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  One


The universe is vast, unknowable, and indifferent--for the most part. Galaxies stretch, like infinite, interconnected webs, populating the black void of space. Most are without life, or love, though there is always some dark semblance of beauty to be found, if you are willing to look hard enough. 
This story, like most, is not about the dark and empty places of the universe. It is a story of life, death, and--depending on your perspective--rebirth. And I suppose Odin is to thank for that.
Without Odin, the Nine Realms would not exist. He came from a land of Giants and Fire, bringing with him the Great Seeds. These Seeds, they didn't belong to him, and he should have faced swift retribution for his crime. But Odin was clever. He traveled quick, and he traveled far--the span of entire galaxies--before finally settling on a place that would become the Nine Realms. It seemed that his heist was a success. The Giants did not follow, and neither did the Fire. For a time.
Odin settled on a star, suitable to light his Realms. He made use of the Seeds, growing them, fashioning them.
Eight of the Seeds he used for the planets; excluding Asgard, the satellite city which orbits Midgard. The ninth seed, he used to grow Yggdrasil itself, the Tree of Life. In Yggdrasil resided the Life Magic of all the Realms.
Without Yggdrasil, there would be no Realms. Without Odin, there would be no Yggdrasil. It is thanks to Odin that the actual subject of this story even exists. And it is also because of Odin that she--the subject--will soon die.
On a cold, frigid, bitter planet called Jotunheim, there lives a woman called Angrboda. She has three children--two born of her womb, and one adopted. Their names are Jormungand, Hel, and Fenrir. 
One day, not long from now, after Angrboda is dead and gone, those children will rise to power, amass armies, and become key players in a great war spanning the realms. When that happens, many will refer to Angrboda as: The Mother of Monsters.
But for now, she is not the Mother of Monsters. She is simply a mother.
She stands next to a stove, stirring the boiling contents of a cookpot with a long-handled ladle, humming quietly to herself. Her hair is long, thick, and dark--well kept, for the most part, if a bit tangled and unruly in places. She is a woman of unmeasured beauty, both inside and out, despite the scars she bears from the war, both emotional and physical. Jagged lines are drawn across parts of her face, side, and legs, like etchings from an artist's quill, but she bears them with a regal grace, accepting herself as she is. In her own eyes, she is unmarred, and unbroken.
She and her children live in an underground bunker, which they affectionately refer to as The Burrow. Their existence is a secret--or was, until a few hours ago, but Angrboda and the others are unaware that their presence on Jotunnheim has been discovered. It is just one reason why the death of Angrboda is a certainty, chiseled in stone.
But to her, now, death is not an imminent possibility. Today is just another day. Another day that she can love and take care of her children. She is in the process of preparing a rabbit stew, using meat procured from the traps Jormungand and Fenrir leave in the surrounding tundra, and that they check every day. 
That's where the boys are now, traveling across the Utgardian wastes, checking for trapped game. The hauls aren't as good and plentiful as they used to be, but that's to be expected. Jotunheim is a dying planet. The realm's magic has been slowly and steadily siphoned away by the Jotunn Lords. One day, the realm will be a barren, dust-strewn husk, like Helheim has become. But not yet. There is still time, yet. Time to live. Time for the children to grow, and become strong enough to make their own way.
This is what she believes. This is what she tells herself, late at night, lying alone in her bed, when her thoughts begin to rise up against her like snakes under the sheets. It was a dream, she tells herself. Just a dream.
She had the dream when she was four. It was a vivid dream, a lucid dream. The kind where you tell yourself it's not real, because you hope to the gods it isn't. 
One of the Norn came to her, in her dream. Skuld was her name. Tall, imposing, stick-thin and long-limbed, wearing a long robe that clung to her pallid frame. Only her face was visible, and barely just, with a deep cowl that shrouded her expression in shadow.
That face, though. Pale and sallow, the skin pulled tight against her skull. The flesh of her nose was largely eroded, if it had ever been there at all. Her eyes were like black orbs, moist, flickering with an eerie glint of light.
She spoke, in a dry, cracked voice that somehow echoed back from the black void which surrounded them. "Mother. Mother. Mother of Monsters. She who brings grief, and offers sorrow. The harm-bidder."
Angrboda, she was obviously no mother. And as far as she knew, she brought grief to no one, nor did she offer sorrow. Skuld had flung these accusations, these attributions, one after the other. But for some reason, it was that last one she managed to grab a hold of.
"I do not bid harm," she said.
"Perhaps you are right," Skuld said, regarding her. "Neither does the Hemlock. It merely seeks to grow, and to blossom. But in doing so, it attracts the eyes of the deer, which inclines its head to partake of it. So, too, the fruits of your labor shall be a poison to the Realms."
"Then...I will bear no fruit," Angrboda said. She wasn't entirely sure what the Norn meant by 'fruit', but whatever it was, she would simply have to avoid it.
"Oh, but you will. One day, you will convince yourself that this was all a dream, and nothing more. You will let your guard down. You will bloom and grow. And the deer will come. Once you have born three children, the time will be nigh. On the day that the wolf is caught in a trap, and must bite off its own paw to escape, your death will be at hand. And your death will be the beginning of the end, for all the Realms."
She should have been more afraid, but she was still so young at the time. Even in the harsh, war-torn world she inhabited, death was still an abstract concept to her. It was something that happened in stories, and to other people.
"Why are you telling me this?"
Skuld told her.
It was an answer that Angrboda eventually came to forget. But she would recall it, with startling clarity, right before the end.






