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      The Eschaton Cycle is a dark fantasy adventure series inspired by numerous myths and legends. Each sub-cycle within the series represents an Era of time, bookended by cyclical apocalypses. Every cycle has its own flavour, but intermeshes with the others in a tapestry.

      

      I strive to blend gut-wrenching action, thought-provoking ideas, and complex characters into dense narratives that explore the human condition and the nature of free will. In the end, I hope to create art that stays with you long after you turn the final page …
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            THE WHISPER

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        It starts with a whisper, a haunting intimation of a World askew. That we are, in the end, caught in a death spiral, time nearly played out, whilst entropy tugs ever harder upon the Wheel of Fate.

      

        

      
        Looking now into the dying embers, we at last apprehend Truth, and in it the revelation that the vaunted tales of old were not what we thought … And neither, in fact, were we.

      

        

      
        For if we have lived before, might not all we’ve dreamt be but our souls’ memories of Worlds become dust …

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “It gluts itself on doomed men’s lives, reddens the dwellings of gods with crimson stains, whilst sun turns black and weather vicious. Would you yet know more?”

        — Voluspa
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        397 Age of the Æsir

      

      

      

      Amid the spear-wrought rafters of Valhöll, the monkey fylgja crept, seemingly unnoticed by all save Hermod and mayhap some of the valkyrjar. Hermod wondered, sometimes, if the einherjar failed to see it by not looking or because they did not expect it. As if some things could only ever be apparent to those who already knew they were there. Maybe life was like that; mayhap, among those in this place, so was death. Living or dead, so few ever had their eyes open.

      What, then, might Hermod have missed, for having not known whither to look or what to seek for? Was that what separated Odin from the rest of them? The king not only saw farther than any, but he knew to look for visions others could not imagine. His world was vaster and more terrible than any beheld by the rest of the Æsir, much less these ghost warriors held here as thralls for a war yet to come.

      Once, afore Odin had left seeking after Alfheim, Hermod had confronted him about whether what they did here, holding the einherjar’s souls imprisoned in Valhöll, was a worthy deed. “Speak to me of morality only when you have gazed into the gaping maw of eternity and beheld the rise and fall of worlds hinging upon every choice, where each breath taken or stilled might unmake realities.” Odin’s response had struck Hermod speechless, left him trembling in awe and terror at the implication.

      But over the centuries since the king had vanished, Hermod had been left to wonder if, worse still than his own ignorances, he need fear Odin’s. If the more terrible revelation of their messianic leader was not in the awful truths he knew but in the voids he had yet to fill. If Odin’s every mistake might, as he said, leave worlds bleeding, then every truth hidden from him risked these cosmic haemorrhages.

      But none of Hermod’s maudlin musings amounted to much, for truth told, he could not see so far as Odin and thus feared to question the advisedness of any choice the king made. When a prophet offers destiny, a Man has but to choose to offer or withhold faith and, either way, risk damnation if he chooses wrong.

      “I spoke,” Hermod said, mouth dry despite having wet it with ample wine. He cleared his throat and downed another swig from the horn. “I spoke yesternight of the wedding of Heidrek Höfundson and Helga Hrothgarsdotter. Such had been a time of wild revels, where great men of the North Realms had converged upon Heorot. Worthy times, and grand, leastwise ere the coming of Grendel left those memories strewn with blood and pain.

      “But I suppose it would do, rather, to explain the events around this marriage, given so many things hinged upon this convergence of Urd.” Hermod pointed to where the Döglinar clustered, keeping, as they did, most oft to themselves. “Hervor Angantyrsdotter was the daughter of a famed berserk. She raided his barrow and took from it the runeblade Tyrfing, and the telling of that, and all she wrought with it, would have us sitting here for the next fortnight.”

