a crosshreeding of abstract art and an attempt to illustrate space-time.

“I think this is Frigg's blueprint,” Hermod said. “This is what she wants built in the aftermath. And
those animdsin the pens are like a DNA repository to populate her new world.”

“Too bad the current world has to meet the wrecking bdl firg.”

Hermod shrugged. “I guess there are worse reasons to destroy everybody and everything.”

“But if she and Vidar are acting to atificidly encourage Ragnarok, then there should be something we
can do to hdlt it”

“It stands to reason. Except we're so far out of our leegue. Frigg's ability to manipulate the very
substance of the universe is unequaed. She proved that along time ago, with her spdl to protect Badr.”

“But she's not invincible” Migt indgted. “After dl, Bddr did die”

“Only because Frigg wanted him to. She intentionally left a loophole by neglecting to get an oath from
mistletoe. Then she had Loki exploit that loophole to trick Hod into killing Badr.”

Mig shook her head as she walked down the length of the wal, awestruck not so much by Frigg's
power as by her thoroughness. She'd suborned Vidar and Loki. She'd arranged the murder of Badr and
set HOd up as the fdl guy. She'd taken steps to see to it that her influence would be perpetuated in the
new world to folow Ragnarok. And what sickened Mig mog of dl was that Frigg was no doubt
comfortable in the thought that dl this was being done for a greater good.

Not dl the drawings were gargantuan versons of familiar life forms. There were adso terredrid
creatures that looked like jdlyfish with fur, and glowing globes with corkscrew tails, and things that
looked like mounds of baby bunnies only with more eyes. Frigg's Eath 2.0 would be fecund and
drange.

Mig was gaping a a many-torsoed centaurlike anima and amost missed noticing the door it was
drawn upon. What manner of creatures would she find on the other sde, she wondered? With her hand
on the pommd of her saber, she cracked open the door.

Vagt darkness lay beyond the threshold, like an endlesdy deep hole in dl directions. Though Migt
braced hersdf againg the doorjamb, the emptiness pulled her in. Her grip dipped and she flew forward,
nothing below her feet, ar rushing out of her lungs, like an astronaut blown through an arlock into space.
She fdt the atcomic bonds of her body break apart into disconnected particles as her thoughts lost darity
and shattered like a mirror. With her last shred of unravding awareness, she perceived a kind of



revelaion, an underganding of the true absence that had existed before the creation of the universe. This
was the wisdom of gods.

And then Hermod was beside her, fdling into the vortex, and she decided, no, they would not lose to
Frigg this way. They would not be disappeared. She threw hersdf back and, with a slent cry of effort,
dammed the door shut. She sank to her knees and clutched Hermod.

“Hey, careful,” Hermod whispered. “We dmog fdl there”

It was moments before Migt could speak agan. “There's nothing on the other Sde” she sad,
shivering.

“l know. That’s why you need to be careful.”

“I mean there's nothing. Not like there' s not anything, but like ... Oh, haly shit. There's nothing on
the other sde.” She clutched him tight, desperate to fed his comforting solidity.

“l know,” he said, rubbing warmth into her shoulders. “We ve dmogt fdlen insde monster wolves.
There's some of that nothing ingde them. Or they’re like a portal to nothing. It's upsetting, | know.”

She and Hermod held on to each other.

“There's nothing in Vidar's sword too,” sgquawked a voice. Mig turned to see a par of ravens
hopping on the floor.

“Thet was a close shave,” one of them said. “If you hadn’t caught yoursaves before you fdl in, you'd
have been so completdy erased that no one would have even remembered you'd ever existed. Because,
wall, you'd have never existed.”

“l would have remembered,” said the other raven. “I've got amind like a sted trap. And I'm taking
about dwarf sted. A lot of people think df ded is the best sed there is, but in terms of hardness,
eadicity, ductility, tendle strength, and uncanniness, you redly can't beat dwarf sted.”

“Also, Munin and | have the advantage of beng partly made of nothing oursdves,” sad the fird.
“We're a bit like Vidar's sword in that sense. It's made of seven impossble things the seventh being
nothing. Nothing is great suff. Nothing cuts through anything.”

“Tdking birds?” Migt asked Hermod.

“Hugin and Munin. Thought and Memory. Another source of Odin's wisdom,” Hermod said. He
made quotation-mark gestures with his fingers when he said “wisdom.”

Mid's head fdt empty, her body bloodless. “Terific. Maybe they can tdl us this Why does Frigg
have aroom ful of nothing?’

Hugin cocked his head sideways. “All the something she's planning to build has to go somewhere.
And you don't think shell be content to make a Ingle new world, do you? Or even nine? Shell be
meking hundreds of worlds, thousands, dl teeming with life. It's sdfish, in a way, you trying to stop her,
putting the needs of you and your sad little dying worlds ahead of the endless posshility of the new.”

“It wouldn't bother me so much if there weren't dready people living on the old ones” Mig shot
back.

“Don't let the bird bait you,” Hermod said. “The ravens don't want Ragnarok to happen any more
then we do. They may be hyperniscient pests, but they want to live, and ours is the universe they livein. If
it gets flushed away, they go with it, just like the rest of us”

Munin pecked a a drawing of a fat worm on the wal, but Hugin grew dill, fixing Hermod with his
black mirror eyes.

“Lodng possession of the Sword of Seven was not a good move on Vidar's part,” the raven sad.
“Because the sword cuts through anything, it can be used to make new seams in the World Tree. Vidar
needs the sword to make sure that the destruction of one world will soill over into the others. It's like a
domino effect, but for one domino to topple the others, the barriers between the dominoes have to be
removed. Odin’s eye is wha shows Vidar where to make the cuts, to dice those barriers out of the
way.”

“So Vidar's got the eye” Mid said, “but we've got the sword. As long as Vidar doesn't have both,
we're okay?’

“Vidar's not that supid,” Hugin said. “The nothing in the Sword of Seven is a tricky substance to
work with, but there's no shortage of nothing.”



“In addition to the Sword of Seven,” Munin piped in, “he commissoned an Ax of Seven, a Spear of
Seven, a Hammer of Seven, a Crude Bludgeon of Seven ... His backup arsend of Seven is quite
extensve”

Hermod rubbed his face. He looked as drained as Mig fdt. “I get the picture. What do | do about
Vidar?’

“We” Mig reminded him. “What do we do about Vidar?’

Munin shat on arendering of a cora resf.

“It'samigtake to think that you can solve dl problems by wrestling Vidar,” Hugin said. “Firs, you're
no maich for him. Second, he's dready set Ragnarok in motion. He's freed Fenrir and armed the fire
gant Surt. He's cut seams in the World Tree to make sure tha the destruction of one root will bleed into
the others. If you have any hope of improving affars, you have to address Vidar's work, not just Vidar
himsdf. And you might begin by addressing the part you're persondly responsible for. You're the one
who st the sky-eating pups from Ironwood loose. It's probably too little, too late, but you could try to
do something about that. It'd be better than nothing.”

“See, Hermod?’ Mig said with great cheer. “Y ou're better than nothing!”

INDING THE WAY back to Midgard proved frudrating. If there were seams forming direct pathways
between Los Angdes and Frigg's domain, Hermod couldn’t locate them. The days of fruitless trave
wore & his endurance as Seipnir galoped on, olashing through the marshlands of Frigg's domain.
Wington, by contrast, seemed happy enough, leaning from his harness like a dog in a pickup truck.

“Hugn said that Vidar was udng the Sword of Seven to open up new seams” Mig said, launching
another valley in an argument they’ d been having on and off for the last severd days.

“But that's Vidar. It'shissword. And he's Vidar. | don’'t know how the damned blade works. Also,
Hugin said Vidar needed Odin's eye to widd the sword properly, to show him where to cut. | could
make adicein the World Tree and end up opening a pathway right to the bottom of the Atlantic Ocean.
Or to the core of agtar.”

“Vidar didn’t have the eye yet when he started usng the sword.”

“It sVidar's sword,” Hermod said again. “And he's Vidar.”

They'd had this same conversation at least a dozen times and dways ended up here, with Hermod
feding correct but unsatisfied and Mig left gewing behind him. Times were desperate and drastic
risk-taking was past due. But the memory of collgpsing an entire mountain range a the bottom of Mimir's
Wl with a careless movement of his hand was il fresh in his memory. Blindly dashing about with the
Sword of Seven jugt didn't seem smart. That was the sort of thing gods did, red gods with red power.
Not people like Hermod. Unfortunately, he was the one with the sword.

He sghed and brought Seipnir to a stop on a soggy spit of land. “Fine, then, I'll giveit atry. But don't
blame meif | end up dicng a canyon through the middle of Paris.”

“Asuming there dill isa Paris, | won't hold you respongble,” Migt assured him.

They dimbed down from Seipnir, and Hermod unshegthed the sword. The moment he lad eyes on
the blade, sickness spirded in his head and ssomach. How was he supposed to use a wesgpon he couldn’t
even bear to look at?