  
  Two


Dark clouds twisted together in mottled whorls, undulating in a great, tortured mass overhead. A chill wind raked its fingers across Fenrir's body, seeping past the layers of his fur overclothes. It began to rain--big, flurried drops that fell against Fenrir's face and into his open mouth, hitting the back of his throat. 
His cough died in his throat, constricted by the pressure of a forearm that was pulled tight against his neck.
"Stop fighting it, roomie," Jormungand whispered in Fenrir's ear. "You're just going to make it worse."
That was how Jormungand referred to Fenrir. Not as a brother, but as someone he happened to live with. Someone he'd happened to live with for the last ten years.
He said it with spite, too. Injecting venom into the words.
He had a low, heavy, tough-sounding voice for only being fifteen. He was exceptional in all the ways that Fenrir was not—stronger, taller, handsomer. Self-righteous and self-assured, confident in all things.
Most of all, he was the one thing Fenrir wished that he himself was, and never would be. The true son of Loki.
"What...are you...doing..." Fenrir said, barely able to choke out the words.
"What I should have done a long time ago," Jormungand said.
There was no point in struggling. It wasn't just a matter of his stepbrother having more muscle. He had the strength of nine men. There was no way for Fenrir to fight back, not physically. 
All he could do was wait, as the sky went dark.
When he awoke, he was lying in the same position as before, on his back at a slant against the snowy hillside. The only difference being that Jormungand wasn't lying underneath him, trapping him in a chokehold. Not anymore.
The rain had turned to snow. Thick, feathery flakes, falling gently, like so many pieces of white down. One of the pieces fell against his eyelash. He blinked it away.
Jormungand was standing just a few paces up the hill. The light wind pulled at the upturned collar of his fur coat. He had the stem of a pipe clamped between his teeth. He puffed mechanically, breathing out trails of smoke through his nostrils.
He stared off into the distance, into the vast, flat stretch of icy plains. The frigid breeze ruffled and tussled his ear-length, raven hair. When he glanced over at Fenrir, there was no enmity to be discerned in those deep green eyes—no sign of his earlier frustration. His aggression.
“You’re up,” he said. "Finally." 
As if he hadn’t been the one to put Fenrir to sleep in the first place.
He was always like this. Unpredictable. Vindictive. If you confronted him, he was quick to apologize. Every time. But that didn't stop him from doing it again.
It was getting worse too, these incidents. When they were especially, it had manifested in the form of overly-rough play. That super strength of Jormungand's, it wasn't a new development. He'd always had it--for as long as Fenrir had known him, anyway--and he'd always put it to use. Always an accident, of course. According to him. He would grab Fenrir, shove him headfirst into the ground, giving him a concussion.
'It was just an accident.'
'We were just playing.'
Maybe, at one point in time, that had been true.
Fenrir's adoptive parents--Angrboda and Loki--did intercede at times. But Fenrir had the distinct impression they didn't realize just how bad it was. They thought it was just a case of sibling rivalry, something the boys would grow out of. They didn't understand that it was only getting worse.
Fenrir hadn't taken any drastic measures because, at the end of the day, it wasn't that big a deal. Most of the time.
Fenrir was an orphan, and a war refugee. He'd been through much worse. And it was only recently that things had escalated to the point they were at now. It was one thing to be kicked and pushed around, and to be the target of ridicule. It was another to be choked out in the middle of the icy wilderness.
Things were getting out of hand.
Fenrir stood. He took one half-step, only to hear the tinkle of chains going taut, and the catch of some kind of brace on his left wrist.
He looked down.
There it was. Two bits of curved metal that had been bolted together around his arm.
He glanced over at the cart, the one