      A few chuckles at that, though Hervor was not well loved by many in this hall, least of all by Bödvar. She rarely spoke, solemn as she was, and Hermod remained ambivalent about whether she belonged here. A great warrior, aye, but an oathbreaker she was, and his valkyrjar had saved her from a visit to Náströnd and a meeting with its dark dragon. Whether she earned that reprieve, time would tell. Or maybe, that was yet another choice, whether to lay his faith in Odin in spite of his reservations or trust his own judgment. How much faith, ever, could a leader deserve?

      “Well, when the days of her adventures were behind her, wounded as she was in body and soul, Hervor married the half-jötunn, Höfund Gudmundrson, who, after this, became a great and respected jarl beneath Hrethel of Ostergotland. Once, Hervor had tried to cast aside the runeblade, but Tyrfing’s curse was not one to slumber overlong, and soon it would wake.”
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      “Hervor bore two sons to Höfund. The eldest, she named Angantyr, for her father, and the younger she named Heidrek. And Angantyr was like his father in wisdom and temperament, whilst Heidrek favoured his mother in her youth. Given that Hervor was a royal bitch, you can take my meaning as you will. The boy was cruel and quick-tempered, and wrought wickedness among the land. Seeing this wickedness and knowing whither it led, much though Hervor loved Heidrek, she agreed to have him fostered. So Heidrek was sent to live with Gizur, a petty king of the Gautar, who were her kin on her mother’s side.

      “Höfund did not care much for his younger son, and so when he threw a grand feast, he invited men from around the lands but sent no word to Heidrek, figuring a pack of dire wolves would prove less disruptive. This insult Heidrek could not bear, so he came uninvited and wrathful, with a mind to disrupt the celebration however he could. Yet when he arrived, his brother Angantyr welcomed him graciously and bade him sit at his right hand, and Heidrek could scarce refuse so generous an offer. Still, he was not appeased, and so he provoked those nearby into quarrels. Given how the mead flowed at the feast, harsh words soon turned to blows. Heidrek egged the combatants on till one slew the other.

      “Furious that his son had wrought bloodshed at this time of cheer, Höfund ordered Heidrek gone from the feast. And though Angantyr was cross with Heidrek for what he’d done, the stupid boy yet loved his brother and saw him out and bade him farewell, trying to soothe his temper. But it proved not enough, and Heidrek was bitter at being first uninvited and then cast out of the hall.

      “That is when Heidrek heard the call, like a whisper on the edge of his hearing. With bated breath, he was drawn into the Mist-drenched wood, Deeppine. These paths he knew, for he walked them oft enough, making mischief for wayfarers. But now, something fell guided his steps, pulled him, ever, toward the river. Toward a pile of rocks, whence issued the whisper, louder now, and direr, such that it had the hairs upon his neck rising. Yet too, the voice was seductive as a woman, enflaming desire in Heidrek’s heart.

      “A sane man, or perhaps one unaffected by the blade’s curse, might have looked into the gloomy hollow between the stones, felt that ill wind, and thought Hel herself lurked within. But Heidrek was a youth half mad with the anger in his blood and driven to boil by that insane whispering, and so, like the king of fools, he slithered into the gap, seeking he knew not what. She was calling him, the voice so intoxicating his wits were all but gone.

      “Down and down he went, the moonlight a bare, silver flicker in so deep a chasm. He ought not to have been able to see a damn thing, and yet, still he was guided on. For his mother had taken the cursed thing, despite the warning of her father’s shade, the foretelling it would damn the whole of their line. Maybe he could never have turned back. Maybe the sword had chosen him from the very moment of his birth, his damnation assured. Maybe even such was the source of his wickedness, the blade whispering fell things to him, whilst he dwelt in the womb.

      “I could believe that, given all that followed. I could believe Heidrek corrupted afore he took his first breath, and cleansed only by death and final destruction of his clan. The end of the last of the Old Kingdoms.

      “In that atramentous space, deep below the earth, mayhap abutting the Otherworld, his fingers closed upon a gilded hilt, and power flowed into him. Tyrfing made him whole, or so he thought then. Once more, the runeblade may have guided his steps, allowing him egress where he otherwise could not see, and with febrile steps he returned to his father’s hall.

