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      To Hannah, who always believed in this story...except for that bit about the cat. You really crushed my dreams with that one.

    

  


  
    
      If I cannot bend heaven, I will raise hell.

      

      — Virgil, The Aeneid

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE, OR HOW SPENCER AND MOLLY OF ST. GEORGE UNIVERSITY WERE ABOUT TO LEARN YOU JUST DON’T GO AROUND RELEASING STRANGE MEN IN CAVES

          

          (SERIOUSLY. IT’S NEVER A GOOD IDEA.)

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Present Day

      

        

      
        Basel, Switzerland

      

      

      “This is Stephen King level shit.” Spencer clutched the EMS meter in a death grip. “It keeps spiking. The energy in this place is insane.”

      The EMS meter buzzed and whirred, ricocheting off the tight cavern walls we squeezed between. Its high tones pierced my eardrums.

      I ignored the building pressure tightening and twisting in my head.

      No one dared step foot in this cave tucked away in the forest outside Basel for five hundred years. Not since the legend of the “Screaming Man” first began.

      Those who claimed to have heard the wailing were always found the same way. Shivering. Weeping. Begging God for mercy on their souls because their reckoning was coming.

      We would be the first to record this “dark” supernatural force that supposedly haunted Dornach Hollows. And then our Youtube channel, GhostsGoneWild, would finally go viral. I’d waited years for quality content like this, and no banshee or ghoul would make me quit.

      “I don’t want to go any farther, Molly.” Mud and grit smeared Spencer’s forehead and checkered Vans sneakers. “The meter’s never behaved so wildly.”

      “We can’t stop now,” I said. “Just think of the views and the subs and keep going.”

      Spencer replied with grumbles. About how he gave up his summer break in California to be mauled by a ghost in the mud. Or worse, a clown. He always freaked out. It’s what made him a fan favorite.

      I pushed my tortoiseshell glasses higher up my stubby nose slick with sweat and held out our camera. I filmed, taking in the cave as we ventured deeper.

      Stalagmites and stalactites glistened in the light of our flashlights before plunging back into darkness once we passed. A colony of bats clung to the pale limestone.

      Pressing out of the narrow passage, we emptied into a chamber and finally could take a deep breath of damp and rock. The EMS meter’s constant whirr rose into the vault that swelled at least a 150 feet over our heads.

      “Wow, I’ve never experienced such a place. It’s so…”

      “Angry?” Spencer finished.

      A growl of chilled air swept across my neck. Over my arms.

      And with it a heaviness.

      A rage.

      The EMF meter’s needle shot to the right, squealing and buzzing. My head pounded now.

      “I don’t like this,” Spencer said. “Something bad is here. Something pissed off.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “You need to calm down.” I jerked the camera from one stretch of the chamber to the other. “I have too much riding on this to quit now. We’ve dealt with angry spirits before.”

      The meter continued to wail. It thundered in my ears along with that force weighing down my shoulders. My insides.

      “But none that’s so…threatening,” he said. “We need to leave. Now.”

      I opened my mouth to tell him just where he could go.

      A throat cleared somewhere in the darkness.

      “Excuse me, sorry to interrupt your argument, but I’d be greatly appreciative if you could loosen these bonds for me?” a voice asked. It dripped with honey and danger.

      I jumped a good two feet back. The EMS meter flew out of Spencer’s hand. It struck the stone and an explosion of AA batteries burst out of the plastic casing.

      It continued to screech with no power source, bristling my stomach from the impossibility.

      “Who said that?” I asked, forcing out the words. “Are you…Are you who haunts this cave?”

      Our flashlight beams flickered off the stone walls and ceiling as we searched for the voice’s owner. The camera shook in my hand, but I wouldn’t stop filming. This is what we’d come for.

      “Trust me, if I was a spirit I’d haunt somewhere exceedingly less damp,” it said. “If you could just turn a little to the left. Yes, like that. I’m over here.”

      We caught a flash of bare skin. A shock of red hair.

      It was a man.

      My heart hammered against my ribs as we raced to him, my heels sliding on shards and fragments of stone.

      I never expected what we saw.

      Horror.

      Black cords tied him tight against a slab of rock, and burns covered his body in a savage mix of crisp skin and wet scars. Patches of red hair peppered the gnarled topography of his scalp.

