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To our moms,

who kept prodding us to finish because they had to know all the answers.

We hope you're happy now!
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PROLOGUE
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Vanaheim



The tree was dying. It had stood for over a millennia, but it had appeared fragile lately. The bark had turned more gray than white, and the leaves gained a brown edge to their lovely red hues.

Laying a hand against the white-gray bark, Freya looked up. The change concerned her greatly, but it wasn’t the only thing that had drawn her to the tree. 

She’d been having dreams of the trees withering away. All the ash trees in all the Realms stemmed from the great tree on the plains of Vigrid from which Odin had hung himself for nine days and nine nights. If the trees died, the nine realms would lose their magic and slowly follow them to ash. 

A breeze blew around her, rustling the leaves above and sending a chill down her spine. A lone leaf fell from a branch and floated in the wind. She tracked it with her eyes before drawing away from the tree trunk and opening her hand up toward the sky.

The leaf settled on her upturned palm. The edges weren’t just brown. They were dark, almost black, and had started to spiderweb along the leaf’s veining. 

“What has he done to you, my friend?”

The breeze caressed her cheek and whizzed past her ear. 

“I know. We will find a way.”

With one last pat on the trunk, coupled with a soft glow of green that caused the leaves to rustle, she turned to head down the small hill. The path weaved this way and that, never getting too close to the roots that had spread and lifted out of the ground over the years.

As she arrived at the bottom, a root had stretched across the path. Carefully, she crouched and stroked her fingers along the smooth, new bark. “At least there is hope, hmm?”

The root shifted under her touch, creating an archway for her to pass beneath.

“Thank you.”

She glanced over her shoulder at the hill and the tree. Its red leaves seemed to glow in the late setting sun, setting fire to the Worlds.

[image: image]

“I told you it was a bad idea to teach him.” 

Freya sighed as she ran fingers through her blond hair and watched her twin pace the room. “I am tired of having this conversation, brother. What is done is done. The point is, Ragnarok is coming, and Yggdrasil and the Nine Realms are at stake.” 

Stilling in his steps, Frey’s amber eyes settled on her. They carried centuries of weight, silently laying this at her feet. “You know where we stand. Vanaheim is ready to protect Yggdrasil and the Realms.” He glanced out the window and to the small courtyard below. “Are you ready to go against him?” 

She knew what he saw without needing to get up and stand next to him. She’d passed their army when she’d come into the palace from her trip to the tree. Armor had been passed out, and weapons were being readied, arrows and swords spelled with magic to stand up to whatever they might need to hold against. 

The Vanir had always been closer to the Tree of Worlds and its magic, always ready with a spell to aid and protect the very heart that powered all nine realms. 

Pushing to her feet, she moved to stand next to her brother. One hand settled on his shoulder as she sighed and looked down at their people. “I do not have a choice. He set this all in motion. He has lost his senses, executing Frigg.” 

“We still do not know Gullveig’s fate. Will he execute her if she returns?” Frey’s question held concern, though she wasn’t sure if it was concern for Gullveig’s life, or that Gullveig, who was Vanir like them, would end up on the wrong side of the coming war. Her brother had fretted after her disappearance all those centuries ago. 

Shaking her head, she squeezed his shoulder. “It would be foolish of him to do that and lose the last remaining runemistress that can help him. But he has made senseless choices in the past. Until she shows her hand, we will have to treat her as a pawn on his side of the board.”

Her brother’s reflection in the window smiled at her, though she could feel the sadness even in the mere image of him. “It is good to have you home, sister. Even if we march so soon after your homecoming.”

PART ONE

The Great Winter

First, it was winter

In January, then it was winter

In March, then in May

Then August, it is winter in October

It is winter now, it is winter

Winter, three years, winter

All things end

And all must die
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CHAPTER 01
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Midgard



Victor would never have guessed that the world was going to end in snow.

However, that was what it was, a snowpocalypse across the globe. It felt like something right out of a TV show, which Jolene, of course, had remarked upon when the full extent of their predicament sunk into her. “First the White Walkers, now this?”

The world was doomed unless they could fix this. Or, more accurately, find Victor’s snow brother and get him to reverse whatever he’d done to cause this. (That felt like something right out of a movie.) He tried to push away the nagging worry that there may not be a way to stop the dawn of another Ice Age. 

Anna, after all, had prophesied a three-year winter. 

They were only three months into the first year, yet the world had already dissolved into an apocalyptic nightmare. The world was blanketed in white. Wind tugged at the worn wool scarf wrapped around Victor’s throat and mouth as their group trudged through the snow toward the River Thames. 

It felt like years since the battle on Easter Island. The horrors of Hotel Fen felt even further away. Victor marveled that they were still alive after everything, from a murder plot by one of Loki’s children to Victor’s godly brother unleashing a monster from the depths of the Midgardian ocean. 

But it hadn’t been his brother who unleashed the monster. 

It had been him.

This was his fault. 