      “By then, he knew he had found the legendary sword once borne by his shieldmaiden mother: Tyrfing, a treasure of the Old Kingdoms. He knew it and was flush with pride for having claimed such a prize. Thus, on seeing Angantyr still lingering outside, he strode toward his brother to boast. ‘Behold,’ Heidrek cried, drawing the blade that revealed its dverg-wrought runes. Almost, an etheric flame seemed to spring up along the blade’s length, gleaming in the Mist like a pale torch. ‘Behold Tyrfing. You think yourself their favourite, Brother, but once they see what great deeds I write with this, their tale will change. Our line shall be as kings, as it was in days gone.’

      “Angantyr blanched to see this thing. Maybe he felt its evil, or maybe ’twas jealousy. We shall never know for certain.” No, because the Angantyr sat with Hervor and Heidrek here in Valhöll was neither Hervor’s father nor her son, but Heidrek’s son.

      “When the clamour began,” Hermod said, “Heidrek could not understand it, and Angantyr could not hear it. The incessant thump, thump, thump of a heartbeat. The slow, brutal realisation that the pounding called for the sword, that she demanded a heart be stilled each time the cursed blade was drawn. Heidrek’s face fell as the runeblade turned itself upon Angantyr. He sought to open his palm, to drop the sword, but it would not release its grip upon him—for aye, whilst he wielded it, Tyrfing, too, wielded him.

      “With sudden, breathless violence that toxic blade lunged, plunging into Angantyr’s heart. Though a mere scratch would have spelled his doom, this night, after almost two decades of hunger, Tyrfing settled for naught less than drinking the sum of Heidrek’s brother. Only then, when the boy was dead, and Heidrek left to wallow in the horror of his crime, did Tyrfing allow herself to be sheathed.

      “Heidrek wanted to scream, to deny what he had done. A worker of evil he was, aye, and betimes, a murderer too. But never a fratricide. No, he wanted to cast aside the cursed sword, yet already he loved it.

      “Thus, grim-faced and with Tyrfing slung over his shoulder, he ventured back into the hall and confessed his crime. He was no craven to run from it and dared hope his parents would know well enough the why.

      “His father’s look was dark as midnight, growing fearsome as Thor’s thunder with each spoken word of Heidrek’s admission. ‘You have wrought terrible evil, kinslayer,’ Höfund accused. ‘All your days you have sought to bring suffering to those around you, but this deed crosses all bounds and cannot be forgiven, even in a son. I cast you from my hall and from my lands, and declare you outlawed, Heidrek. Any man who comes upon you may slay you with impunity.’

      “Hervor, by Höfund’s side, who had wept over Angantyr, looked up, eyes red with grief. She knew, all too well, what it was to be used by Tyrfing. Besides, already had she lost one son, and now she stood to lose another, and one she loved more than her own life. ‘He has wrought evil,’ she agreed, in a trembling voice, ‘yet it would be another evil if our child could never return home and must go from here with naught to his name.’

      “In his rage, Höfund would not be gainsaid from his decreee, however, so Hervor pleaded with him to offer wisdom to their son before he departed. At this, Höfund laughed mirthlessly, for he knew Heidrek would not heed any advice he gave. Still, he loved Hervor, and thus he could not deny her such a request. ‘Since you ask, beloved, I will offer him six pieces of wisdom. First, Heidrek, never aid any man who has slain his own lord.’

      “‘Second, never free a man who has murdered a comrade.’

      “‘Third, do not allow your wife to visit her relatives too often.’

      “‘Fourth, do not stay out late with concubines.’

      “‘Fifth, do not ride your best horse when haste matters most.’

      “‘And lastly, do not foster the child of any man higher born than you are.’

      “Heidrek sneered, shaking his head. He had not meant this murder, but his father had never loved him and must have now seen this as an excuse to have done with his unworthy son. ‘Why should I follow inane advice given to me by a man who bears me ill will?’ And disdaining the king who had declared him outlaw, he fled.