      But his face…

      I clapped my hand over my mouth, trying to keep down what threatened to come up.

      “What happened to you?” I asked.

      Something grim settled behind his clouded eyes. Something terrible…

      In a second it vanished.

      He gave a crooked smile. Well, he tried to smile with what lips remained. I wished he wouldn’t have. It made him more unnerving.

      “That is a long story, and I’m afraid I’m a bit pressed for time. Massive to-do list,” he said. “Now, if you’d be a dear and untie me, I’d be much obliged.”

      Though he spoke with all the ease of a relaxed cat, it couldn’t mask the timbre of desperation running beneath his friendly words.

      It was perfectly understandable given the state of him.

      Thin, black cords tugged at his wrists and ankles, pulling him taut. I shuddered at how deep they split into the man’s flesh from him wrenching against them.

      How was he still alive?

      I reached out to undo the jungle of knots and ties binding him rigid.

      Spencer gripped my forearm and tugged me away.

      “Don’t,” he said. “I don’t think this is human.”

      I tore myself free.

      “What’s wrong with you?” I snapped. “He’s not some ghost. He’s seriously injured and needs our help.”

      The man held Spencer’s gaze and his grizzled eyes flashed. Spencer swallowed his dread.

      “He’s not like us either,” Spencer said. “Normal people don’t survive injuries like these.”

      The man gave a funny sort of grin. Like when you know the answer to a riddle and refuse to share the secret.

      The EMS meter kept buzzing and whistling. As if the energy surrounding us powered it.

      I didn’t care.

      “I’m not leaving him here,” I said. “We have to get him to a hospital.”

      I pushed Spencer back and set to work untying the black cords from around the man’s seared body. He winced as I peeled them away from his flesh. Out of his flesh. Unwinding and breaking and tearing.

      Putrid tissue filled my quick breaths.

      Death.

      Decay.

      I tried not to think about his blood cramming beneath my fingernails.

      Or how the odd material of the cords made me want to recoil. There was something that felt oddly…organic…about them.

      This poor, poor man.

      One arm free. Then the other.

      What reason would there be to do this to anyone?

      A leg next.

      I snapped the final cord.

      He slipped his last ankle free from his bonds.

      I smiled releasing him, anticipating the same flood of warmth I experienced when I’d released a sparrow caught in a mess of wire on my grandmother’s farm.

      A feeling like a vacuum sucked the air from my lungs instead.

      I felt only cold.

      Frigid.

      The EMS meter’s plastic casing cracked, and the whine dwindled into a moan and into silence. Almost as if the force powering it was now too great. As if I’d released something powerful.

      Deadly.

      For two seconds, I believed Spencer right.

      No. I’d done a good thing.

      The decent thing.

      The man stood off the rock and straightened his stance. He rolled his shoulders and stretched his neck left and then right enjoying the prize of movement.

      How could he stand at all?

      Adrenaline. That was the answer. The same thing that allowed mothers to lift cars off of their children.

      I took a step towards him to offer him my shoulder to lean against. He looked at it. His right eye twitched.

      “Let’s get you to a doctor before you finally collapse,” I said.

      He put out his arm, stopping me. He tried to screw his face into something I could only assume he meant to be pleasant.

      It only made me shudder harder.

      “Unnecessary,” he said. “If you’d excuse me a moment, there’s something I’ve been dying to do.”

      He walked into the darkness, faltering only once before strengthening into an almost feline stride.

      I moved my flashlight with him.

      My breath hitched.

      A twisting body of scales squirmed beneath a pile of rubble. A snake. A snake at least twelve feet from nose to tip with yellow eyes and white fangs so sharp I could feel them pierce my flesh.

      He walked to the snake, his toes stretching against the rock with each solid step. The snake hissed and flicked its pink tongue. It thrashed harder, trying to free itself. Trying to strike his heels.

      “Took ages of screaming to shake this place hard enough to loosen the rock,” he said. “One lucky stone was all I needed to break its back.”

      A glint of pleasure lifted the man’s features as he stared down at the serpent. Laughter followed, a wild rush of it that made my stomach churn.

      He bent and gripped the snake with both hands beneath its head. The animal writhed as the man’s face reflected in the storm of its yellow eyes that wanted to kill…

      He twisted.