He didn’t want to think about how Easter Island was faring. If the island was still there at all. Shortly after all hell had broken loose with the freak snowfall and the tsunamis, a portal had opened up among the moai. It could have carried another contingent of warriors from Asgard. Worse, it could’ve been Loki, likewise free from his eternal prison. They had taken the risk of jumping into the unknown anyway, rather than being marooned on an island in the middle of nowhere with little to no way of surviving the cold.

Their gambit had paid off. The portal spat them out into the main hall of the British Museum, all the way in London, halfway across the world. Looming above them on a pedestal had been a wooden moai, just like the one Victor and the girls had come through when they first arrived on Easter Island.

Beside the moai stood Ivaldi, still only as tall as a human boy of maybe eight or nine years. No one questioned how the dwarf had gotten into the museum after hours, turned the cameras off, and opened the portal. They’d just been happy to escape the island and the snow. Only they discovered, as they’d stepped out into the night, that winter had come for London too. Victor remembered the surprise on Ivaldi’s face when he’d looked up that mid-July night and saw the heavy falling flakes.

They’d bunkered in with Jolene’s parents. While their stay hadn’t been unwelcome, it had been cramped for a group of seven and a cat. Jolene’s mother, Dorothy, had also made things uncomfortable by freaking out non-stop about the weather, and by fussing over Victor like he was her son-in-law, asking about marriage and grandchildren — before any of them could even introduce Silje as his girlfriend.

The weather steadily grew from bad to worse. After healing from their injuries sustained during the battle on the island, they started planning their next move. They had no way of fighting back the winter; not even rune magic could do that. So they had to seek those who could.

Which brought them here, trekking through the snow after dark, trying to make it to a portal north of the Thames before running into any trouble. That portal, per Ivaldi’s reconstruction of the Yggdrasil network, would hopefully lead them into Niflheim, the realm of the dead and the domain of Hel, Loki’s daughter. It was a long shot, but Silje had said Hodr was working for her. If they could talk her out of whatever they were planning... 

“What do you get when you cross a vampire and a snowman?” Ivaldi’s voice rang out from next to Silje, though the cheerfulness sounded forced.

Victor’s hand fisted where it rested, safe and warm in his coat, as he waited for someone to answer Ivaldi. He’d likely snap at them if he tried. They had left all those people on the island, and now the dwarf was just making jokes.

“I don’t know. What do you get when you cross a vampire and a snowman?” Jolene slowed a little to walk in step with the dwarf. There were no cars, most of them buried under too-deep snow.

Ivaldi grinned, stupidly proud of himself. “Frostbite!” 

Jolene laughed, as did Anna behind her. Even Silje’s eyes brightened a little at the joke.

Under any other circumstance, the joke would have been funny. Yet Victor couldn’t help the tired sigh as he glanced over at the others, irritation creeping in. “It’s not the time to be making jokes about the weather.” 

“It’s snow joke.” 

The girls broke into laughter, which only caused Victor’s frustration to grow worse. How could they find levity in this situation? There was too much going on. 

“Blimey, we’re just messing around, Vicki.” Jolene rested her hand on Victor’s back. “Gods know we need a little sunshine.”

He understood that. But the weight on his shoulders was just too heavy. All because he had used the horn and set Ragnarok into motion. His brother had used them. Used him. “I guess I’m just having trouble seeing the light in this situation.” It wasn’t the answer he knew Jolene was looking for or even an apology for being grumpy. But he couldn’t just laugh away while they trudged through the frozen landscape that had once been a beautiful summer in London.

This was his fault, after all, wasn’t it?

“That’s because the sun hasn’t come up yet, mio amico,” Ivaldi said kindly.

Ada trilled softly, her tail brushing the skin of Victor’s cheek as she shifted her weight on his shoulder. He’d been worried it would be too cold for her, but Silje had reminded him she was a Norwegian Forest cat and, as such, her fur was thick enough to weather the snow and cold.

“I think she agrees with me,” Ivaldi said with a sage nod.

Victor sighed, the warm air trapped against his skin and contrasting with the cold where it tried to escape along the edges of his scarf. “We still have hours yet, then.” 

“Is that the Eye?” Anna wrapped one puffy-coated arm through Jolene’s like they could share their body heat through their clothes and gestured toward a large wheel with the other.

They all paused to take in the view. The Eye was a bit of a tourist trap, sure, but it wouldn’t have been the first Victor had fallen for. He remembered how vibrantly it had lit up, keeping it visible while they’d walked around Central London, and how he’d gawked at the view from the top. Jolene had rolled her eyes at him, but he knew she’d been secretly pleased by his amazement.

This time, Jolene only sighed.

The streets were quiet save for the whistling wind. Up ahead, across the bridge, Victor could make out a few figures carrying rifles milling about. A few months ago, those would have been military personnel, trying to keep the peace. London had gone into lockdown a few weeks after their group had portaled in from Easter Island, but the looting and the violence had degraded from bad to worse such that even the soldiers had pulled out of their own accord.

“Is that what we need to cross?” Silje asked, breaking the silence.