Ignoring the sounds of Migt retching behind him and Wington's whimpers, he fixed his focus on the
blade and would not dlow himsdf to look away.

He looked away.

“Dammit!”

He sucked down a deep breath, held it, and dowly exhded. Bending at the knees, he rooted himsdf in



the ground with a solid stance. He squared and relaxed his shoulders. The blade wasn't as featureless as
he' d thought; a pattern of findy etched lines swirled in the sted, like a topographic map in motion. The
whorls and eddies swam before him, faster and more turbulent, causng him physca pain, like thin metd
wires piercing his skin and worming into his head. It required dl his concentration to maintain his grip on
the sword and keep looking &t it.

For adiver of a moment, the pattern dmost made sense, was dmogt even familiar. It was a map,
charting the folded convolutions of the nine worlds.

| can see it, he thought with sudden jubilation. | understand it!

And then, just as quickly, the sickness returned. His hands jerked involuntarily, the tip of the blade
meking agmdl incidon in the air before him. His vison shattered, and the world broke up into chaos.

Hermod dropped the sword and fell to his knees, panting.

He d redly done it thistime, he thought. He' d screwed up the universe,

But when he looked up, the little seam he'd cut had seded itsdlf, and the dark marshlands around him
appeared to have returned to normd.

He got shekily to hisfeet and helped Mid to hers.

“And that,” he rasped, shaking his finger in Mist’s face, “is why you don't fuck around with someone
ese s dwarf sword!”

In the end, they rdied on Hermod' s talent for finding naturd seams and on Sepnir’s reckless speed to
get them back to Los Angeles.

They emerged a night, not far from Pier Avenue, at the remains of the café where they’ d consulted the
gbyl. It seemed like such along time ago. Shattered bricks and crumbled mortar lay at ther feet, dong
with charred paperback books, coffee mugs broken into ceramic fragments, jJumbled and burned tables
and chairs, shards of window glass. Hermod picked up an intact coffee mug from a black dush of
sodden ash. The coffee ingde was frozen solid. With disgppointment, he poked the bakery case with the
toe of his boot. “I’d kill for amuffin,” he said, to no onein particular.

The clouds had cleared to reved a sharp, ful moon, bright enough to hurt his eyes. He peered up & it.
He'd been walking the lands of Midgard long enough to have seen the continents change shape. He'd
seen forests become deserts, and seas become valeys. Even the moon hadn't been a congtant, meteor
impacts changing its face over the years. But it was 4ill there. The wolves hadn't yet esaten it, and
Hermod forced himsdf to take some comfort from that. Things weren't hopeless. And he didn’t have to
bear the burden of Ragnarok done. It fdt good to have dlies after sO many years of wandering in
solitude. He had the Vakyrie, and the best dog in the world, and a fierce, eight-legged mount, and a
sword that made himill.

“All right,” he said, clgpping his hands. “This moping isn't doing us any good. You think our enemies
are gtting around, al downcast and sulking? If we're going to pull this out, we have to be at least as
committed asthey are.”

“l swear, if you tdl me it dl comes down to who wants it more, I’'m going to take you out at the
knees,” Mig said. But she said it with a smirk, and when her smirk grew into a brief moment of genuine
laughter, it fdt like aray of sunshine warming Hermod' s face.

“l can't find any honey.” Stepping from behind a mound of rubble, the sbyl picked through the
wreckage. Her outfit had changed since their last encounter, her yellow rain pants and purple Vikings cap
exchanged for a skirt of greasy animd skin. Necklaces of amdl bones and bird feathers hung over her
breasts.

“Getting honey was so hard inthe old days,” she said. “It took a genius just to figure out we could eat
the suff and a million gings before someone discovered that smoke would make the bees deep. |
remember my clan’s shaman dying of anaphylactic shock. We assumed he was possessed by spirits. |
waan't hgppy about teking over for him, but then | redlized the office came with the best cuts of meat and
dl the honey | wanted. These days the honey comesin little plagtic bears. But now it's dl come down to
this, after millions of years of progress and innovation. An age of wolves til the world goes down.”

Grinning agummy smile, she cocked her head to the sde. “Oh, they're findly here”

Hermod heard the howl a moment later, a rigng hornlike note that spoke directly to his spine. Other



voices joined in, forming dissonant chords with squeaks filling the spaces. Four wolves came lumbering
around the corner. They'd grown to the Sze of trash Dumpsters, shaking the ground with paws as big as
manhole covers. Pebbles in the debris fidd vibrated.

Hermod unsheathed the Sword of Seven. He stedled himsdf againg the Sght of the blade but il
staggered, feding the ground dip beneath his feet. The wolves weren't immune to the sword's effects
ether. Their growls fatered, much to Hermod' s satisfaction.

Okay, then. Thiswould at least be afight. Glory and adrenaline, and what finer end could you ask
for?

“Mugh,” Hermod said.

Thewolves legped a him. Hermod darted in a quick diagond, blocking their path to Mig, but one of
them vaulted overhead in a gray and white blur and was upon Migt before Hermod could react. He
moved to help her, but another wolf blocked his path. Snarling, it lunged at him but kept beyond the
range of his sword. Hermod knew he wouldn't survive long if he played ek to the wolves hunting pack,
50 he legped high in the ar, swinging his sword in a cirde around his head with an ar-cutting whoosh,
and came down with the blade's edge across the wolf’s neck. Its head separated deanly, blood and
foam spilling over its speckled, ldling tongue and mixing with ash and asphalt.

Hermod moved again to hdp Mig, but two wolves intercepted him, eyes drawn to dits teeth
geaming.

“You don't scare us,” the pair snarled in ajoined voice. “You're jus like everything else in the worlds:
fud for Ragnarok. Come burn in our bdlies” They dretched their jaws, and Hermod fdt the
now-familiar tug of wind and gravity. Whirls of soot whistled through the air, spirding into the wolves
gullets

Hermod charged, but the wolves moved too quickly for him. He found himsdf facing one walf, with
the other a his back. The attack came from the rear. Dropping to the ground and ralling toward the
assault, he bardly avoided being bitten in two. He amed a cut at the wolf’s legs but missed, and now he
was on his back, even more vulnerable. Saver splashed on his face, hot as blood. His arms burned with
fetigue, the sword heavy as he made fast thrusts to keep the wolves at bay. He was tired, fading, and he
knew he couldn’'t keep his defense up much longer. Through blurred, tunnding vison, he saw teeth and
tongues and yawning chasms of nothing. With a great sobbing wail of exertion, he rose to his feet and
swvung in a blind arc. A piercing yelp gave him hope that he'd landed a blow. On reflex, he spun and
thrust out the sword and heard another yelp. Not stopping to see what, if any, damage he'd inflicted, he
ran a few steps and would have run farther, but his legs findly gave out and spilled him into the rubble.
His sword clattered away.

Panting, Hermod craned his neck to look up, expecting to see the wolves coming at him at full speed.
Instead, both cowered a few yards away, mewling. One bled from its head, the other from its chest. The
third surviving wolf made hesitant attacks a Seipnir, who was situated between the wolf and Midt.

Hermod crawled across the wreckage to retrieve his sword, which had fdlen only a couple of ams
lengths away, and stood on weak legs. The wolves bowed their backs, heads and tails lowered in
ambivaent displays of aggresson tempered by fear.

Hermod liked being feared. It was a new experience. He took a step toward the mongters.

That's dl they were: mongters to kill. And he was a god, widding a mighty weapon.

Something massive fdl from the sky, landing between the wolves and Hermod with shuddering impact.
A towering bulk loomed before him, with a snout the length of a full-grown man and teeth like hatchet
blades.

Hermod looked up into Fenrir's black-rimmed blue eyes.

“You won't hurt the young ones,” Fenrir said. His voice was chocolate.

Hermod ran at him, but ingantly something hit him in the chest with the force of a cannonbal, and he
was on his back again, squeezed againg the ground by a paw five feet across. All the ar escaped
Hermod' s lungs, and he could draw in no breeth to replace it.

“You won't hurt me ether,” said Fenrir with no maice. “I do not know what your doom is, but it does
not involve my death.”



Debris dug into Hermod's back. He fdt arib crack. Dimly, he heard Wington's barking. He wished
Mig would tdl the stupid dog to go hide somewhere. He wished she would go with the dog.

“You will have learned by now that you can manipulate the smal details of events, but things that were
meant to happen must happen,” Fenrir said. “I will eat Odin, because | mug. Vidar will kill me, because
he mugt. And my pups will eat the moon and the sun, because the world demandsiit. There is nothing that
can be done to changeit.”

Hermod dill held the Sword of Seven in his hand, but moving to use it againgt Fenrir wasn't a thought.
He couldn’t even summon a moan of pain.

