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    To my husband, Manuel, my ride or die.
Together, or not at all.
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And from below

Hel will rise

On a wave of Dead

And all that dies

Will at long last shed

The fogs of afterlife

Like the coat of a sacrificial sheep

Under the whetted knife

But no sacrifice will prevent

The giants of Jotunheim

From standing up, towering over

As they dissent all orders

Of the other worlds

The ship that sails them

To the end of the world

Is made from dead men’s hands

And Jormungandr, the serpent

Will snake its way back to land

And Loki whose bonds

Have broken with the rest

Also rides on Naglfar, the ship

To the end of the world

There will be a field for this battle

Vigrid will be its name

And from the south

Surt will lead the other sons

All will meet

All will congregate

All things end

And all must die

—Excerpt from The Prophecy, as spoken by the Norns
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Helreginn

pseudonym (false or assumed name)

* * *
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THE PALACE OF IVORY and ice sprung from out of nowhere. It was a regular occurrence in Niflheim, the one realm out of the Nine where the landscape was ever-changing. Souls constantly washed up the banks of the river Gjoll, and the land, somehow, always accommodated them, expanding as the Dead built communities and settled into their afterlives.

There would suddenly be trees and flowers in areas where there were once none. Longhouses were constructed overnight without a single worker in sight. Barren fields became farmlands the day after they were occupied. The palace, while a first for the realm, had been far from the strangest addition to the land of the Dead.

Then there was the mist, bathing everything with an eerie glow.

Most of the Dead did not question it. Those that did would recall the stories they had been told while they still lived of how Niflheim, the realm for those who would die outside of battle, had emerged from the Ginnungagap: the primordial void of magic and power from which all life in the nine worlds had sprung. In the grand scheme of things, however, the mysterious source of their bounty mattered little. If there was one thing this realm had plenty of for the Dead, it was peace; and thus, the Dead were content.

What made them curious about the palace was what happened before it appeared. Some said golden runes lit up the sky like stars. Others swore to hearing the gods' angry roars—though which gods they could not be certain, and therefore they were unable offer the correct sacrifices to appease them.

And then there was the girl: pale as a ghost, long hair gleaming in the moonlight. Witnesses claimed she had been lying on the ground, screaming and sobbing and writhing in pain.

No one had dared to approach her. She is cursed, the Dead had whispered among themselves. They became even more certain when she lifted her head and revealed her half-burned face.

Despite the testimonies, nobody ever saw the girl again, though passersby claimed to hear wailing from the palace. The Dead, fearing the wrath of both old and unknown gods, left offerings in front of its doors. Food, flowers, clothing, jewelry, weapons, mead...anything they could think of, and anything they could spare.

The jewelry went entirely untouched. Occasionally, an item of clothing disappeared, though never anything fancy. A cloak, perhaps, or a dress. Food, however, was always accepted, no matter how stale or foul.

The girl’s practical choices prompted a worried old woman to venture into the palace one night. The wailing was especially distressing then, but she did not let it deter her, believing that whoever had taken refuge within its walls was no monster and only needed help.

True enough, the girl was there, curled up in a corner. She was feverish on one side and practically frozen on the other.

The old woman took it upon herself to nurse the girl back to health, or at least back to some semblance of herself. Since the girl never once spoke or gave her name, she decided to call the girl Hel, because the girl had kept herself hidden—not just within the palace but within the shell of herself.

Some days, Hel would just sit and stare at nothing. But most days, she would cry. She cried while she slept, repeatedly pleading with the Allfather, her words incoherent and nonsensical. She would wail until her already hoarse voice disappeared, leaving her barely able to speak further. Then she would spend hours quietly muttering to herself in a language the old woman did not understand.

But the old woman did not fear Hel, even if the rest of the Dead did. She was only a broken girl, and the old woman's heart had already gone out to her.

“I hear the wind speaking,” Hel suddenly said one evening, surprising the old woman. She looked terrified. She tucked her knees into her chest while she pressed her palms against her ears.

“And what is it saying, child?”

Hel met her gaze. The old woman noticed, for the first time, that her eyes were green, though the light in the eye on the burned side of her body had already faded. She also noticed that the burn marks on the girl's disfigured face bore rune-like patterns.

“Names,” Hel answered in her raspy voice, her expression a mix of confusion and disbelief. “Just...names. Names I do not know. It will not stop.” She looked at the old woman imploringly. “Please make it stop.”

The old woman placed a hand on the girl’s forehead, but she was fine. “Perhaps,” she contemplated, the lines on her face deepening, “you hear the names of the Dead.”

“Why? What am I to do with them?”

“I do not know, child. But I think the gods sent you here for a reason. The Allfather—”

Hel's laughter, dark and bitter, cut through the old woman's musings. “The gods have forsaken me.” Her eyes caught fire in the moonlight, and they burned with rage. “And I forsake them, too.”

* * *
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STANDING ON THE BANK of the river Gjoll, Hel listened to the names of the Dead in the wind. This was her life now, as difficult and strange as it was to accept.

The Allfather had banished her from Asgard for treason, trapping her in Niflheim and erasing her name. However, she eventually realized that the realm itself was alive and had other plans. Niflheim did not intend for her to merely wallow in her despair and slowly starve herself to death.

The realm wanted her to be its caretaker.

A line of longships stretched toward the horizon and disappeared into the mist. In the ships were bodies, and the first one had come alive at Hel’s accidental touch.

The man lurched like he had been holding his breath underwater for far too long. “Where am I?”

For a moment she stared back at him with an equal measure of fear. What just happened? Was it her appearance that scared him?

But it soon became clear that it was not the case. “Who am I?” he asked her, distraught.

His name came to her in the wind. “Egil Hringson,” she repeated.

Her eyes flew wide as the man clung to her and wept like a child. She hadn’t realized how important it was for the Dead to be remembered, not until then. And while she did not have the details of his life, revealing his name seemed to help him find peace.

She did not sleep for three whole days, traversing the bank of the river to bring the newly deceased out of their stupor. There were surely hundreds of them; she’d stopped bothering to count after she reached twenty. Some ships had elaborate carvings on the prow, while others were simple wooden vessels that appeared to have been put together at the last minute. None of that mattered to her, however. It was not her place to judge or choose who awakened in this realm, unlike Odin the Allfather and his band of Valkyries.

At first, only the old woman helped her. But after three days of tireless work by the river, the inhabitants of Niflheim came to see that she was something more than merely a deranged soul who could not embrace the fact that she was dead. One by one, they joined
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