“Yeah. We can warm up in one of the theaters on the other side.” Jolene made a curved motion with her hand, trying to illustrate the path she’d mapped out in her head. Victor had been here before with her, so he had a vague idea of where she was leading them, but not enough to do it himself. “There’s a Hard Rock Cafe in that direction, too. Not sure if it’s worth scavenging to see if anything has been left behind.” 

Anna’s stomach growled from just the thought of food. “Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

Victor doubted that. The restaurant was near a subway entrance and was a popular chain place. It wouldn’t have anything for them unless they came across a hidden pantry. Despite the strong urge to shut the idea down, however, he simply gave Jolene a nod. “It won’t hurt to look. And we’ll be out of the snow for a bit while we do.”

That left the matter of the people waiting on the other side of the bridge. But when Victor glanced that way again, they were gone.

“Let’s go,” he said with renewed urgency. “The coast is clear, but it wasn’t a moment ago.”

Victor did his best to conceal how unnerved he was. He knew, on principle, that this wasn’t a good idea. Bridges were exposed to the elements on all sides. They cooled and accumulated snow and ice faster than roads on solid ground. The wind blowing across the bridge already sounded stronger than what was currently blowing against their faces. The bridge had railings on the sides, but he couldn’t be sure the metal hadn’t already turned brittle from this unusually cold spell. One slip and they could fall into the frozen River Thames below, to their deaths.

The vehicles on the bridge, left like relics of a time long past, were buried in a sheet of white. He could think of so many things that could go wrong from those. Their collective weight, coupled with the thick snow, could take the bridge to the brink of collapse, or make the structure lean toward one side so they would all start to slip and fall. One car could explode and start a chain reaction of explosions. Or there could be draugrs and other creatures lurking within the abandoned vehicles, just waiting for the perfect moment to strike.

Victor sighed. He’d truly become a pessimist.

Not a pessimist, but a realist, he tried to argue with himself.

Their dwarven smith had managed to fashion them rune-enforced boots before the city ran out of electricity and resources, but while the footwear had helped their trek through the snow, they hadn’t been entirely foolproof. Earlier Victor himself had slipped and fallen on his bottom at least once, which had only worsened his already sour mood.

Warm-soled shoes didn’t really help that much when the snow was nearly waist-deep, something Victor realized after only taking a few steps across the platform. He swore under his breath as he stopped and heard chunks of ice and snow fall through the gaps in the railings. He considered taking their group through the middle of the bridge instead of the pedestrian lane, skirting around the abandoned cars and trucks, but something in his gut refused to let him give in.

He looked over his shoulder. “I might have to carry Ivaldi.” He’d intended to offer the courtesy to Silje, but she was already giving him a warning look when he’d glanced her way. He wasn’t making fun of her height, yet she seemed particularly defensive about it.

Jolene, the tallest of them, hooked her free arm with Silje’s. “I’ll take care of the ladies. Anna can carry the gretten katt.”

Ada leaped from Victor’s shoulders and padded daintily on top of the snow. She climbed up Anna with far less care than she normally had for Victor, though the seer didn’t seem to mind or notice, cradling the cat to her chest like a fluffy pillow.

“Careful,” Victor warned as he stepped back to meet Ivaldi and let the dwarf climb up his shoulders. The sensation was strangely familiar that, for a moment, he reeled.

Laughter pealed brightly in the air from the boy on Vidar’s shoulders. Sandy feet kicked excitedly, though he didn’t care that the grains were getting everywhere.

“Faster! Faster!”

Someone tsked from just up the beach. “Not too fast!” Sigridr said, settling their daughter in her lap.

Vidar smiled, holding the boy’s legs as he jogged a little faster along the water’s edge. “Faster, but not too fast. Ja.”

They waded through the snow like they were going through water, slow enough that Jolene had asked more than once if she could summon a fire worm to melt the snow and clear a path for them.

“No, Jo,” Victor told her, irritation in his voice at having to repeat himself yet again. “We already talked about this. No magic.” It would certainly help them get to their destination faster, but he didn’t want to call any attention to themselves. What they were doing was something he did not want Odin to know. And Odin, he knew, had many ways of knowing things so he didn’t need help.

At that, he felt compelled to look up at the dark sky, straining to see if there were any odd shapes flying about.

“You’re being paranoid again,” Jolene said, rolling her eyes. “There’s nothing up there, Vicki. We’re not being stalked by ravens.”

“You don’t know that.”

“And you know that? What, you’re like Bran now or something?”

By now Victor had grown tired of her Game of Thrones references. He didn’t particularly like what that meant for them if indeed real life wound up imitating fantasy. The good guys had won, but at what cost? And they only won because they had dragons. He and his friends had none of that, though Ada could be as terrifying as a dragon when she was hangry.

Jo might call him paranoid, but he had every right to be. He hadn’t told the rest of them, not even Silje, but in the past months, a Valkyrie had visited him several times in his dreams — and it was his former shieldmaiden, no less. It had been jarring to see Kara unchanged after so many years, but what she had to say, on the Allfather’s behalf, had been even more surprising.

Since then, he’d been acutely aware of a pair of black birds hanging near the Bronwyn residence, and wherever else he was when he went out to scavenge food and supplies. His best friend had assured him that crows were entirely normal and were just as hungry as they were with the sudden winter, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was being watched.