Fenrir twisted his head around to address the three wolves, putting even more pressure on Hermod's
tortured chest. “Thisis no time to lick your wounds, children. Your hour has arrived.” The whimpering
ceased.

The wolves sprang into the sky. They sailed higher and higher, blood from their wounds raining down
in dime-size splotches, moonlight gleaming off their white fur.

When Fenrir findly removed his paw from Hermod's chest, the rdief was offsst by deep stabbing
painsin hisribs. Migt dropped to his side, regting her hands lightly on his chest. “Stay down,” she said, as
Hermod tried to control the agonizing spasms of hislungs

“It will be over soon,” Fenrir soothed, stepping back. “A flash of burning pain, and then rest and deep
for dl.”

“Y ou mean degth, and worse. Annihilation.” Mist said this matter-of-factly, not inviting argument. And
Fenrir offered none,

“The worlds are quite old,” he said. “Forests cannot live when old growth casts new buds in shade.
Unlike others, 1 seek no profit from Ragnarok. | am prepared to die. If | can accept this, why can't
you?”

“Because I’'m not adave” spat Migt. “Not to prophecies, not to shyls not to Norns, and you don't
have to be ether. Nobody does.”

Fenrir made a chuckling rumble, deep in his throat. “Oh, little morsdl, Odin built the very ground you
wak upon, and even he mugt answer the cdl of Fate. Nobody’ s life can be wound into endless threaed.”

Mig stood. “If you're so sure about your assumptions, then test them. Try opting out of the game.
Don't show up to the battlefield. Don't attack Odin. When Vidar faces you, run away. Don't play adong.
Whéat have you got to lose?’

“Watch” was dl Fenrir said.

Hermod's gaze fdl upon the moon. A faint hao had formed around the disc.

“Help me up,” he begged Migt. He sucked in a breath of pain as she pulled him to his feet as gingerly
as she could. He would not witness his defeet lying on the ground, &t least.

She supported him with an am around his waist, and he drew her in close, while the moon's edge
grew ragged and indigtinct behind the expanding nimbus, like a lump of dissolving chalk. Soon there was
just adusty, globular cloud in the sky with a few winking particles. Then that, too, faded.

“It is done,” Fenrir said. “The serpent will grapple with Thor and dain the sky and earth with his
poison. Loki will ddiver Naglfar with its crew of dead to the plain of Vigrid, there to be joined by gods
and giants and eves and dwarves and men to do battle. Surt will lead the sons of Muspdlhem and
scorch the earth, and Loki will do battle with Hamdal the bridge guardian. 1 will devour Odin, just as my
pups devoured the moon, as they shdl soon devour the sun. The nine worlds will die in fire and ice, and
whet comes after is not my concern.”

Hermod raised his sword to Fenrir, but the wolf took no apparent notice, legping to the sky and
vanishing into the moonless night. Hermod and Migt clutched each other, watching the stars whed in the
sky, ever fadter.



IDAR HAS COME to a place in Midgard. Once this was a San Fernando Vdley shopping center, a
ved fidd of agphat rimmed by stores as large as the hdls of Vahdla The shelves were stocked with nine
different kinds of peanut butter and thirty different kinds of frozen pizza, and basketball shoes and lawvn
mowers and picture books and laser-guided table saws. There was dso a movie theater here, a tae
kwon do school, and a yogurt shop.

Now the shopping center is a charred sprawl. News crews film the looting.

Hovering above, Munin and | watch Vidar. Hisright arm terminates a few inches below his elbow in a
bloody, bandaged stump. He seems to be measuring something, but we can't see what he sees, because
now he seeswith Odin’'s eye. It bulges from the socket, ill-fitting. His cheek is plastered with dried gore.

Vidar has a scythe. It's quite obvioudy dwarfcraft. The snath, gracefully carved from a sngle piece of
wood, isaslong as Vidar istal. The blade, like the Sword of Seven, is made of the roots of mountains,
the breath of fish, the beards of women, the footfals of cats, the Snews of bears, the saittle of birds, and
nathing.

Sidfied with his cdculations, Vidar nods, and without fanfare or posing, he sweeps the scythe before
him. For a one-armed swing, it's pretty powerful. There is no thunder, no big bang, no flash of blinding
light. Just a web of seams and worlds Failling through them.

He nods again. Thefind battlefiedld now stands ready for bettle.

HE STARS RACED overhead, as though time had sped up. Hermod wondered if age would findly
catch hold of him now in abig dose of Dorian Gray, but when he put his hands to his face, expecting to
fed rugose flesh and mummy dust, his cheeks fdt the same as dways.

“The stars accelerated motion is due to conservation of momentum,” Mist was explaining. “The loss
of the moon’s mass trandates to a four-hundred-percent increase in Midgard's spin, for a sSx-hour day.
Now that the moon's been eaten, earth will prematurdy pull away from the sun, beyond the capacity of
the world to sudain life But that's many thousands of years off.”

“You sound like Munin.”

“Hey,” Mig said, offended. “You don't have to be a raven to figure this Suff out. | took a little
adronomy in college. Y ou want to check my numbers?’

“| believe you, Professor. But none of it matters. If we don’t stop Ragnarok, the universe won't last 'til
next Wednesday, let done thousands of years from now.”

They had taken refuge on the roof of a parking garage off the Third Street Promenade in Santa
Monica. The ar smdled of tear gas. The pops and cracks of gunfire and the Szzle of Tasers reverberated
up from the shops and cafés, which had erupted into full-scae riot since the moon disappeared. Hermod
couldn’'t even imagine what people were fighting over. Perhaps therisng wal of pre-Ragnarok chaos had
amply broken through the dam.

Winston munched on a singray he'd found near the sairwell. Seipnir, left downgairs to forage, had
hopefully found afdlen tree or car to eat.

“I’'m going to look a my sword again,” Hermod warned Mist. She nodded and turned away. Hermod
had been forcing himsdf to gaze into the blade runes, hoping to make sense of them before the
nothingness and impaossibilities built into the sword overtook him.

He unsheathed the Sword of Seven, just afew inches, and looked at the blade with dmost-shut eyes.
These were runes in the language that Odin had learned after hanging on the World Tree for nine days.



They were aguide of some kind, an explanation, or a map of the tree itsdf, charting dl the intricate nooks
and crannies in its skin. Frigg and Vidar needed a way to connect disasters across worlds so that the
moon eaten in Midgard would dso reault inits lossin Asgard and indl the other worlds. If he could only
figure the map out, maybe he could predict Vidar's next move and somehow stop him. ...

Darkness closed in on the edges of Hermod's perception—not just tunnd vison but encroaching
oblivion. He looked away and shesthed the sword. It was no good. He needed Odin’s eye.

“Hermod, look!”

“l don’'t want to.”

“No, look”™ Mig inggted. “In the sky.”

Hermod followed the direction of Mist’s gaze to where a massive black object approached, perhaps a
hundred feet over the beach. He thought it was a zeppdin & fird, but as it grew closer he recognized the
dark, pearly hull, and the square sail, and the great dragon figurehead.

“That's Naglfar,” Hermod sad.

“Lilly and H6d and the lowans,” Mig said. “We have to get up there”

“How? You have a jet pack you' ve been holding out on me?’

“Maybe we can bring the ship down to us—" But before Migt could complete her suggestion, a
gunshot sounded, and a smdl crater materidized in the cement wal behind them. Hermod threw himsdf
on top of Migt as more shots whizzed by. They crawled behind abig SUV for cover.

“Who's after usthistime?’ Migt shouted over the noise of bullets crashing into the wall.

Hermod reached up and broke the side mirror off the SUV, then crawled forward, taking care to stay
behind the engine block. He angled the mirror to get a look at the shooter. A woman in a white lesther
coat stood at the top of the garwell with a rifle Tdl and broad-shouldered, her red hair bright in the
gloom, she slently directed large, well-muscled men to take positions around the roof.

“It's Radgrid,” Mig said, looking over Hermod's shoulder & the reflection in the mirror. “I guess
NorseCODE findly caught up with me.”

“You don't think Grimnir—"

“No, | don't. He had plenty of opportunity to sdl us out, and he never did.”

“Mig,” Radgrid cdled. “Come out, please. | need to speak to you.” More shots rang, and the SUV’s
front tires burgt.

“Isthis about my performance review?’ Mig caled back. Crouching between cars, she and Hermod
moved toward the other end of the roof.

“We can discuss your unexcused absences later. Right now | want to talk to you about some of your
associates.”

They hid behind aminivan, ligening to Radgrid’ s thugs prowling over glass and gravel.

“Surrender to me, Migt, and | will spare your life”

Mig looked at Hermod and rolled her eyes.

A huge, bearded man came around the rear of the van, rifle pointed a them. Hermod hurled a stone at
his chest and the men flew back in a spray of blood, firing hisgunin the air.

“Fine, then. Open up,” Radgrid shouted. “ Shoot everything!”