      He smiled when a clear snap echoed and darted against the cave walls.

      “I endured scalding venom eating into my flesh for centuries from that son of a bitch.” He grimaced, looking down at his charred arms. Raw stomach. “You wouldn’t have any aloe vera?” he asked. “No? No matter.”

      He stood, seeming even taller than earlier.

      He flickered. A wash of images flashed in and out and over him, through him, until one popped to the surface, hiding the mangled man beneath absolute divinity.

      Very naked divinity.

      Thick, copper red hair waved like flames around a sharp and beautiful face and fell just past a set of strong shoulders. His body was lean and hard, defined in all the right places.

      His eyes shot to my own. Striking green that bore into my depths, promising me my every secret desire to completion.

      Spencer and I didn’t say a word. Didn’t move. We couldn’t. I didn’t know if it was more from fear, shock, or the shock of finally finding the truth we always wanted.

      The supernatural existed, and I stared right at him.

      And I kept filming.

      The man held out his hands and inspected them. His perfect hands I couldn’t stop imagining running down the length of my spine.

      “That’s much better,” he said. “Feeling back to my old self already.”

      “What the hell are you?” I asked.

      Laughter lit behind his eyes.

      “Mortals like you can’t usually handle what I am. But seeing as it’s the end of the worlds and all…”

      “Wait, what?”

      He looked at us and smiled. Wry. Devastating.

      I dared a step closer to get a better shot.

      A wave of heat rolled off of him and struck me in the chest.

      His eyes erupted with fire. A blaze that broiled my cheeks.

      And I knew.

      This was not a man or a spirit. This was something worse.

      A god.

      Reckoning.

      He pulled my camera out of my grasp and squeezed until it glowed as red as the fire burning within his eyes. Molten glass and plastic ran between his fingers to my feet.

      “I am Loki, the Destroyer and Breaker of Worlds—and Ragnarok is here.”
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            BACK IN BUSINESS AGAIN

          

        

      

    

    
      I was back.

      As if the gods could keep me down.

      Bitch, please. It would take more than a little scalding snake venom to stop me.

      The gods only achieved making me angrier with their pathetic attempt to trap me. To torture me. Every drop of liquid fire that slipped from that snake’s fangs branded my purpose deeper into my chest. Every second I endured lost in that darkness hardened my resolve to take their lives as they took the lives of my family.

      A pure and exquisite wrath filled me. I starved for blood. For judgement.

      For Ragnarok. The end of everything.

      And I loved it.

      I was going to burn them all to the ground for what they did.

      This would be such fun.

      As eager for the show as I was, I unfortunately had a to-do list a mile long. It didn’t help the world was nothing how I left it in 1526.

      After narrowly avoiding getting struck by a growling block of metal on wheels, and then by something I later learned was a bus, and by an old woman riding a bee-cycle, I realized it was far more interesting.

      Car engines roared and trams rattled along metal tracks. Music blared out of white buds in ears, and people spoke into enchanted rectangles while other larger rectangles yelled back from shop windows and inside flats.

      Lives were no longer simple. They were much more complicated. Faster. Louder. Chaotic.

      Perfect.

      I even ate something marvelous called an ice cream cone.

      I found it a shame to destroy this new world, really. But what can one do?

      I took another bite of my pistachio ice cream and looked down at my plain black suit and grimaced.

      The man in the Münster Cathedral, my first stop on my grand tour of the cosmos, did his best giving me some clothes after I’d shown up naked at the altar. But I couldn’t destroy the worlds in a poly-blend suit.

      That would be the true tragedy.

      I needed something new. Something fabulous.

      I would make Ragnarok look good.

      I caught humans chattering about a place called a “department store,” which seemed the very thing I required. And the best apparently was on Marktplatz, the main square in Basel’s city center. I headed there at once.

      Doors of glass slid open and I walked across polished, white tiles that reflected the glaring lights from the ceiling. An odd place stuffed with clothes on metal racks, bins filled with merino wool scarves, and perfume bottles lining back-lit shelves.

      I felt eyes on me. I turned. A woman stared at me from behind a glass counter. Perfect painted red lips. Legs for days. She twirled her brunette hair around a manicured finger. I understood. I had a certain effect on women. And men. And everyone.

      I flashed her my most devastating smile. After a few words back and forth brimming with euphemisms, Elena offered to help me navigate these new Midgardian fashions.