Momentarily lost in his own head, it took Victor a second to register the girls shrieking behind him.

One of the cars had moved. However it happened, he didn’t know, and he didn’t have the time to figure it out. Anna had fallen into the snow, swearing that there was something in the abandoned vehicle. Ada mewled angrily, though it was unclear whether she was trying to tell them something or if she was simply upset that the seer had released her in her fright.

Then there was a loud creak that sent a shiver up Victor’s spine.

“Run!” he shouted, though he knew deep down that they really couldn’t go any faster. He wanted to turn back and take Silje instead, even reconsidering his earlier decision of not using magic, but a low rumbling sound reminded him they did not have the luxury of time. “Come on!”

The rumbling sound steadily grew louder until he could feel the bridge vibrating beneath his feet and all the snow. Was it just him, or did the others also hear clawing sounds from inside the vehicles?

“Silje!”

He turned. Jolene was leaning over the railing with both arms stretched downwards toward—

Paranoia turned into panic as Victor threw Ivaldi off him and hurried to the heart of the commotion. A section of the metal bars that had served as railings had disintegrated and given way, and somehow Silje had fallen right through. Jolene had caught the brunette but was having some difficulty pulling her back up on the bridge. He saw, to his horror, that the redhead’s gloves were slipping from her hands.

“Move,” he snarled, and he would’ve shoved Jolene away if he was sure he could catch Silje as soon as the other let go. He leaned forward and gripped Silje’s forearms, taking over from Jo. Fear seized his heart at how strong the wind blew beneath the bridge, causing Silje’s petite form to swing precariously while she dangled over the frozen river. “It’s okay. It’s okay, kosepus. I got you.”

“Don’t let go,” Silje said, her voice small and scared.

“Never,” he promised.

Victor hauled Silje back up with enough force to send him toppling backwards with her landing on top of him. He wrapped his arms tightly around her and repeated, “I got you. You’re okay.”

She nodded but said nothing more, just buried her face against his chest.

He waited until her breathing slowed before suggesting that they get up and move, ignoring how cold his back had gotten. It was very easy to forget the world when she was around. She quieted his rage and drowned out all the noise in his head until there was nothing and no one else that mattered but her.

Kara had called his feelings for Silje an obsession. Parroted from Odin, no doubt. But a mere obsession wouldn’t have lasted a lifetime, let alone a thousand years.

Victor carried Silje in his arms for the rest of the crossing, with Ada resuming her post on his shoulder. Jolene and Anna lagged behind, helping Ivaldi from sinking into the snow, which came to his neck or sometimes his nose.

They paused to rest and regain their wits about them when they finally got back on solid ground, huddling by a building wall. Victor, however, stopped Jolene before she could sit down beside Anna and Ivaldi.

“What the hell happened out there?” he asked, rounding on the redhead.

She blinked, caught off-guard by the outburst. “I don’t know! It happened so fast—”

“You were supposed to take care of her!”

“I was!” Jolene protested. “And I could’ve pulled her up!”

“You, really? All you’ve done is make jokes and summon useless things!”

Jolene stiffened. Despite being offended, however, she did not retaliate, her expression simply closing up. Even if she had, she wouldn’t have been fast enough to stop Silje from getting in between them, or from Anna and Ivaldi from flanking her, ready to back her up.

“Victor. We made it across. That’s all that matters,” Silje said slowly.

“She nearly killed you!”

“It wasn’t her fault!” Silje exclaimed in exasperation. She sucked in a breath. “Why don’t you get some air. We’ll wait here.”

It wasn’t a suggestion. Victor gave her a look, though, after a silent standoff, he turned around and walked away. Ada, loyal to him as always, remained on his shoulder, and he was grateful for the company.

They didn’t go far, but he brought them a little way back toward the bridge so he could watch the snowy landscape that stretched in front of him as he once more stewed in his thoughts.

He was only trying to protect her. What were they so upset about? What was she so upset about? Everything he did, he did for her.

That’s your excuse for the horn, too, a voice at the back of his head mocked.

A growl resonated from the back of his throat like he was dealing with an actual enemy. Ada calmed him down with a purr and a lick to his face. She didn’t have the same effect as Silje did, but it was enough to bring him back to the present.

They had a portal to get to. And those people he’d seen on this side of the river would probably be back before long.

Their group resumed their trek in silence. Jolene still took the lead, but she ignored Victor with all of her British stoicism. Silje refused to hold his hand, looping arms instead with the redhead and taking up the same formation they’d been in when they crossed the bridge. Even Ivaldi finally stopped dishing out his puns, though Victor was sure the dwarf wouldn’t be able to hold it for long.

The Hard Rock Cafe ended up being a no-go. The windows had been boarded up, and they saw flashlights when they peered through one of the few parts of the glass those inside hadn’t managed to cover up. None of them wanted to run into a raiding party and risk getting into a fight, not when they were cold, tired, hungry, and angry with each other.