Bullets ripped through the arr, shattering glass, puncturing metd and rubber. Shots passed close
enough to shave Hermod's stubble. Maybe this is it, he thought. Maybe | die on the eve of Ragnarok,
just before everything goes down the big toilet. Covering Migt with his body, he was sorry he never
got to spend time with her on a white-sand beach.

Over the clatter and roar of the gunfire, Hermod heard the digtinct drumming of Seipnir's hooves. He
dared peer up, and there the horse was, eyes blazing in the parking-lot ade. Wingon crouched, barking,
benegth the horse.

Hermod grabbed Mid’s arm. “ Come on!”

He hoised Mist onto Sleipnir's back and suffed Wington into the harness, then leaped behind the
horse’ s withers. Steam curling from flared nodtrils, Sepnir trotted to the far end of the roof and turned
himsdf around. Bullets shattered car windshidds and punctured sted.

“Hold on tight,” Hermod warned Migt. Leaning forward, he whispered encouragement in Seipnir's



eqar.

Sepnir took off with a shock, jdting the riders back, his muscles compressng and rdleasing in a
thundering rush. Sparks danced from his hooves. Cement cracked benesth him. Radgrid’s men fdl away
as Sepnir ran them down. Bare inches from the edge of the roof, he took a greet gdloping legp into the
Ky.

Hermod twisted around and looked down. Radgrid fired off shots from the roof, but soon they were
out of her range, a hundred feet up, two hundred, the whole dity block beneath them, people running,
black smoke, ocean swdls flooding the streets. Then, a wider expanse as Seipnir dimbed ever higher,
hiseight legs moving like the oars of a ship.

Asthey drew close to Naglfar, Hermod redized he'd migudged the ship’s Sze and thus its dtitude. It
was much larger than he' d thought. Perhaps it had grown.

Seipnir came even with the ked, and then the horse’s hooves struck the hull. He gdloped up a a
sheer verticd. His mane cut into Hermod's pams as Hermod gripped two handfuls of har to keep from
fdling. Mist squeezed Hermod' s waist, while Wingon cried, dangling from his harness. Sepnir charged
up the sde of the ship, a froth sreaming from his mouth. The horse landed on the deck with an explosion
of splintering planks. He reared up and shrieked, his front hooves daghing the air.

The ship was awash in full-scale combat. Hermod couldn’t quite discern who was fighting whom. The
mgority of the conflict seemed to be between soldiers and unarmed dead, and the soldiers were
outnumbered. They desperately hacked away at the swarming masses that kept coming a them. The
mutineers pried wegpons loose from the soldiers grips, gouged eyes, smothered the soldiers with
overwheming force.

“It sarevalt,” Mig shouted over the din. “Let’s help out!”

Hermod would have been glad to oblige, but it was easier enthused than done. An Ottoman Janissary
in an ogtrich-plumed hat aimed his rifle of brass and oiled wood a Hermod, but before the men could
work the complex firing mechanism, Sepnir rushed forward and bit his face. The Janissary fdl, but a
Zuu wrested the gun from him and took am to fire. Hermod unsheathed the Sword of Seven and cut the
Zuuin hdf.

Some of the fighters ran from the sght of the blade, while others were gripped with dry heaves. But for
the mogt part, Hel’s army was comprised of soldiers at least as hearty as their counterpart Einherjar, and
most of the fighters pressed on with their attack.

The direction of the conflict shifted and started to swirl around Seipnir like a whirlpool. The soldiers
and mutineers both saw Sepnir as athreet, or as a wegpon to dam for their sde, and Hermod and Mist
could only struggle to remain mounted as the horse kicked and bit and whipped histall at the attackers.

Hermod fdt something zing past his ear and craned his neck around to see aman in desert camouflage
gear firing an M 16. Three megty thunks, and Seipnir bucked, screaming. Blood welled up from a trio of
doppy bullet holesin his neck. The man held his ground, firing, as Sepnir ran him down.

“We re making things worse,” Migt shouted, hacking avay a a soldier wearing a George Cugter
mustache, while kicking at a woman in a postal-clerk uniform. Armed dead and press-ganged gdley
daves were becoming an undifferentiated swirl.

Hermod yanked on Seipnir's mane, trying to get him to reverse direction and head for the dern,
where they might be able to fight for control of the hdm, but the horse was in a rage, sorming through
anyonein his path and leaving a wake of wrecked bodies.

A high voice rose above the clamor: “Leave the horse done!”

Hermod sought out the speaker, and he and Migt found her at the same time. Lilly Cadtillo stood upon
apileof corpses, her face scratched and bleeding, her blood-greased fingers gripping along spear with a
diamond-shaped point. Beside her, widding a trident and a Chinese hook sword, respectively, stood the
lowans, Henry Verdant and Alice Kirkpatrick, grinning fiercdy in their blood-splattered clothes.

A red-coated soldier sprang up and amed a curve-handled pistol &t Lilly. Alice Kirkpatrick ripped his
throat open.

“Lilly!” Mig shouted, waving her ams at her Sster, while Hermod |ooked about for Hod.

“Take the hdm” was Lilly's only acknowledgment.



Blood flowed fredy from the bullet wounds in Seipnir's neck, making Hermod' s hands dippery as he
tugged with dl his might on the horse's mane to get him to turn around. Whether in response to
Hermod's exhortations or acting on his own, Sepnir spun around and spider-scuttled sdeways down
the length of the ship.

Hermod chanced to look down, over the ral. They were no longer in Midgard, but where they'd
arived, he couldn’t say. A few miles toward the horizon rose sately pillars of trees, perhaps a thousand
feet tall, their boughs consumed in flame. Hermod had never seen such trees anywhere outside the forests
of Jotunheim. But there were aso black mountains pocked with cave openings of the kind native to
Svatdfhem. The Asggardian hdl of Vahdla was down there, its roof caved in. A shopping mdl with a
Home Depot and a Costco smoked below.

Vidar must have diced seams into the tissue of the World Tree, and the worlds had spilled out of ther
confines. Now they butted againgt one another like a puzzle of ill-matched pieces. At the very center of
the parking lot was a vast asphdt fidd. A shopping-mal parking lot, then, would serve as Vigrid, the
pivat point of Ragnarok.

The ship salled over the armed force gathered on the nearer end of the parking lot. The armor of the
Einherjar glinted in reflected flames, but ther numbers seemed scant, thinly distributed over the fidd.
Arrows flew past the ship—some of those Einherjar were damned mighty archers, Hermod thought—but
the few that hit the hull did no harm, and Naglfar saled on toward the opposing army on the other end of
the lot. Thiswas amuch larger force, made up of giants. Some were as beautiful as any god, resplendent
inmirror-bright gold armor, and some were shambling grotesqueries with mouths like basking sharks or
skin covered in mud and turf. Rocks and snow avadanched down the backs of the frogt giants as they
drummed their chests, and when they threw ther heads back and shouted war cries, Hermod fdt the
ghrieking cold wind even a this dtitude.

Towering over them dl, a swirling mass of flame, too bright to look at directly, rocked the earth with
every step. This had to be Surt, holding a sword big enough to sever mountains from ther roots.

It was too much. It was laughable. Compared to the giants, the Einherjar were a Cub Scout troop.
They wouldn't die bravely. They would be rendered into grease and dust and ash. Hermod at long last
truly grasped the concept of afutile battle. The world was over. It just didn't know it yet.

His sore ribs complaining, he raised himsdf off Sepnir's back to gaze across the length of the ship’'s
deck, past the heads of the soldiers and mutineers. At the stern, perhaps fifty yards away, Loki manned
the tiller. His posture was relaxed, like a weekend sailor steering his yacht, and he looked out over the
carnage on the deck with smug satisfaction.

“Loki!” Hermod shouted. “Y ou fucking hermaphrodite! I'm coming for you!”

Loki’s eyes locked on Hermod' s, and he laughed with mdicious glee.

“Hold on,” Hermod warned Mist. He raised the Sword of Seven high over his head and kicked his
heds into Seipnir's sides, urging him into a charge. The deck cleared, the fight forgotten, combatants
bresking off to get out of the way, and Sepnir growled, anoise like that of no horse or any other animd
in Hermod's experience. With great pleasure, Hermod saw Loki’s expresson shift into a frightened
grimece.

Inahbid to dow Sepnir's charge, Loki gave thetiller a harsh tug. The bow lurched up. Bodies fdl and
tumbled down the indined deck past Sepnir's legs, but the horse continued up the steep grade, ganing
Speed.

Loki was scarcely two dozen yards away now, and Hermod whirled the sword around, building
momentum for hisfind strike. Hot rain fdl from the interdimensond incisons he madeinthe air.