      She picked out a pair of black, tight-fitting trousers and insisted on helping me put on a black t-shirt. She said it really showed off the hard definition of my chest. I enjoyed her perfume of jasmine as she clasped silver chains around my neck that matched the silver rings she stacked on my fingers.

      To complete the look, an extravagant jacquard tuxedo jacket with red stitched floral embroidery caught my eye. Elena tried to talk me out of it for something more subdued. I never was one for anything subdued. Besides, the jacket reminded me of the heavy patterned fabrics I had adored in the sixteenth century. I was a sucker for embroidery.

      Total damage amounted to 2,340.09 francs.

      Oh.

      Now, this was embarrassing.

      I had no money. Elena bit her bottom lip. What to do? Her eyes darkened and roved down my chest. Then lower.

      I brushed the side of her hand with my fingertips. I could feel her quiver beneath my touch.

      Perhaps an arrangement could be made?

      The dressing room walls shook and clothes fell off hangers. We got quite carried away. Unspeakable acts.

      She muffled her cries into a wool coat.

      Can I be blamed? Five hundred years was a lengthy time to go without sex. Without food. Without light.

      Hope.

      I pushed the dark and damp of the cave from my mind, forcing myself to focus only on the heat and sweat and pleasure of the dressing room.

      Once finished, she stuffed a hundred franc note in my back pocket and whispered a “thank you” in my ear. A pink flush of complete satisfaction brightened her cheeks.

      Leaving the store, I straightened my aviator sunglasses and walked out into the wind that howled through Marktplatz. Heavy flakes of snow fell from a gray sky, catching in the waves of my copper hair.

      Winter in July. Fimbulwinter.

      The first sign of Ragnarok.

      My fault, I’m afraid.

      I breathed in the rush of the cold and what I as the Destroyer promised. I held the fates of all living creatures in my hand like a small bird.

      Such a thought sickened me when I learned what Odin had kept from me. The truth of what I was. What my destiny meant.

      But certain events changed all that.

      I took off across the cobblestones, dodging the green trams that slithered through the city like snakes. The massive red Rathaus spread the length of the square, looking the same as the last time I walked here.

      Looking the same as the first time I caught sight of her.

      Sigyn.

      Memories rose around me as I started up the steep alley of Totengässlein. I stretched out my arm and ran my fingers along the lime plaster homes as I climbed the steps. I could almost feel her beside me again. Her warmth. Her fidelity…

      The noise of Marktplatz dissolved into stillness as I kept on, as if I stepped into the past. Into a hush where I could pretend I’d see her running to me after her day working at her father’s printing press.

      I sauntered on, out of one memory and into another.

      Into Herr Burgi’s apothecary, where she bought all her ingredients for the salves and medicines she made. To help others. To share her passion for medicine and science.

      Gods I missed her.

      I missed them.

      I chased the ghosts I conjured through the streets that remained untouched by modernity. And in those seconds, the ghosts were real.

      I had them back.

      I had my family back.

      I stopped. Clouds of hot breath rolled out from my lungs.

      Sigyn’s home stood before me.

      Nothing was straight about the house anymore, as if the entire structure had sighed and relaxed into the city.

      I pulled out a votive candle I’d bought (bought, because Sigyn didn’t approve of petty theft) at a grocery store and placed it in front of the green door. Snapping my fingers, I ignited the wick. It burst into a beautiful flame. She loved prayer candles, and now I lit one for her as she had once done for me in the Münster Cathedral. When I knew I loved her.

      I closed my eyes, thinking of Sigyn. Thinking of Narfi and Nari, our twin boys.

      They had been born in this house. I thought my life whole.

      And then everything shattered.

      The gods believed our children the instigators of Ragnarok. All because some stupid prophecy said so. And Odin believed it. They all believed it. They would kill my family to stop my destiny. I couldn’t allow that.

      I gave my life for theirs. What better deal could the gods hope for than the Destroyer himself? But they betrayed me. They murdered Sigyn. They killed my sons and ripped out their guts and used them to tie me to that rock.

      Then there was only darkness. Suffocating pain.

      That’s when I became what I never wanted to become. And it was their fault.

      I made a fist and leaned my forehead against the chilled door.