The nearby theater didn’t seem to be a better option, but with the reappearance of the armed figures Victor had seen earlier, and the signs of an incoming snowstorm, they unanimously agreed to take their chances. Or, well, the girls decided for the group, and they left Victor with no choice but to follow. 
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Midgard



The tree burned with a fire so strong it could scorch the Nine Worlds. Silje lifted a hand to shield her eyes, squinting at the glare and at the shadows in its midst. Something moved at the heart of the fire, even though it shouldn’t have been possible. Nothing could survive a fire like that.

Heat licked her face. She pulled her hand away, startled by the flames that had surrounded her fingers and began spreading up her arm at an alarming rate. She jerked back with a scream, only to find herself surrounded by a ring of fire.

Dread settled in the pit of her stomach. She realized she’d been the one burning.

“Witch!” The cries were distant at first, but they grew stronger by the moment. As did the flames. She ran in their midst, flinging her arms about to put out the fire burning away her skin. She rolled into the dirt when she finally remembered her first aid training, but it was everywhere, and her efforts were futile.

“The witch must burn.”

Through the pain, she opened her eyes. She was upright again, but she’d been bound to a stake. In front of her, a crowd gathered, though she couldn’t see their faces through the fire. Somewhere, someone was singing. It sounded like a dirge.

A priest stood dangerously close to the pyre, but he wasn’t afraid. He held a large crucifix in one hand and a Bible in the other. He stared at her with the fierceness of a Norse warrior, his blue eyes piercing all the way to her soul and damning her for all eternity.

“Heathen,” he declared.

The flames roared, fueled by his words, and so did she. She cried and begged and made promises to turn away from the gods she knew she didn’t worship and the magic she knew she didn’t have. Yet the priest was unmoved, and he stared her down until she could see almost nothing but fire.

It struck Silje then. The priest only had one eye...

The darkness took her, but not to a place of peace. Instead, she awakened in a cave. Sunlight streamed through a gaping hole in the wall.

She tried to sit up. Ropes, however, bound her to a large stone slab that sat directly under the gap in the ceiling. The knots were so expertly tied that she couldn't break free despite her struggling.

She flicked her wrist to summon her spear. When no weapon materialized, she repeated the gesture, only to glimpse her bare arm. Fighting her rising panic, she scanned herself and her immediate surroundings for anything she could use, but everything was too far out of her reach.

Then a familiar face appeared in front of her, grinning, and the events from three months ago came crashing into her mind with such force that it made her reel. Portaling from Maria’s mountain to Easter Island. Fighting a regiment of Asgard’s army. Victor activating Gjallarhorn and playing the most frightening score she’d ever heard in her life—

Her gaze soared past the man, toward the hole in the ceiling. Gone was the head of the serpent that filled it like an elaborate ancient carving. Gone were the massive fangs and the venom that trickled down them.

“What have you done?” she screamed, thrashing desperately against her bonds.

Loki stared down at her like she was a child throwing a tantrum. “Me again.” He sighed. “I haven’t even done anything. You brought the horn to Vidar. I suppose I must thank you.”

She opened her mouth to protest, but she couldn’t find the words to refute him. She had brought the horn. And with it, they had unleashed a monster.

“You planned this,” she accused instead.

He laughed and seated himself on the surface of the stone slab beside her. He cackled with the menacing energy of one who wanted to destroy the Nine Worlds, but even unbound, he hardly looked threatening. Burns and cuts marred his skin, and he was so thin and pale, she could almost see his bones. “While it would be wonderful to be credited for such an impressive feat, my daughter deserves the honor.”

“She’s a liar and a trickster, just like you.” She rattled against the ropes again, though her efforts remained futile. “Let me go.”

“You haven’t told Vidar.”

She stopped struggling then. “I...” She turned her face away. “I haven’t had the time to explain.” Panic had overtaken them after Jormungandr’s release, she rationalized, and she’d been flitting in and out of consciousness from the injuries she’d sustained. Then they’d arrived in London, where that became the least of their problems.

Besides, she didn’t even know how to explain Hel. She didn’t know how to pull people into her memories — or if that would even work, considering that she’d merely hijacked Hodr's.

“And yet you’ve told him Hodr wasn’t to blame any more than he was.” Loki sounded amused, like they were friends exchanging juicy gossip about a cute boy. “If I didn’t know any better, Sigridr, I’d have thought you'd chosen our side.”

“I will never choose you.” But her tone lacked conviction.

Loki sensed it, of course. She caught the way the corners of his mouth lifted into a smirk. To her surprise, however, he didn’t press the matter. Instead, his forehead creased, and his expression softened into something akin to concern.

Then she remembered something Hodr had said. 

“What did Hodr mean,” she asked, “that Freya used us to keep you chained?” The question sounded incredulous in her ears. More than that, she couldn’t believe she was asking the greatest liar in the cosmos to shed light on a hidden truth.

But he only snorted. “No matter what I say, you’ll call me a liar. You might as well ask the source.” A dark look flashed across his face, one of warning. “If they don’t kill you first.”

“They?”