      “Yet Hervor chased her son and seized his arm when they stood out in the yard. ‘There is no coming back from what you have done.’ Before Heidrek could object, she forestalled him. ‘Still, I cannot see you sent into the world with nothing with which to make your way.’ After all, as Heidrek had done so much evil in his life, there would be many who would seek his death now that he was outlawed. So, she gave him what gold and silver she had. ‘But I beseech you, Son, put that cursed blade back where you found it. You cannot fathom how much evil more it will yet write.’

      “In the end, seeing the stricken face of his mother, Heidrek repented for what he’d done, for he knew she loved him. But, of course, it was far too late, and he would never surrender the sword, for Tyrfing had her claws in his soul and her siren song in his mind. So armed, he ventured forth alone.”
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      “On the road, Heidrek soon met a group of men who held another man as a prisoner. When he inquired what had happened, the men told him the captive had slain his own lord, and Heidrek almost grinned, because already Urd had cast before him a chance to go against the advice of his hateful father.

      “‘Would you take gold for this man?’ Heidrek asked the men, and after a brief debate they consented, for greed is often stronger than any sense of justice. So the prisoner was given to Heidrek in exchange for half the money Hervor had given him to make a new life.

      “When the captors had departed, the captive man knelt before Heidrek. ‘Lord, you have saved my life, and thus I am your servant, forevermore.’

      “But Heidrek sneered and kicked the man into the dirt. ‘You would have me accept into my service a man who already has slain his last lord? Do you take me for a fool?’ No, Heidrek would not need his father’s advice—not when he could spite the man, being petulant as only a teenager could be—but nor could he deny there was wisdom in being slow to trust. So he left the treacherous man in the road to fend for himself.

      “Some days later, he met another group of men who were beating one of their number with fists and with stones. ‘What evil has this man done to deserve such treatment?’ Heidrek demanded.

      “The leader of the men spat in the dirt. ‘This, our erstwhile friend, murdered his own companion. It is only fitting he too must pay with his life.’

      “And again, as if fate had ordained it, Heidrek saw before himself a chance to spite his father. ‘Would you take gold for this man?’ Heidrek asked once more. And on seeing the other half of the gold Hervor had given Heidrek, the men agreed to take it, though they swore if ever again they saw their friend, he would meet his end.

      “Once more, the man he had saved tried to pledge himself to Heidrek, and once more Heidrek refused to accept service from so untrustworthy a servant. Instead, he beat the man himself and left him moaning in the dirt.

      “He was, it need be said, not only petulant but a poxy mule’s arse.”

      From where he sat on a bench, Heidrek chuckled, looking not the least ashamed. “Truer words have not yet been spoken,” he admitted. The man was never afraid to admit his faults, which was one of the things Hermod liked about him. Not that he would have cared for him much as a young man.

      “With a grim smile,” Hermod continued, “Heidrek departed, proud of himself for having forsaken his father’s advice twice already. Under his breath, he swore he would seek out more chances to do so till he had violated every principle his father had set before him. In this way, Heidrek thought, he might avenge the insult of his banishment.

      “Strange is it not, how oft we pride ourselves on ignoring good advice?”
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      “After wandering for a time, Heidrek came to the island of Sjaelland in Reidgotaland. There he visited old king Hrothgar’s hall, Heorot, and was made welcome, for if Hrothgar had not heard of Heidrek, he had heard of his worthy father.

      “Hrothgar’s daughter Helga served Heidrek mead, and the king shared his table and all the food in his hall. In staying there, Heidrek soon learnt that Hrothgar had fallen on hard times in his old age, for several jarls had rebelled against him and forced him to pay taxes to them in order to retain any part of his domain.

      “Mayhap Hrothgar could have called upon his nephew, Hrólf, but that invited loss of status, given both sides of the family already longed to be sole ruler of Sjaelland. Besides, while Hrothgar would make no such aspersions, surely it crossed his mind that Hrólf might well have provoked these jarls for just such a reason.”