      “They promised you’d all be safe,” I whispered, as if this inch of oak was all that separated her from hearing me. “It should have only been me.”

      I tightened my fist and cinders cracked between my fingers. Heavy snow melted against my cheeks and steam rose off my shoulders and arms.

      “I will make them pay for their betrayal. And then, I can be with you. We will be a family again.”

      I took in a shivery breath and stepped backward and into something solid.

      No.

      Someone.

      “Watch it, asshole.”

      Asshole? No one called me an asshole.

      I swung around and stared down at a sniveling thirteen-year-old boy. He wore a slouchy knit cap that unfortunately didn’t hide enough of his scrunched, mean face. I would fix that problem.

      I reached for his scrawny neck, but stopped.

      He held a thin booklet jam-packed with colors and figures wearing winged helmets and red capes. At the top, written in bright, big, bold letters was the word THOR.

      What the f⁠—

      I ripped it out of the boy’s grubby hands, ignoring his rampage of threats and curses. I flipped through glossed pages covered in images of Thor and Odin, of all the gods, fighting enemies and vanquishing foes with one mighty strike of Thor’s hammer, Mjolnir.

      Of course, their likenesses weren’t exactly accurate, but where was…

      …oh gods.

      A snarly looking figure clad in tights and wearing an impractical horned helmet stared back at me.

      The villain.

      Me.

      While Thor and Odin and the rest were hailed as heroes, they made me the monster of the story? After what they did?

      A voice whispered in my mind.

      Burn them. Kill them. Destroy them.

      The boy and the street dissolved into a field of dead grass that stretched for miles around me. Hot wind blew through my hair, and that familiar stench of ash and death filled my lungs. I was no longer in Basel. I was on Vigridr, the battlefield of Ragnarok.

      Twirling sparks snapped within the red haze, smothering this place. And there it stood. As always.

      A figure covered in a shroud of white linen. The spirit of this place. At least, that’s what I assumed it was. I honestly didn’t know, and I didn’t care. Our tête-à-têtes offered me momentary escapes from the horror the gods had trapped me within.

      “This is shameful fodder.” I pointed at the comic book. “I refuse to wait a second more for their blood.”

      “Patience. You shall have your war.” Brimstone saturated its voice.

      “Patience?” I snapped. “I’ve done five hundred years of patience.”

      “Have I failed you yet?” it asked. “During your bondage, your suffering, I gave you purpose. I made you what you are. Ragnarok is here and you walk free because of me.”

      This spirit never failed at being cocky.

      I walked towards it, a fan of heat exploding beneath my every step.

      “You? You seem to forget I’m the Destroyer. I’ve ignited Ragnarok, and it’s mine to command.”

      It laughed. I wasn’t sure with me, or at me.

      “Your position is quite precarious,” it said. “The gods will discover you’ve escaped. They will hunt you down and throw you back into that darkness and pain. Until you secure an army, you remain vulnerable.”

      That thought sliced through my guts. I wouldn’t return there.

      I couldn’t.

      But only one army was formidable enough against Odin’s precious warriors of Valhalla.

      Odin collected their souls like a miser collected gold coins. He cut down healthy men. Let the better side lose. Did worse to get what he wanted. All for a gambit to stop little ol’ me.

      “I guess acquiring an unbeatable army just made my to-do list.”

      I sensed it grin.

      “Once the army is yours, once you are untouchable, you will complete your most important task.”

      Now this part I liked.

      My fire spiraled hot and wicked in my veins. It wanted out, and I would let it out in the most cataclysmic way. It was going to be amazing.

      “I will wake Surtr.” Embers crackled within my words. “And the final battle will begin.”

      Surtr. Fire giant. Pure darkness spat out of the bowels of Muspelheim itself. Paired with my chaos…my heart somersaulted imagining the carnage we would unleash together.

      The spirit took a step closer to me. Molten points of orange and yellow light swept around us.

      “And when Surtr drives its flaming sword into the heart of Vigridr, it will finish Ragnarok,” it said. “All will end and your destiny as the Destroyer will be fulfilled.”

      Fire erupted behind my eyes. They were only fire, and soon would be all the Nine Worlds.

      “Now go burn them. Kill them. Destroy them.”

      Each word swelled in my bones with the beautiful carnage I was about to unleash.

      The figure vanished.