Draugr threw themselves a Seipnir, but most were crushed to pulp beneath his hooves or fdl to
Hermod's and Mig's swords. Some managed to claw their way up Sepnir's sides, usng Mis’'s and
Hermod's bodies for hand- and footholds. Fingers raked Hermod's face. Draugr hung on his ams and
legs like heavy parasites, dragging him off Seipnir's back. Smashing to the deck, he swung the sword
back and forth, trying to drive away the draugr. Limbs flew, heads separated from bodies, but the full
force of the draugr squad was on him, and they were fearless. No matter how many he cut down,
replacements crawled through the gory mess he made. One bit into his shoulder, another into his calf.



So thisis how | die, thought Hermod. Flesh-eating zombies. Of all the ways to go.

He kicked a draugr in the face, smashed the face of another with his ebow, drove the sword's hilt into
another's chin, and now, afforded some smdl freedom of movement, swept his blade around in a
360-degree arc that split torsos from legs and diced a wind-sucking hole in the air.

The draugr kept coming.

With the rowers completely involved in the melee, the ship was being propelled only by the sal. If
Naglfar logt her sal, and therefore her forward momentum, would she fall?

Hermod drove through the draugr mob, fighting his way to the mast. The Sword of Seven did through
bodies, parting the ar with thunder cracks, and when Hermod had gained a yard of clear path, he
jumped to the mast of Jotun bones and started dimbing. The sall battered him, crackling and flgpping in
the wind, smashing him againg the mast. He kept dimbing, draugr coming up after him, like a treed bear
with hounds snapping at his feet.

Reeching the crossbeam—a sngle giant femur—Hermod diced through the thick bone, and it fell
away from the mast. The sall went with it, tangling in Hermod's legs.

His bones sang like a hammered sted rod when he crashed to the deck. He could take punishment,
but, damn, he was getting tired of pain. Groaning, he struggled to free himsdf from the sail, now wrapped
around him like a shroud.

Draugr hands gripped hiswrigts and tried to pry hisfingers away from his sword. He hed on but could
do nathing as they lifted him from the deck, carrying him like a battering ram and rushing to the sde of the
ship, where, without ceremony, they pitched him over.

Tumbling and fdling, he heard Loki’ s laughter.

ERMOD LANDED DEAD center on the painted whedchair of a handicapped parking space. He fdt as
if his every bone had shattered to pieces the Sze of teeth, dl the fluids in his body burding out like a
broken water balloon.

Soitting a gob of blood, he lifted his head to see Naglfar ligting over the bettlefield, not more than
twenty or thirty feet off the tarmac. Einherjar on the ground tossed spears and shot arrows at the ship,
but they had no more effect than toothpicks flung at a rhinoceros.

Hermod dragged himsdf to his feet. He spat some more blood. With limited rdlief, he redized he'd
fdlen onto the Asgard side of the battle line. The Einherjar around him were as motley a crew as Hdl's
fighters on the ship had been, though better fed and better equipped. The man closest to him wore
camouflage pants, combat boots, Mickey Mouse ears, and nothing dse. It's a Small World was
tattooed in script across his bare chest. He rather casudly pointed his sword at Hermod and took a drag
off amassve joint. “Buddy, you landed on the wrong side of this parking lot. There's five hundred of us
been wating to kill guys like you.”

“I’'m Hermod, son of Odin,” Hermod said. “Fuck off.”

He scanned the faces of the men around him, hoping to spot Grimnir and, to a lesser extent, his Aedr
kin, but the baitlefiedd was vas, the parking lot sretching into other worlds through cracks in the World
Tree. Hermod could sense living wood benegath the thin layer of asphdt at his feet.

Naglfar limped across the gep between the two armies, and Hermod kept walting to see Sepnir
legping to the ground, away from Loki and Hd'’s fighters and the draugr. Admittedly, that would bring
Mig onto the scene of the find battle, but then at least she'd be close by. But the ship continued angling
down toward the ranks of trolls and giants, lising farther to starboard urtil it had amost completdy
tipped over. Dead were legping off the deck and diding down the dangling rigging. Hermod sprinted
away from the Einherjar front line into the no-man’ s-land between the two armies.



The ship struck the ground bow-first, the hull collgpsng behind it in a dow imploson of bone and
cartilage. The fingarnall scales flew like confetti, and the great mast toppled. Dugt and debris billowed
across the battlefidd, and a bleeding Loki limped out from the cloud, towering over the baitlefield.

#H##

FTER THE draugr had tossed Hermod over the Sde of the ship, Migt grabbed two figfuls of Seipnir's
mane and urged him to therail. The horse took severa gdloping steps but then jerked to a stop, dmost
throwing Migt over his head. “What are you doing? Mist shouted. “Legp over! We re going after him!
Hurtle, damn you!” She couldn’t survive the fdl on her own. She needed Sepnir to make the jump, and
even then dl she could do was hope for the best. But Hermod was down there. She wouldn't let him
face death by gravity or mongter dl by himsdf.

“Migt! Over herel” Lilly was updope on the leaning deck. Her face bled from multiple scratches, and
there was an ugly dot of blood and har on her forehead. She made vidious thrusts with her broken spear
a the draugr and Hd soldiers crowding her. Fierce as Lilly was, she'd soon be ripped apart like a live
chicken tossed into a pen of starving hyenas. But Hermod needed Migt too. He was an Aesir, but despite
whatever combination of courage or foolishness drove him, he was out of his league down there on that
battlefidd. And yeah, dammit, she loved him. Maybe loved him. Sort of loved him.

“Get me to Lilly,” Mig commanded, despairing. Sepnir bolted up the deck, sure-footed as a
mountain goat. The soldiersin Seipnir's path hdd their ground againgt his advance, one of them scoring a
hit on the horse' s flank with a poleax, but Seipnir broke the man with a mule kick, raked histal across
another man’'s eyes, and bit off the leg of another.

“Get onl” Mig ordered Lilly, leening out with her hand extended. Once Lilly was seated behind her,
Mig ignored the dices Sepnir’s hair was meking in her fingers and grabbed hard to steer him back to
therall.

“Where are you going? The fight's up there,” Lilly yeled in her ear, pointing toward the ship’s stern.

“Hermod got tossed over the Side. I'm going after him.”

“No, we have to crash the goddamned ship before it ddivers Hel’s army.”

“Jesus, Lilly, did you hear me? | said Hermod went over.”

Mig expected Lilly to ydl back, to grab her and shake her and scream in her face. Instead, she spoke
softly in Mig's ear, and even above the screams on the deck and the ring of sted and the crack of
gunfire, Migt heard her.

“Okay, babe, I'm sorry. Do what you have to do. But let me off the pony fird. | need to hep
sabotage the bad guys shit.” She ran a gentle hand through Midt’s hair.

“Better hop off, then, Lilly. I'm gonnathink globa and act locd and hep Hermod.”

But Sepnir had other ideas. Wheding around, he plowed through He’ s fighters and draugr to get to
the hdm. In a pounding charge, he flew up the deck but then came to a sudden, splintering hdt. Migt and
Lilly barely managed to stay mounted. Jostled in his harness, Winston whimpered.

“What the hdl is wrong with Glue Factory?’ Lilly barked, but Mist saw why he'd put on the brakes.
Loki’s face was tilted up to the sky, as though he were enjoying sun and spray. Hod stood before him,
one of hisarms drooping, dearly didocated. He leaned on a spear shaft, about a foot of which had been
sheared off, leaving exposed raw wood and a sharp, ragged point.

“Help me guide my am once more, Loki,” he said, “and | will gladly throw another dart.”

Loki chortled. “Sorry, dear, no. | have some tasks left that require me to live a bit longer. But you're a
son of Odin, are you not? Surely you can throw a stick without my help. Haven't you developed a dog's
sense of amdl to compensate for—’

Hod hurled his tick.

The point punched into Loki’ s right shoulder, and Loki howled and staggered back, fdling againgt the
tiller. The deck lurched sharply downward.



“Now! Thisisit! Take it down!” Henry Verdant rushed past Seipnir's legs, a blood-dicked bayonet
inhis hands. Loki swatted him away with the back of his hand, but Alice Kirkpatrick retrieved Henry’s
bayonet and took up the charge in his place. Hod demanded another dart to throw, while a mass of
press-ganged dead surged forward, svarming over Loki like a pack of dogs. The trickster god was
strong, but he began to sag, and with hisweight on the tiller, the ship dropped with him.

The dragon figurehead splintered like windblown straw when it hit the ground. The corpses impaed on
its teeth collapsed into jely, and then the shock wave of impact traveled through the deck. Amid
ear-gouging cracks as the ship's ribs and boards fractured, bodies flew, hdpless as fdlen leaves in a
gorm.

HH#HH#

ROAR encompassed the entire bowl of the sky, and Hermod looked up to see the Midgard serpent rise
from the horizon like a mushroom cloud. Covered in brown and green and black scales, its skin reflected
oil-dick rainbows. The serpent glared down at the earth, its eyes filmed over with ydlow cataracts. It
flared its great tranducent, mucus-colored ruff and released a blast of poisonous ar that drove giants and
Einherjar dike to ther knees, retching.