      Amid his many champions, Hrólf sputtered, starting to rise in objection, though Stárólf eased him back down. “I did no such thing,” Hrólf grumbled, and Hermod believed him, even if Hrothgar might not have.

      “All this,” Hermod said when the disruption had quieted, “Heidrek learnt, and whilst Heidrek delighted in mischief, it struck him as a foul thing that a king should pay taxes to his subjects rather than the other way around, and more, that his host should suffer such an insult. ‘Call your war bands and take to the field against these jarls,’ Heidrek bade Hrothgar.

      “‘Ah,’ Hrothgar said, shaking his head sadly, ‘do you believe I have not tried? That I did not fight for what was mine? Once, my kingdom was vast, but it dwindles rapidly. These jarls think because I have no son and am soon to die, they can do as they please and will divide my lands once I am gone. But I’ve not the strength to quell them.’

      “‘You may have no son, but you have a guest who is strong in arms and bears a fearsome sword,’ Heidrek boasted. ‘I will lead your armies against these foes, if you will give me my choice of warriors.’

      “For a time, Hrothgar sat considering, knowing well that if Heidrek fought and lost, it would be the end of them both. ‘You may call any of my men you wish,’ he said at length, ‘but if your claims are idle bluster, the jarls shall not spare either of us.’

      “Thus, with a wicked grin, and Tyrfing in hand gleaming like a band of pale sunlight, did Heidrek venture into the lands of the jarls. He raided and plundered and wrought so much chaos the jarls were forced to join him in battle. No armour nor shield nor helm could stand against the fearsome dverg-wrought sword, and Heidrek, in the fore, cleaved into foes left and right. Leading the charge, he slew both the jarls and the main host of their men, routing what remained of the rebels.

      “Drunk on his victory, Heidrek then took it in mind to right all the wrongs of Hrothgar’s lands and thus imposed heavy taxes on those lands which had once taxed the king. All across the kingdom he ventured, collecting silver on behalf of Hrothgar, such that when he returned, his carts were laden with plunder fit to make up for the insult the jarls had heaped upon his friend.

      “All this, jealous Unferth witnessed, wishing he could have claimed such glories for himself, yet unable to deny a champion had come among the men of Heorot. Besides, the taxes so collected had made Unferth rich, and gold oft assuages wounded pride.

      “King Hrothgar, when he saw what Heidrek had done, was left speechless for a time and could do little save embrace Heidrek. ‘Ask me for anything in my power to grant, and it shall be yours,’ Hrothgar said when he had recovered.

      “Heidrek had already had long on the road to muse on what reward he would ask, so he did not hesitate. ‘If you would grant me anything I desire, then I would ask for the hand of your daughter Helga.’

      “Hrothgar, by this time, had heard some few stories of Heidrek’s ill reputation in Sviarland, yet since he had come to Hrothgar’s kingdom, the man had proved the best of friends to the king. He decided it little mattered what others thought of Heidrek, when the man had proven his worth and loyalty. So Hrothgar had his daughter married to Heidrek and named Heidrek the ruler of Fyn, a large island near to Sjaelland.

      “He declared the grandest of feasts, as mentioned afore, and men came from far and wide to celebrate the wedding of Hrothgar’s daughter. His nephew Hrólf was there, where he fastened the name Kraki, thanks to Wudga Volundson. What Hrólf thought of his uncle giving away part of his grandfather’s kingdom, ’tis hard to say. Too, came Hjalprek, another nephew, ruler of Arus in Cimbria and stepfather to Sigurd.

      “At this time, Sigurd had sailed for Hunaland and thus was not present. Hjalprek was somewhat less circumspect in his thoughts, it must be said, and griped long that Fyn ought to have come to him. For he was the son of Signey Healfdenesdotter, and she had never gotten her share of the Skjöldung lands. Still, no more than harsh words passed over the matter, and most of the guests departed, save Bödvar Ecgtheowson.