      Vigridr shifted beneath my feet. The dried grass blurred within the crimson fog.

      A jerk and a shove.

      Another shove.

      Something was shoving me.

      No.

      Someone.

      “Give it back asshole, or I’m going to break your nose.”

      I was back in front of Sigyn’s house and the teenager obviously wasn’t finished with me yet.

      As I wasn’t with him.

      I twisted my lips slowly into a smile as I met the boy’s gaze. His nostrils flared and his glare was pure menace. I loved it when humans challenged me. As if they stood a chance.

      “Some kindly advice from me to you,” I said. “I’d start preparing that nasty, greasy soul of yours, because in a matter of days, you won’t be worrying over such trivial possessions as this drivel anymore.”

      I fluttered his book just out of his reach.

      He jumped for it, only an inch short of grazing the smooth pages. Pity.

      I laughed and sent a rush of flames down the cover. Thor and Odin’s images blistered and peeled. The colors blackened into ash. It was all extremely poetic.

      The menace in the boy’s eyes iced into fear.

      A shrill scream burst out of his lungs and he took off running, his heels sliding across the slick cobblestone and arms waving to keep his balance. He resembled a very flabbergasted penguin.

      Humans never could keep their wits when faced with divinity.

      And I never could keep to a schedule.

      With one final glance back at the house, I turned and left into the blowing snow. I had an army to obtain, after all.

      But why did it have to be hers?
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      I shoved the last bite of a strawberry ice cream cone in my mouth and stepped off the tram onto the cement platform of Dreispitz. Drab didn’t even begin to describe this South-East scab of Basel languishing in smoke and industry.

      Crisscrossing wires jostled over my head as the tram left the platform. Cars snarled along the roads lined with aluminum street lamps and ugly homes. My nostrils burned from the diesel and other acrid chemicals.

      I already regretted this visit.

      I crossed the street and strode towards a gateway made of limestone and arches and wrought iron bars.

      Wolfgottesacker Cemetery. One of the few remaining cemeteries in the city. The Swiss were too pragmatic to cherish a bunch of slacking skeletons eternally. The dead took up an awful lot of space, contributing nothing. Cold? True. But it was better than when they buried them beneath cathedrals. Summers were quite ripe.

      Entering the cemetery, the pavement split into several paths that cut through grass coated in gray frost. Robins huddled against the cold in tree branches above me as I kept to a trail that edged a wall lined with massive headstones. Bushes and wilting wild flowers crammed around the stones, each more ornate than the last.

      I almost felt back in the eras I remembered. When marble and heavy architecture were favored to glass and steel.

      Drinking songs from raucous feasts pulsed inside my ears, while mead bursting with honey and orange tingled my tongue. The scratch of wool pricked my fingertips and wood smoke filled my breaths from a spitting fire.

      It was all so warm. Inviting…

      The screech of a train from the train yard behind the cemetery plunged me into a frigid truth. The world moved on leaving the old world behind.

      Leaving me behind.

      Pain bit into my palms. I forced my fingers out of fists I hadn’t realized I’d made and glanced down. Eight red, crescent moons marked my skin from my own nails.

      This is why I hated cemeteries. It always brought out the glummest of sentiments in me.

      Glum was so boring.

      And it would only get worse where I headed.

      Hel.

      The realm of the dishonorable dead. A catch-all for those who died cowards, or behaved a touch too naughty.

      It also happened to be ruled by my daughter, Hel. Because if you’re given your own realm to rule, you might as well name it after yourself. Narcissistic? Perhaps. But a little self-confidence never hurt anyone. Although, it did make things dreadfully confusing at times.

      I stood in front of the doors of an immense mausoleum and gripped the doorknob. The grit of the tarnished brass scratched my palm as I forced the door open. The rusted hinges squealed.

      I walked inside the crypt and into swirling dust and dirt. Ten alcoves lined the walls in neat rows, each stuffed with a wooden coffin in varying stages of decay.

      I guess one was as good as any.

      I pulled out a coffin from the bottom row, splintering the wood against the stone as I slid it into the center of the room.

      I flung open the lid. A leathered corpse looked back at me with empty eye sockets and a yawning mouth. Kneeling, I lowered my hands into the coffin and clasped its upper arms. I tried not to think how my fingers plunged through its brittle, silk tuxedo.