Even if he’d intended to explain — and she wasn’t sure that he did — a piercing howl cut him off. The hairs on her skin stood on end. She knew that sound. She’d heard it before, and not just in her memories. It wasn’t the cry of a wounded animal this time, but that of one out for blood and vengeance.

Then the ground shook like it did on the island with the giant heads. Stalactites and rocks came dislodged from the ceiling, and a jagged piece dropped right into her thigh, reopening a wound she’d thought had long healed. She screamed, straining against her binds. “Help me,” she pleaded, as she did in her dream of the one-eyed priest and the burning witch.

But Loki only smiled.

A stench so foul wafted through the air, reminding her of poison and rotting flesh. Shadows crept over the stones, coating them in darkness and bringing forth an otherworldly cold. Of course he wouldn’t help her. They both knew who they were and what would follow when they arrived.

She had to go. She had to wake up.

“Wake up, wake up, wake up—”

[image: image]

Silje’s eyes were open, yet she couldn’t move. Her chest felt tight. It hurt to breathe.

The woman from the hotel in New York was back. The one with the golden, cat-like eyes. She sat on Silje’s chest like she did the last time, naked and toying with her dark hair. Despite the pain overwhelming her, Silje couldn’t help thinking about how beautiful she was.

“And you are horribly plain,” the woman pointed out dryly, still unimpressed by her. “So why is he so enamored with you?”

“I don’t—” Silje said, but the strange girl stole the rest of her air by moving to drape herself across her body. They lay tangled on the bed like lovers, yet the woman reeked of danger and malice.

Silje felt the other’s lips rest on her ear. They were hot. So was her breath. “It’s your fault, you know.” The woman caressed her cheek, and while Silje hardly felt the sting, she felt blood trickle down to her jaw. “He didn’t want to do it. He didn’t want to unleash the beast. But he thought you were dying.”

Something rough scraped against Silje’s cheek. The woman was licking her blood.

“And now Midgard is dying,” the woman declared, her tone scathing. “You bring death and sorrow wherever you go, however many times you live. Let him go, Sigridr. Or you will be the death of him.”

That was, perhaps, the most painful of all.
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Silje awakened — this time, at last, to the real world — to Jolene’s shrieking.

“What is the matter with you? You’re bonkers!” The redhead was pressing a piece of cloth into Silje’s cheek, but her attention was on something on the floor on her other side. When she turned back and found that Silje was awake, she breathed a sigh of relief. “Oh, lovely. Are you alright?”

Nodding, Silje tried to sit up with Jolene’s help, but the cold had made her body stiff, and it ached to move. It also took her a moment to notice the cut on her cheek, since it didn’t really sting until the other woman fished a sanitary wipe out of her backpack and pressed it to her face.

“What happened?” Silje croaked. She took over, holding the tissue to her cheek and wincing slightly.

Jolene huffed and glared at Ada, who’d moved away from the pair of them. The cat was an eerily unmoving bulk of fluff in the shadows of the building they presently occupied, golden eyes flashing in the dim light. “I’m not sure I bloody know. You were mumbling in your sleep, and she... clawed at your face or something.”

What had she done to offend the gretten katt this time? “Maybe she’s just hungry,” Silje said, trying to be charitable. It wouldn’t be the first time for Ada to be hangry, even. 

“We’re all hungry.”

Silje looked at her friend worriedly, then scanned the room they were in. The boys were out of their sleeping bags. Anna’s was also empty, already neatly rolled next to her backpack. “Where are the others?”

“I’m here,” Anna called out from the darkness beyond the nearest doorway, peering inside the room a moment later to flash them a tired smile. “Guard duty. Victor and Ivaldi went backstage to scavenge.”

“Hæ. She stayed behind?” Silje wondered aloud, glancing at Ada.

Jolene wiggled out of her sleeping bag. “Vicki insisted. Not his most brilliant idea in recent memory.” She shot the cat a dark look. The feline only gazed at her impassively. “Twat.”

Shaking her head, Silje wordlessly followed suit. A quick glance at her wristwatch told her she’d slept enough to function, though her job had taught her to operate with far less. It was probably time for them to move, anyway. The blizzard seemed to have passed, but it was hard to tell with how dark it still was outside. That, and whoever had occupied this abandoned theater first would likely be up and about soon. Just because they had had no trouble didn’t mean they were welcome.

“You didn’t write anything down,” the redhead suddenly said.

“Hæ?”

“I think you were dreaming.” The way Jolene said it, it sounded like a capital D dream. “Do you remember what it was?”

Silje stilled. While she had the gnawing feeling that she did, in fact, dream, she didn’t remember a thing. And that had been one of the most frustrating developments since they’d released the Midgard Serpent from her prison on Easter Island. Silje had expected her usual visitors in her dreams, hoping to talk to them to understand what was going on and what they were supposed to do next. But they had been all quiet. Her dreams, which she’d even thought would grow more vivid after the recent string of events, had stopped. There had been nothing from Yrsa. Or Maria. Nothing from even Hel, or Loki... and certainly nothing from Hodr, though she didn’t know why she bothered hoping he would explain anything.