      “Then it was that Grendel came, as told, though Heidrek, en route to Fyn, would not learn of such things till much later.”
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      “Well, so Heidrek settled into his role as jarl of Fyn, and in time, Helga bore a son. Heidrek named the boy Angantyr, after his fallen brother, for that ill deed forever haunted Heidrek. In daylight, he might try to tell himself Tyrfing had wrought such a thing, had used him to commit that terrible murder. Yet in the dark of night, when sleep eluded him, Heidrek would lie awake, staring at the rafters and seeing, in the gloom, Angantyr’s accusing face.

      “This he saw, night in and night out, till he began to wonder if some spectre haunted him for his crime.

      “Two years later, a terrible famine wracked Fyn and Sjaelland. The völvur consulted the landvaettir and learnt the famine would only abate if the highest-born boy in all Reidgotaland was sacrificed. Thus, grim-faced, did Hrothgar come to the home of his daughter and Heidrek and bear the news. ‘Loathe though I am to sacrifice my grandson,’ he said, ‘I cannot see we have any choice. If we do not appease the spirits, all people in our kingdom will die.’

      “‘I will not allow it!’ Helga shrieked at her father and bade young Angantyr to leave the room with a thrall.

      “Heidrek rubbed his beard, as grim as Hrothgar had been, because he was not about to sacrifice his child whilst any other option remained. ‘King, even in your old age, you have sired a boy as well,’ he said, for Wealthow had passed and Hrothgar was not long in remarrying. ‘I would say he, the son of the king, is highest born in this kingdom.’

      “‘Yet you are the son of the great Höfund,’ Hrothgar countered, ‘and thus your son has claim to two kingdoms. Surely that makes him higher than my son, who is heir to but one—and mostlike only half of that one.’

      “Helga seethed at her father then, but Heidrek restrained her. He had seen already what evil came from unbridled passions and resolved to keep a calm heart, however long he might. ‘How are we to resolve this?’ he asked his father-in-law.

      “For a time, old Hrothgar stood there, stiff and miserable, but he knew what must be done. ‘Jarl Höfund is famed across all lands for his wisdom and sense of justice. I think, even though he is your father, still he will speak only truth. He will tell us which child is higher born, and I will abide by his choice, if you will bind yourself to the same.’

      “At this Heidrek scoffed, for he had no wish to ever look upon his father’s visage again, given the man had outlawed him. Years had passed, and Heidrek was now all but a king himself in these lands, so he had little fear of any men striking against him. Yet still, the insult was a wound that had not sealed, and mostlike never would. Besides which, he did not like the thought of another reminder of his brother. However, the terms Hrothgar had offered were beyond fair, and Heidrek could scarce refuse.

      “So it was decided he would lead a company of men, some of his own and some of Hrothgar’s, to visit his father’s court and put the question to the wise king.

      “‘Surely your father must favour his grandson,’ Helga said before Heidrek left.

      “While the thought had crossed Heidrek’s mind, in truth, he doubted it. ‘The man cares more for his precious sense of justice than familial bonds.’ Which, of course, did very little to reassure Helga.”
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      “Heidrek and his company came to Höfund’s lands in Ostergotland, and there he saw his mother and father after four years away and looked on them with new eyes. He had expected to see loathing in his father’s face, but instead he saw sympathy, and perhaps even a softness. Had he been missed whilst away, Heidrek wondered, though he would never dare ask such a thing. He could see now what folly he had courted in his youth, what pain he had brought to his parents, though pride would not let him admit that before them.

      “‘Do you know why I have come, Father?’ Heidrek ventured.

      “‘Aye, I know it well,’ Höfund said, ‘though I wish you had chosen a different arbiter.’ And Heidrek knew, then, that his son Angantyr was doomed, as if the name itself bore some frightful curse. His grandfather, Angantyr Arngrimson, had perished thanks to Orvar-Oddr. His brother, Angantyr Höfundson, had fallen to Tyrfing. Now, it seemed, Angantyr Heidrekson too would meet a dark urd. ‘King Hrothgar has the right of it,’ Höfund said, words falling like blows upon his son, ‘for Angantyr is of two royal lines, and none can be higher born than that.’