      “My apologies,” I said to the corpse. “But I need this more than you.”

      I tossed the shriveled thing out of the coffin and brushed away the wood shavings from the bottom.

      I was not looking forward to this reunion.

      Taking in a breath, I rapped my knuckles against the bottom.

      Knock. Knock. Knock.

      The stone floor shook beneath my knees. I shot up and skipped back as the entire mausoleum quaked. Coffins rattled out of their alcoves and cracked open, striking the marble. Corpses and skeletons burst out in gray clouds of dust that covered my shoulders and shoes.

      Of course.

      The bottom of the coffin shifted and gave way, revealing a narrow staircase inside.

      All graves were the gateway to Hel, you see.

      I snapped my fingers and ignited a small flame in my palm and descended the steps. Cobwebs clung to my clothes and silverfish skittered away from the light, retreating into the gloom.

      The air cooled.

      Damp and rot filled my every breath.

      A light suction and a pop.

      A bit of a tickle.

      And I stepped out of one realm and into another.

      My heels sank into black sand as I plodded along a beach littered with swords and human skulls. The Shore of Corpses. As lovely a place as it sounded.

      The Veiled Sea thundered against sharp rocks and mounds of rusted armor, coating me in a fine mist that cut a shiver down to my bones.

      Gods I hated this realm. I just prayed my brand new Louboutin Chelsea boots survived. If they got scuffed...

      I shook the mummy dust out of my clothes and trudged up a hill and onto a path strewn with rocks and pebbles that led directly to Hel’s palace, Eljudnir.

      I could already make out its pointed spires rising above a layer of fog. A hundred windows of halls and wings reflected the blood reds and bruised purples of the darkening sky. The entire palace looked simultaneously cruel and melancholy, much like its mistress.

      I stepped onto a bridge that spanned the Gjoll River, which separated the living from the dead. The planks bowed and cracked beneath my feet, the wood as rotten as the woman standing at the far end waiting for me.

      Modgud. The guardian of this bridge who possessed all the charm of a pissed off wasp.

      “Hello Modgud,” I said. “My, are you using a new stitching pattern to keep your head sewn on your neck? It’s done wonders for your whole, uhhh, thing, you have going on here. Very fetching.”

      She eyed me, which was a problem. I never knew which eye actually looked at me. I decided it was the blue one.

      “She’s not pleased with you being here,” Modgud growled.

      “That makes two of us.”

      Hel could always sense when a new soul crossed into her realm. And the fact I was still alive was like a foghorn. She always said the living gave her a headache.

      I made to pass Modgud, but she put out a withered arm and stopped me.

      “You cannot pass until I know your business,” she said.

      I rolled my eyes. The dead were always sticklers for rules. I guess rules were all they had left to worry about.

      “As lovely as this little interrogation is, I’m in a bit of a rush.”

      “No business, no entrance.”

      It took everything in me not to tear off her leg and shove it up her⁠—

      “Let him in.” A voice with all the sweetness of a razor called from a window. Hel’s voice. “The quicker we let him in, the quicker we get him out.”

      A warm welcome, as always.
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      A servant that looked held together more by the starch in his clothes than his own decaying skin escorted me down a long hall of checkered tiles.

      Chandeliers made from ribs and pelvises lined the vaulted ceiling. I preferred them to the marble busts of faces frozen in various expressions of torment lining the black walls.

      She always loved to collect the macabre, and this entire place was like a poem dedicated to the grotesque.

      The servant pushed open an oak door with his good shoulder—I’m sorry, his only shoulder.

      “My mistress will be with you momentarily,” he said wearily.

      He shuffled away as I walked across the gleaming black marble floors of her private quarters. Sparsely decorated. A heavy mahogany desk. A divan of good velvet. Very practical. Very boring.

      A roar of cheers and the strike of steel flooded the room, coming from the terrace.

      But it was a plasticized human body that took my attention. Neatly filleted and positioned with a racket in its hand, as if playing a game of badminton.

      “One of my newest pieces,” Hel spoke behind me. “Imported from Midgard. They use only the finest criminals to make these.”

      I turned and faced her. The plasticized human was more serene.

      She wore an elegant black pantsuit with diamonds and Elven crystals encrusting the tops of her shoulders and running the length of the right lapel. Pointed silver finger cuffs capped her fingers. But her face…The right side was blue and withered. The left was divine.