The frustrating part was, the rest of them expected answers from her dreams, too. Every day, she disappointed them. Every day, she became nothing more than a dead weight. They all wanted to protect her, but she’d had nothing to contribute.

He didn’t want to do it. He didn’t want to unleash the beast. But he thought you were dying.

She shook her head a little too vigorously. “N-No. Nothing.” She shifted to begin stuffing her sleeping bag into its pouch with a frustrated grunt. “I think we’re on our own, Jo.”

Was it just a trick of the light, or were Jolene’s blue eyes a little brighter? “Don’t worry, I got you. We’ll find the portal, travel to the underworld, and beat up a Death Goddess if we have to.” The redhead drew her brand new, collapsible Mew-Mew out with a grin. Gods, even Silje had gotten into the habit of calling the hammer Mew-Mew now. Jolene’s pop culture references were contagious. So were Ivaldi’s terrible puns.

“We should probably skip the fighting part,” Silje said with a wry smile. She appreciated the gesture, but her opposition to needless violence aside, it was a horrible idea to march into someone’s home and plan to cause any trouble — most especially if that someone had power over life and death. Plus, the God who’d unleashed this apocalyptic winter on their world was involved with the aforementioned Death Goddess. Hodr wouldn’t take it well if they touched even a single hair on Hel’s head. Silje knew that with certainty.

“Oh, I agree. We can’t fight our way out of everything,” Anna seconded from her spot as if she’d read Silje’s thoughts.

Jolene huffed. “Fine.” She got to her feet and shouldered her backpack, rolling her eyes. “I was just trying to be supportive, geez.” 
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They traversed a narrow flight of stairs in single file, Jolene leading the way with a flashlight that was already dying out. She’d offered to cast a fire rune earlier, but once again they’d all dissuaded her. Not just because they might leave a magical trail that their enemies could track, but also because they might end up destroying the building and killing everyone else in it.

They weren’t alone. Not by a long shot. Plenty of people had sought refuge in buildings such as this when the freak winter had gone from bad to worse, even fighting amongst themselves and drawing territory lines. In the few months Silje and her friends had been in London, she’d seen the city transform into a hellish landscape akin to those cities in dystopian and apocalyptic movies, where people quarreled and even killed each other over food and other scarce resources.

They really had to stop this winter before humanity destroyed itself.

“This way,” Jolene whispered.

They followed the redhead through a door that led into the theater’s green room. She shone her flashlight around the room, which revealed a couch, a table and a set of chairs, a small kitchen with equipment and a counter, and signed posters on the walls. Not surprisingly, there were signs of life in the room: used teacups on the countertop, clothes strewn over the furniture, discarded tins and food packs in the bins.

Surprisingly, the occupants were nowhere to be found.

“Backstage is this way,” the redhead hissed, pointing the light toward a small wooden staircase.

Silje, who’d taken a detour through the kitchenette to check for any food items the dwellers might’ve left behind, rejoined the others with a shake of her head. “How do you know the way?”

“I took Vicki here for a backstage tour once.”

That explained Victor’s willingness to go into the dark with Ivaldi. But that did not explain the sudden, bitter taste in Silje’s mouth. Right, Jolene and Victor had dated before. Briefly, they both claimed, but the redhead’s mother had been surprised — no, upset was more like it — when Silje had been introduced as Victor’s girlfriend.

“What did Ivaldi hope to find?” Silje asked as they climbed up the steps of the small stairs, changing the subject. “A wardrobe that opens into the underworld?” At least she was trying to speak Jolene’s language.

The redhead slapped the dying flashlight against her open palm repeatedly. “Batteries, for one.” When the light only flickered out completely, she cursed. “Can I use magic now?”

“No!”

Silje held out her flashlight with a soft sigh. “Here. This should still—”

A loud clattering sound made them all jump and nearly tumble back down the stairs. Anna, who’d been holding Ada in front of her like a plushie, almost dropped the feline when she’d reached to grip the railing and steady herself. The cat mewled angrily, to which Jolene snapped an exasperated, “Oh piss off, you drama queen!”

The sounds were closer now. Running footsteps. Large items being shoved. Yelling.

And then a string of gunshots.

“Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot!” Victor’s voice rang from the darkness.
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CHAPTER 03
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Midgard



No snow. No icy landscapes. Victor found himself under a large tree, and he could actually feel the warmth of the sun as it glowed in the sky.

He looked up. It wasn’t Yggdrasil, though he wasn’t sure how he knew.

“You do not have to stay in the cold, Vidar.”

A woman in leather and cotton appeared in front of him. She wore no armor, and she’d pulled her hair back into an efficient battle hairstyle. Her hands rested on her hips.

He sighed. They’d already had this conversation. “So you’ve said. But it’s not just about me.” 

“The offer is for your band of misfits, too. The Allfather is not unkind, Vidar.”

“They aren’t misfits.” That attitude was exactly why he hadn’t bothered to take her up on the offer. Kara had been an excellent shieldmaiden, but she’d always felt superior over mortals. And if she couldn’t even see his friends as people that needed just as much care as he did, how could he trust Odin would?