Hermod hurried toward the serpent, his throat burning. Thor was prophesied to die fighting the
serpent, but he was aso supposed to kill it. What if Hermod could kill the serpent instead? Wouldn't that
be removing a huge link from the event chain? Could it be enough to shove Ragnarok off the rails? Of
course, Hermod fully redized he was't Thor. He couldn’t subdue Jormungandr any more than he could
wrestle a tornado to the ground.

With the sound of shattering rock, Thor rumbled past in his goat cart, every vein and muscle fiber in his
ams carved in high rdief as he hdd his hammer doft. He was monumentaly huge, like a formation of
earth, but Jormungandr dwarfed him.

“Thor, wait! Stop!” Hermod bellowed, but Thor paid him no mind. Hermod ran after him.

Another thought occurred to him: Removing a domino from the sequence didn't necessarily mean
defeating any of the Aesir's enemies. Killing Thor would adso be removing a domino, wouldn't it? But
could Hermod kill his own brother? Even if it meant averting Ragnarok?

He sprinted hard. He had a clear shot a Thor’'s head. If he threw the Sword of Seven ... But Thor
made it amoot point. He launched himsdf from his cart, flying like a missle into the upper reaches of the
clouds, where the serpent’ s head was obscured behind a haze of its own poison.

The serpent’s cries cut through claps of thunder, and then it wobbled like a gigantic Spinning top losing
its energy. It sank in an achingly dow descent, faling in a coil upon the Home Depot and the rest of the
shopping center and into the distant mountains and seas of the cracked-apart worlds. Its skin burst open,
oreading seaming toxins across the fidd. Those whom it washed over screamed, ther skin burning,
peding, hanging in sheets.

Thor crawled out from between the coils, hammer-less. His face was disfigured, the texture of cottage
cheese. Blood gushed from his nose. He groaned, and Hermod saw that dl his teeth had fdlen out.

Hermod reached his brother’s side. Thor's chest rose with thin, agonized breaths. Tiny pin drops of
blood beaded on his skin. And after a series of bone-fracturing convulsions, Thor died.

#HH#HH#

HE SHIP came down around Mist, wood and bone and fingernails. Wington spilled from his harness and
fdl the last few feet, and Migt was amog thrown from Sepnir's back when the horse hit the ground.
“Move” she commanded the dog and the horse, urging them clear of the fdling wreckage.



On the ground, Hel’ s soldiers continued to dash with mutinous dead, and Mid tried to see through the
clater to spot Lilly and H6d, but she saw no Sgn of them.

“Miss Cadtillo!”

Indinctively, Migt reached for her sword, but it had gone missing in the crash.

Henry Verdant ran over the rubble, grasping hands with Alice Kirkpatrick. The two were dirty and
bloody, but Migt let out a gasp of rdief to see that they were intact.

“Have you seen my sster?” Migt asked.

“She and HOd went after Loki,” Alice said, waving out over the parking lot. The battle boiled with
humans and monsters and frost-covered figures the Sze of buildings.

“WEe re going to try to link up with the Einherjar,” Henry said. He' d secured an assault rifle for himsdf.
“Join us?’

Mig turned to go with them, but then, across a pile of smashed and overturned cars, she saw aflash of
red hair heading into Costco: Radgrid.

“I'll try to find you later,” she sad to the lowans. “There s something | have to do firs.”

Henry gave her a puzzled look but then flashed her a quick sdute. “We dl have to do what we can.
You take care, Miss Cadlillo.”

“You too, Henry. Look after him, Alice”

“I will,” Alice sad with anod and a brief amile. “You tried hard, Miss Cadtillo. Never forget thet.”

Migt gently pulled on Seipnir’s mane to guide him toward the Costco.

The store had been trashed by looters and wrecked by the battle. Conduit and wires dangled from the
caling above afloor strewn with glass and plaster and concrete.

Quietly, as if he understood the necessity for stedth, Seipnir crept down the aides. Even Wingon
stepped carefully, and so Radgrid was unaware when they came up from behind her.

She was in the barbecue department, standing before a laptop computer resting on a grill. The case
was etched with runes, the screen divided into windows showing live feeds from the battle. Mist hung
back in the aide to watch and ligen. “Thrudi, it's Radgrid. Hamddl is beating Loki. Bring your squad
around and hdp him out..... | don’t care how, shoot the Aesir in the head, whatever. Jugt distract m so
Loki can bring hm down. Radgrid out.”

So she'd come indde the store to coordinate the operations of her Vakyries and private warriors in
relative peace and quiet. She'd gpparently found a haf-gdlon can of peaches in heavy syrup and was
daintily nibbling a gligening dice from the end of a fork.

Mig drew in a long breasth. She could no longer do anwything for Adrian Hoover. She couldn't
overthrow Hel and free dl her prisoners. She couldn't stop Figg and Vidar from bringing about
Ragnarok. But she could kill Radgrid.

A massve figure appeared in a window on Radgrid's laptop screen, leening his broad face into what
was probably a rune-enhanced camera. He wore matte-black armor and a horned hdmet, of dl things.

“I just thought I'd let you know that Thor is dead,” he said. “My father is dead.”

Radgrid bardly grunted in response. “Jugt a sec,” she said, dicking on another window. “Hrigt, what's
the status of Frey? Surt should have burned him by now. ... No? Do whatever it takes to pin Frey down.
Radgrid out. Okay, Modi, what now?’

“Weren't you even ligening? My father is dead.”

“Yes, | heard,” Radgrid snapped. “You knew Thor wouldn't survive the battle, and he didn't. That
means things are progressing as they should. Except for you, who should be out there looking for Mig.”

“Y eah, about that—how much longer am | supposed to do your dirty work?’

“Until Frigg lifts her charm,” Radgrid said. “And not a moment before.”

Modi’s voice blared over the computer speakers. “Listen, do you not get that | am a god? When this
isdl over, I'm going to be one of the most powerful beings in existence! | mean, fuck, I'm one of the
maost powerful beingsin existence right now! And you' ve got me running errands. Following cars for you,
killing nobodies like Grimnir, bringing you coffee—"

Grimnir?

Mig jumped from Seipnir's back to the floor. Radgrid spun around and drew her siver sword. “Ah,



Mist—No, I'll cal you Kathy. Y ou don't deserve the honor of—"

Mid didn’t let her finish the sentence. Unarmed, she rushed Radgrid, knowing it was hopeless but not
caring, S0 long as she got to finish out with violence. A very fitting tribute to Grimnir. Radgrid's blade
came a her face, and Migt went down into a basebd| dide, taking out Radgrid’s knees. The lgptop and
peaches clattered to the floor.

“l guess sometimes people do get the death they deserve,” said Mig, grunting as she used the can of
peaches to bash in Radgrid’s skulll.

#H#HH#

UTSIDE, THE battle stormed on. Tyr grasped He’s dog, Garm, by the throat, but he was tiring, with
Gam'’s jaws sngpping only inches from his face. Frey burned dive benesath a carpet of flame lad down
by Surt. Vdi, laughing with blood in his teeth, was fighting anyone within reach, be they frost giant or
Einherjar. He stood on a pile of dismembered corpses.

The sbyl’s prophecy said Vdi would survive Ragnarok. If Hermod killed him, then, the prophecy
should be broken.

He beat a path to Vdi and struggled up the mound of bodies, blood-dicked arms and legs shifting
beneath him. Vdi saw him coming and hopped up and down, dgpping his hands. “Oh, yay, it's Hermod!
I’'m going to kill you with dl my might. I'm going to rip open your bdly and pull out dl your tubes, and
then I’'m gaing to wrap the tubes around your neck, and I’'m going to tie a redly good knot, and I'm
going to squeeze and squeeze and—Oh.”

Hermod loomed over him. He brought down the Sword of Seven with an overhand chop, but Vdi
ducked and pranced down the dope of limbs. He scampered away like a gingerbread man, laughing over
his shoulder about how the sbyl said he got to live, how Vidar was going to give him his own land to rule
over, with cows and pigs and sheep and otters.

Hermod did down the limbs to give chase, but his atention was drawn esewhere. The dang of
weapons dampened, the combatants nearby lowering their swords and spears and cudgds as Fenrir and
Odin approached each other.

Fenrir had grown even more colossal, crushing cars and shopping carts with every step. His low growl
rumbled through the ground and shook Hermod' s belly.

In hisful armor and hdm, Odin strode forward, horrible and spectacular. His beard shone white like a
snow-clad mountaintop, and in his empty eye socket, Hermod recognized the nothing it contained.

Odin lifted his spear and broke into a run. Fenrir crouched down and passed his tongue over his teeth.

Last chance, thought Hermod. He knew he couldn't defeat Fenrir, even with a sword made of
nothing, for Fenrir was more nothing ill. But maybe he could interpose himsdf between Fenrir and Odin
inabid to digtract the wolf, even if just for a second, and give Odin some scant advantage.