      I could see the strong features of her mother in her brow and ebony hair, but her eyes were mine. Green, sly, and quick.

      “Have you ever considered taking up watercolors?” I said. “You might consider branching out into less morbid hobbies.”

      She narrowed her eyes and walked towards me. Her black heels clicked against the marble floor.

      Another burst of cheers rocked through the terrace.

      “Why have you come, Father?” she asked. “Is my kingdom all you have left to go to now you’re a fugitive?”

      She always had all the pleasantness of a hurricane. That was all her mother.

      “So you know where I’ve been?”

      She turned away and walked out onto the terrace. I followed.

      “Yes. Odin came to me shortly after it happened,” she said over the clang of metal.

      I tensed hearing his name. My betrayer. The man I gave everything to.

      I hungered to plunge my hand into his chest and rip out his beating heart and crush it like he did my own.

      But all in good time.

      An arena erupted beneath us packed with her subjects. Thousands cheered her and cheered the dozen warriors battling each other with axes and swords and maces. They were brutal as they sliced open necks and stirred bowels with spears.

      I couldn’t help a smile pull on my lips.

      While Odin’s warriors matched Hel’s in bloodlust and skill, they all died honorable men. Honor is weakness, and fairness has no place in war. Only dishonesty gets results.

      And Hel’s legions of thieves and thugs were as dishonest as they come.

      Hel braced her hands on the railing and stared over her empire of death and gore.

      “He told me all about the tragedy. The girl. The cave. The torture.” She paused and smiled, as if enjoying thinking of the beautiful horror of it all. “You really embroil yourself in the worst situations.”

      I grated my teeth.

      “It was not my fault,” I said. Warned.

      Laughter burst out of her lungs.

      “Of course not. It never is.” Sarcasm dripped from each word. “I’d never seen Odin so distant. Like his mind was elsewhere. I suspect it was still in that cave with you.”

      I crushed my nails against my palms in perfect unison as a muscle bound gladiator cut his axe into the shoulder of his foe. And then straight between his eyes. A lovely spray of blood soaked into the dirt floor of the arena.

      “Why did Odin come to you?”

      Hel grinned, watching the fallen soldier be dragged away along with four others. It was only temporary, of course. Tomorrow they’d pop back up and be battle ready again. You couldn’t die twice, after all.

      “He told me that if you ever miraculously escaped your prison, if you ever stepped foot in my kingdom, I was to send him word.”

      Did he now?

      “And are you?”

      She stiffened and scraped her silver finger cuffs against the stone rail.

      “I will not be commanded,” she said.

      I smiled.

      Now that sentiment was all me.

      She released the tension from her shoulders.

      “If you’ve come to bargain for Sigyn’s soul, she isn’t here,” she said, changing the subject.

      My stomach roiled thinking of Sigyn in this place. Of her light being smothered by the damp and cold and shadows…

      “Of course she isn’t here,” I said. “She died honorably protecting our children. She wouldn’t be stuck in this pit.”

      Hel’s eyes snapped to mine.

      “You speak very freely for someone whose freedom rests on me keeping my mouth shut,” she said. “If you’ve not come for Sigyn, then why have you come?”

      I looked below at two gladiators swinging maces and swords, a storm of sweat and steel. They were the storm I needed to finish the gods.

      “Ragnarok.”

      She straightened her posture, reaching her full height..

      “The end of everything,” she said. “Death.”

      “Death,” I repeated, my skin prickling with the rush of exquisite wrath.

      The gladiator ran his sword through the stomach of his opponent. He fell to his knees. Blood and foam bubbled out of his lips and ran down his chin.

      Applause filled the arena with thunder.

      Hel faced me.

      “And what have you to do with Ragnarok?” she asked.

      I chuckled.

      “So, Odin didn’t tell you everything, then?”

      “Such as?”

      “I’m the Destroyer—The Breaker of Worlds—and I’ve ignited Ragnarok.”

      She tilted her head. A mixture of disbelief and wonder softened her features.

      “They broke their promise to me. Frigg murdered Sigyn and our sons…” My voice cracked. I had to remain above the surface of the grief threatening to pull me under. “They’ve taken too much for too long. I’m bringing the gods’ reckoning.”
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