Kara waved a hand at him dismissively. She was clearly done talking about his friends and girlfriend. “You will all be safe here while Odin deals with Hodr.” She paused, but before he could say much else, she added, “And he will set Midgard right, of course.” It had come up on one of her earlier visits. He had insisted on freeing Midgard from this stupid winter. “Think about it, Vidar.”

Something didn’t feel right about her offer, though. He shook his head. 

She gave him an indignant look, then spun on her heel. “Odinsons,” was the last word he caught before the dream shattered.
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Victor had the one small favor of having been in the theater before, so he remembered how the back of the house was laid out, although it was a distant memory.

Predictably, Ada had wanted to join him, but it was dark enough that he could already see himself losing her or tripping on her in the pitch-black gloom, just a shadow among the many. She hadn’t been happy that he’d tasked her with guarding the girls, evident in the way her tail had snapped back and forth almost violently before she slunk back to the sleeping bags.

“There should be a few dressing rooms back this way.” He motioned toward a hallway with his flashlight, illuminating fully the break in the wall. Normally he wouldn’t expect dressing rooms to have much in the way of food, except maybe some water bottles, but people had been hunkering down wherever they could.

It shouldn’t sit well with Victor to be stealing from someone else. But it was more like Robin Hood, right? Only they were the poor being given back to. 

Maybe. 

This is war. You do what you must. The words echoed in Victor’s head, and he couldn’t place where they came from. It didn’t quite sound like his voice either, more gruff, deeper, and scratchier. 

“Did you say something?” Ivaldi asked, causing Victor to jump slightly. 

Though after a moment to catch his bearings, he let out a soft sigh. “No, no. Nothing. Why, did you hear something?”

“I thought you said war,” Ivaldi said, nudging a door open with his foot. 

A small, battery-powered light was on the floor in the far corner, giving the room an eerie glow. The vanity and stool were on the far back with the light. The reflection on the mirror, though shadowed, revealed that while there were a couple of sleeping bags and a couch, no one was inside.

They quietly entered the room, mindful of potential traps. Either of them should be able to identify anything of magical origin, though that would be unlikely. 

“Batteries!” Ivaldi’s loud cry of triumph came from a corner of the room where he’d found a couple of supply bags.

“Shhh!” Victor spun toward the dwarf, finger over his lips. His gaze slipped toward the door, and he strained to hear if anyone was now headed toward them. When the silence continued, he let out a small sigh of relief. “You have to be quiet,” he reminded, irritation clear even as he merely whispered the words.

“Scusami,” Ivaldi mouthed, taking out one battery from the pack and stuffing the rest into his pocket. He moved toward the light and pulled out a handheld device that looked like a cellphone from a distance. Its screen came to life after the dwarf replaced its battery and gave it a good shake.

Victor found a bag in his corner of the room and carefully rummaged through it. Inside were a few cans of chicken and what looked like dried pieces of meat, although the packaging had no label. He took half of the stash while fighting the urge to just pocket them all.

A shout echoing through the hallway drew Victor’s attention. He shouldered his bag once more and moved over to tap Ivaldi’s shoulder. Holding a hand to his lips, he motioned toward the door.

Ivaldi nodded, turning off the device and returning it to his pocket, before heading out the door at Victor’s side without further comment.

Victor nudged Ivaldi one way when he heard steps coming down the hallway from the other side. But before they could get too far, they heard someone round the corner.

“Oi!”

“Run,” Victor urged, no longer bothering to be discreet since they had been seen. He pushed the dwarf forward and knocked a few things over as he followed, trying to put as much space between them and their pursuers.

They emerged from a narrow path framed by curtains, one of which Victor attempted to yank free with a loud tearing noise, into what had to be the stage. He marveled at how fast his companion ran despite having short legs, the dwarf already halfway to the other side.

“Stop! Get back here!”

“Don’t stop, Ivaldi!” 

“I know how to run!” Ivaldi yelled back. He veered around a sharp corner to the right.

Victor glanced behind him, his eyes widening as the light from a torch reflected off the metal of a gun. “Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot!” He lifted his hands, but not in a gesture of surrender. Instead, his fingertips glowed with a soft golden hue as he drew the three-branched symbol of Algiz in the air.

He finished invoking the rune just in time for the gun to go off. The bullet hit the shield he’d created, a flash of gold sparking where it made contact before it bounced off. He didn’t wait to see what might happen next, however, following the path he’d seen Ivaldi take earlier.

Only to trip over a small flight of stairs and topple over Jolene. Fortunately, it was a short drop.

“What the bloody hell, Vicki?”

Victor promised himself he’d apologize later. “We need to go. Now!” He was grateful the girls were already packed and moving, but they were not going in the right direction.

“Victor—” 

Ivaldi caught Silje’s hand before she could finish asking what was going on, pulling her back the way they’d come without offering an explanation. Ada fluffed up with an unhappy trill as her golden eyes turned toward the runic shield Victor had thrown up. 

Another shot rang through the darkness, ricocheting off the shield in another burst
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