Odin fast closed the distance to the wolf, and Hermod ran, sped on by thoughts of beer and the taste
of roast beef and the pleasure of waking and of loyd dogs and Migt and a world filled with everything
he'd ever loved.

Fenrir opened his mouth and expanded, both the shape of a wolf and a shapeless expanse of
emptiness at the same time. He was a great hole made of wolf, and Odin fdl insde him and was gone.

Dumbstruck, Hermod could only stare at the empty space where Odin had stood. A great cry rang
out: ddlight from the giants and the trolls and Hel’ s fighters, rage and sorrow from the Einherjar. The cries
were muted, colder somehow than they should be. A certain qudity of sound that Hermod hadn't been
conscious of before, some kind of background music to the universe, had died dong with Odin. The
world had lod its first and greatest magician, and in his place, there was nothing. Hermod sank to his
knees.

Then Vidar was there, wearing a funny boot. It was made of scraps of things, weaves and maill and
grips of materid that glittered like diamond, and other materid that drank dl light. More dwarf tech. He



placed his booted foot on Fenrir's bottom jaw, and ether he grew to Fenrir's size, or Fenrir shrank to
Vidar's, or 9zelog its meaning. Bracing Fenrir's lower jaw with his boot and grasping the wolf’s upper
jaw with his one am, he pulled the mongter apart. Fenrir unraveled like the deeve of a swesater, the
threads coaescing into a black whirlwind that thinned and spread across the sky, like ink in water, killing
the last daylight, bringing out the stars, which winked in the smoky air, only to fade moments later. The
aun leached into shadow.

Foatfals crunched on the gravel, and Hermod looked up to see Vidar's face saring down at him. His
brother’' s cheek was a gluey mess of blood and other fluids. And there was something strange about his
eyes. The left one was his. The right one was Odin’s.

“Things are going sMimmingly for you today,” Hermod said.

Vidar surveyed the batlefidd. Most of the combatants had fdlen. A few Einherjar stood in a clugter,
back to back, sheking with fatigue or fear as frogt giants lumbered toward them. Surt towered over the
Home Depot with magma dripping from his sword. Hames roared in the sky behind him. The corpses
were piled high enough to chalenge the height of the corpse gatein Hehem.

“There is nothing left for you to do, Hermod. The sbyl’s song has been sung.” Vidar's voice was
rough from disuse but not unpleasant. He seemed more tired than victorious. “Must you fight me still 7’

“I'm the great nuisance of Asgard,” Hermod said, rigng to his feet. “Getting in the way iswhat | do.”

“But the prophecy has been fulfilled. The gods are dead, and the moon is gone. Soon the sun will be
egten aswell. Can't you see that there is nothing left to be done?’

“l guess | don't see the things you see, Vidar.”

Vidar closed his own eye, bowing his head in acknowledgment. Odin’'s eye remained open, watching.

He undung a folded object of some kind from his back, snapping it open to reved a scythe with a
blade containing the same substance as the Sword of Seven.

Without another word, Vidar svung the scythe in a one-handed horizonta arc. Hermod leaped back
and thrust his sword out to deflect the blow. The two blades made contact with a blinding flash, sending
jolts of breathtaking pain down Hermod's optic nerves. He staggered and swept his sword back and
forth, just hoping to keep Vidar at a distance until he could blink the dazzling colors from hisvison. Vidar
went a him again, and Hermod fdt the blade whisper through the fabric of his shirt and leave a cold chill
across hisbdly. Another millimeter and it would have disemboweled him. Ther blades struck again with
another flash, the pain driving Hermod to his knees, and then the scythe was coming down on him. He
rolled away, but not quitein time, and the scythe cut through three fingers of his right hand.

Hermod found himsdf staring at his own sword after it clattered to the asphalt, his fingers lying beside
it like smdl, dead animas. Then the pain hit, and he cried out and made a desperate grab for the sword
with his left hand.

“Enough,” Vidar said quietly, kicking the sword. It spun away, out of Hermod's reach. “Look around
you, brother. The war is over. You suffer now only to keep the world's corpse dive. Enough.” He raised
the scythe and twisted his waist, a Joring ready to uncoil. Hermod tried to stand, to fight back, to not
meke it easy, to die on hisfest, but there was no more strength in his legs, and he was grateful again for
never having known how he was supposed to die. If he'd been aware that he was fated to perish in a
parking lot, gravel digging into his knees, he might have indulged in an even more meaninglesslife.

“l shdl name something for you in the next world,” Vidar said.

A hammering of hooves, a movement of grimy white bulk, and Seipnir dammed into Vidar's ches.
Vidar fdl back with enough force to shatter the ground. He rolled and regained his feet, a pair of bloody
puddles on his chest where Seipnir's hooves had struck. Riderless, Sepnir turned and came in for
another charge. Vidar was ready with the scythe, waiting. Hermod despaired at the thought of seeing
Seipnir beheaded. He forced himsdf over to hisfdlen sword and picked it up.

When he next looked toward Vidar, he saw with horror that Migt was racing up behind him. With
Vidar's attention on Seipnir, he didn't hear her coming. She brought her saber down through Vidar's
shoulder. Bone splintered, the sound of a snapping broomstick, and Vidar's arm hung by only a thin strip
of flesh. He opened his mouth in a slent scream, walked three steps, and then crumpled, just as Sepnir
sdled over Migt's head.



Mig thrust her sword through Vidar's chest, but Vidar was dill moving, so she yanked the sword free
and went in for another thrust. Then athird. A fourth. A fifth.

Vidar made a sound, awhidling gargle. His eye closed. Odin's eye remained open, seeing what Vidar
no longer could.

#HH#HH#

ERMOD DIDN'T look away from Odin's eye until Migt gently took his forearm. “Hermod, your
hand—"

“I'mfing” he said, too pained to laugh at the absurdity of his own assertion.

She cut away fabric from Vidar's shirt for a bandage and wrapped it around the bleeding stumps of
Hermod' s fingers.

“If Vidar's dead, does that mean we stopped Ragnarok?’ she asked him.

Fames towered around them, feeding on the corpses. Black smoke bailed like ail in a cauldron, risng
into the matte-black sky. Shadows crawled across the face of the sun. The fight was over, but the
aftermath was edting the worlds. Killing Vidar had removed a domino, but it was as the shyl sad: The
last one was 4ill toppling.

Hermod could think of only one thing to do.

He bent over Vidar. With the thumb and index finger of his ruined hand, he plucked Odin's eye from
Vidar's socket. It was gpparently unattached by nerves or blood vessels or any connections of the flesh.
But it was heavy with its own gravity.

“Hermod,” Mig said with darm, “you’ re not going to—"

Hermod reached up to his face with his good hand. He dipped a finger under his eydid and grabbed
his eyebdl. The pain was dready immense, but he pulled, screaming, the veins and arteries and optic
nerve and muscle resigting, stretching, and he pulled until they ripped and snapped, ball-peen hammers
and augers and metd screws driving into his head. To pass out now would be a waste, so he remained
conscious. He plugged Odin's eye into his now-empty socket and screamed some more.

H##

HE WORLD was a tree. Hermod had dways known this, had even waked among its exposed roots,
but now he saw the tree in its entirety. He towered before it as he had done before the toy mountan
ranges at the bottom of Mimir's Well.

He saw how s0il and crust and the ocean formed a thin skin over the tree's deeper substance, the
living wood. The trunk was riddled with cracks, more seams than he'd ever imagined, some naturd,
some freshly cut. He saw the seams as dearly as lines drawn on a map, o tightly knotted that he could
reach out his hand and watch it pass through three different worlds.

The roots of Jotunheim and Svartafhem were burning in full conflagration. Alfhem and Niflham and
Nidavdlir had collapsed into piles of ash. Hdham and Asgard were broken to chips and dust.

Hames licked a the edges of Midgard, growing hotter. Up the trunk, in a crook where the limbs
branched out, was Vigrid, the battlefidd where he now stood. Higher up ill were more branches and
other worlds, whose identity and nature he didn't know. Above it dl, the sun hung, glowing black with
rot or a cancer. He followed the sticky black threads of rot to their source, a amdl diver of the remains
of Aggard: Frigg's home of Fensdir, and her closet of nothing.

There was a smdl part of the tree that had become separated from the rest. The terrain looked
familia—valeys and mountains of Alfheam that Hermod had once enjoyed hiking across but that now
burned lifeless On impulse, he reached out and took hold of the chunk of dead world and hung it in the
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| just made amoon,” Hermod said to himsdlf. It seemed easy.

He knew what he had to do now. He turned to Migt. Runes danced over her skin, like living tattoos.
They were in his own hands, too, and in the blood seeping through his bandage. They were in Sepnir's
flanks, and in Vidar’'s body, and in the soil, and in the sky. The runes were everywhere, and they were
vary interesting. They wanted to tdl him things. They wanted to reved ther secrets to him, and he wanted
to stand there and read them forever.

But wisdom was knowing when to stop ligening to the voices.

He sucked in a breath. Seeing how the worlds were arranged was one thing. Having the confidence to
do theright thing with the Sword of Seven was completely another.

“Do whatever you' re going to do without regret,” Migt said.

“Rignt.” He wanted to kiss her. Runes crawled over her lips, and he liked whet they said. But there
was no time,

He saw where the root of Midgard joined others. Then he raised the sword over his head and
chopped down, through the wood, severing Midgard from the rest of the World Tree.

The ground dropped out benesth Hermod's feet, and then Midgard fdl and fel, leaving the other
worlds behind.

WEEK LATER, when the tides receded, Migt and Hermod stood on the debris-strewn beach. Blocks of
ice bobbed in the black sea, but the thaw was aready noticesble. Seipnir trotted in the surf, with
Wington running behind him, nipping at his hooves.

Mig stepped back from the driftwood boat she'd built. It wasn't seaworthy, but it wouldn't have to
<l far. “What do you think?’

Hermod stared at it for a very long time. Then he looked at her with his mismatched eyes, Odin’s gray
ins glittering in the predawn light. He dill spoke and acted like his old sdf, and he modly looked the
same—in need of a shave, and with his fingers wrapped in dirty bandages—but Hermod had changed.

“It's a good-looking funerd boat,” Hermod said. “I think Grimnir would have liked it.”

They'd learned the details of Grimnir's fate from a Chinese Shaolin Einherjar, one of the few Einherjar
who'd held on awhile &fter the battle. He' d told them that Grimnir had died bravely, on his feet. He sad
thet he'd have been happy with his ending.

Mig doused the boat with a can of lighter fluid. She wished she could give Grimnir a proper burid, but
this would have to do. His body, like so much dse, had been logt with the worlds of the World Tree
Yggdrasl.

“l just hopeit'll catch fire”

“I'll make sure it does,” Hermod said, and Mist looked at him nervoudly.

“So, you're some kind of fire god now too?’

“What? No, | just mean I’ ve got another can of lighter fluid in my bag thet | stole from those looters. |
figured it might come in handy.”

Mig smiled. Not everything had changed.

“Hush now,” she said, touching the flame of Grimnir’'s Zippo to the fuel-soaked wood. The fire did a
weak ghod dance, and Mig feared the boat wouldn't catch. But then the flames took hold with
aurprising strength. Within a few moments, Grimnir's funera ship blazed on the beach, sending up twirls
of tiny orange stars. For thefirg timein longer than Migt could remember, she felt warm.

She hdld Hermod' s hand and whispered part of a prayer she'd learned on her grandmother’s Igp: “All
sreams flow into the sea, yet the seais never full. To the place the streams come from, there they return



agan.”

“That'sagood one” Hermod said.

They remained on the beach until the waves came in. Cold seawater met the fire, and the boat
breathed steam into the morning.

#HH#HH#

IDING BEHIND Hermod on Seipnir, Migt spotted a frost giant cowering in the shadows of an dley.
She fdt sorry for it and was glad when Hermod rode on without comment. Through the cracks that
Almost-Ragnarok had wrought, giants and trolls and dves and dwarves and living dead had entered
Midgard, and now that Hermod had cordoned the human world off from the rest of the dying universe,
humankind would have to share their world with these refugees from faraway places.

News reports from across the globe were grim. Hundreds of thousands had died in battle and disaster,
and more would die in its aftermath. But humanity had been facding war and famine and dl manner of
naiura disaster dnce its very beginnings Most had percelved Ragnarok as windstorm, hurricane,
tsunami, and flood, as tremors that had torn earth apart and bled flane and magma They had seen a
monstrous serpent, or maybe it was just a tornado.

But many knew the truth. The vells had fdlen, and they’d seen gods. This was not the firg time. Man
hed known gods before but had forgotten them or consgned them to story. Maybe this time, with ther
footprints ill in evidence, they wouldn't forget.

No, the world was not the same. But, Mig thought, looking up a the round lump of Slver in the
sky—Hermod' s moon—at least it was dill dive.

Mig and Hermod rode to a park in Pasadena, where Lilly and H6d and the lowans had established a
command center, from where they were organizing grass-roots rdief efforts.

“Sant Lilly of the Molotov cocktail, and her companion, Friar Grumpy,” Hermod said affectionately.

“They do sort of resemble a band of outlaw folk heroes, don't they?” Mig said, dismounting Seipnir.

Lilly came over. “Did you give Grimnir his grand send-off?’

“Not so grand,” Migt said, moving off with Lilly. “But it was traditiona. He would have liked that part
of it”

“Wdl, | managed to score a couple cases of beer. We can give oursdves epic hangovers in his
honor.”

“Bear?’ Mid said, touched. “How did you ever—"

“Feh, black markets are my favorite kind of shopping. | even got some roast beef. | know how much
Grimnir liked bloody mest.”

“For adead sgter,” Mid said, “you're not hdf bad.”

Lilly smiled, looking off into the distance. “I fed too dive to be dead. But | guess dead is what we il
are. Which isweird. Can we die agan? | mean, die die, for good? With Vdhdla and Hdheim gone, do
we go anywhere afterward?’

“I kind of like not knowing,” Mig said. “It's more open-ended thisway.”

They walked together through the park, not talking. Mist just enjoyed the fed of solid ground benesth
her feet, the sensation of her own pulse,

“Hermod and | are leaving,” she said.

Lilly sat on the playground swings. “Yeah?’

“Yeah,” Mid sad. “Adrian Hoover’s family was in New Jersey when Grim and | abducted him. If
they survived, | need to see them in person. | can't repay my debt to them, but | owe it to them to let
them know what happened to ther son. Whether they believe me or not.”

Lilly nodded. “I guess saving the world doesn't get you off the hook for everything that happened
before”

“l think that's one of the reasons Vidar and Frigg were so set on dating a new world. New



beginnings are attractive.”
“But we're not gods,” Lilly said.
Mig sat on the swing next to Lilly’s “Nope. We're responsble.”
Side by sde, they swung for awhile

#HH#HH#

RE Y OU going to keep that thing in your head?’ HOd asked.

Hermod had built a smdl fire in one of the park’s barbecue grills. He wished he had something to
throw on it. Some chicken, or hamburgers, or even one of those chemica-filled hot dog things What did
agod have to do to get a decent med around here, anyway?

“Hermod,” HOd said, interrupting Hermod's musings. “The eye. Are you going to keep it?’

Hermod sighed. “It was showing me more than | wanted to see at first. But I'm getting used to it now.
Which scares me” He looked into the flames. “I'm going to pul it out.”

“May | ask why?’

The question surprised Hermod. He'd thought Hod would be pleased to hear that he didn’'t want to
hold on to Odin’s vison.

“Our higory is too full of seers and of our so-caled betters usng wisdom as an excuse to tie puppet
dringsto usdl,” Hermod said. “The eyeis a remnant of a time when we Aesr, whatever we are, chose
to play at being gods.”

Shadows made depthless caverns beneath HOd' s brow. “How would you destroy it? Throw it into the
ocean? Bury it in the earth? Cast it into a volcano?’

“Puck it out of my skull before it does damage,” Hermod said. “Then cleave it with Vidar's sword.”

“It sno longer Vidar's sword,” HOd said mildy. “Jugt as it's no longer Father’s eye. Both are yours.
Y ou refashioned the world after your own design, Hermod, as decidedly as any god to emerge from fire
and ice. Can discarding your tools ever change that?’

Hermod didn’t answer. He walked away, and a few minutes later he found Migt, dtting aone on the
swings. He stood before her and held out his hand.

She took it and smiled. There was alook in her eye.

“Oh,” he sad. “Isthis a second date? Do you want ... Are we going to—"

“Shut up,” she sad. “You know we are.”

“Right here? In the playground?

She put her hands on his shoulders, and he let her push him to the ground, and for a while the world
was very strange, but only in a nice way.

#H#HH#

UNIN AND I circle above the playground, observing the two Aesir and their companions. Hermod and
Hod, the lagt gods dive. Or, perhaps, the firg gods of this strange new Midgard, if they choose to be.

“l didn’'t see thiscoming,” | say to Munin.

Munin chases a moth near the treetops and snatches it out of the air.

The dominoes are spread out before us, not just in lines but in endless convolutions. They fdl and rise
with no pattern | can discern, asif they have awill of their own. | find them very discourteous. Ragnarok
was the long-anticipated end of everything. And now Hermod has given us an unknown tomorrow.

Which means today, anything is possible.

Bdow, Hermod whidtles for his dog, and Wingon runs to his side, excitedly whipping his tall. Hermod
and Mig gather ther few things and set off with Seipnir, eastward, the risng sun bathing the sky in



sdmon-colored light to overtake the last of the nighttime Stars.
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