      “Beside the king, Heidrek’s mother, Hervor, shut her eyes, trembling, and her pain at this only redoubled Heidrek’s own. Her fists were clenched, her teeth gritted, and he wondered if she saw herself taking up arms at such injustice.

      “Whatever kindness Heidrek had begun to feel for his father burnt away like dry kindling in the hearth. ‘You doom my son, your grandson. What recompense am I and my wife to have for the loss of our only child?’

      “His father rubbed his chin, looking dour. ‘You came to me and I must tell you truth, even if I wish it otherwise. I cannot spare Angantyr, and the landvaettir will have his blood. But, too, I will advise you, though I know you have never before taken my counsel. Go to make the sacrifice, but demand that a quarter of all those present be sworn to you, as your men. You will know what to do from then.’

      “And Heidrek did know, though it was the bitterest of draughts, and he knew it would destroy his wife as well as his son. Still, what choice did he have? He returned and called for a thing where Angantyr might be sacrificed. But before it could be done, he revealed his terms, that one out of four men there must swear an oath to him. Hrothgar agreed to this, because he thought it better to lose some warriors than his newborn son, and so, before a hanging tree, a great many men swore to Heidrek.

      “And when they had sworn, Heidrek spoke. ‘The landvaettir might be sated with my son’s blood, but great Odin will still be more pleased with a sacrifice of a king, his heir, and a great many men.’ And when he commanded his men to attack, they could not refuse, as they were oath-sworn. With Tyrfing, Heidrek wrought a terrible slaughter and killed King Hrothgar and his young son, and a great many warriors besides. Every which way, he hewed and cleaved, and men died, unable to stand against the hunger of Tyrfing.

      “Thus did he spare Angantyr from the noose. Yet on learning how her husband had dealt with her father and kin, Helga went mad with grief and hanged herself, in place of the sacrifice that would have been made of her son.

      “So, Heidrek became ruler of the whole kingdom, but the cost was high.”

      “Too high,” Angantyr Heidrekson agreed, looking to his father. “So high, I think no gratitude I offer should ever prove sufficient.”

      Hervor, too, nodded. “Placed in such straits, you took the only path before you. None may rightly begrudge a parent for sparing their child. Not at any cost.”

      “Would you have done?” Heidrek asked, not quite looking at his mother.

      Hervor cast a hard look at Hermod, at all in the hall, as if in warning. “I’d have taken Tyrfing up against the Æsir themselves, should it have bought either of my sons a single breath more.”

      A stillness settled over Valhöll then, the einherjar ill at ease with the ferocity of Hervor’s claim. But there was truth in it, stark and blinding as the sun. “I,” Hermod began, “would have done the same. To buy her one more breath, I’d have faced down the World.”

      But no such chance had ever presented. Instead, there was grief, glacial in its inevitable advance, stealing, as it did, all warmth.

      Urd, ever, was cruel.
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      You have felt it, perhaps … a nameless disquiet that claws its way upon you in certain spaces? A melancholy-evoking ennui you cannot explain? Perhaps, were you to search out the truth, you might learn you stood upon a site of murder, of violated, aborted futures.

      This Realm, this Echo, it mirrors our World, for it reflects the minds of all who live. All who have lived. With strong enough emotion, with dire enough agonies, psychic impressions arise. Phantom memories, playing out their regrets in empty dramas unremarked by any who might care. And yet, even here, beyond the invisible curtain, we feel the emotions passing back through the Veil. It is the chill that brushes over us in a lichyard, the foreboding that looms in places tainted by unknown wrongs.

      And that is the true nature of the Penumbra, as best I can judge. That is the horror of its horror—that its darkness, its torment, its desolation is but an Echo of the unending cavalcade of tragedies Man has played out on Earth. It is the bruise our collective cruelties have left upon the soul of the cosmos.

      — Secrets of Gnosis
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      “You don’t have to do that,” Loki said.

      Sigyn shifted a little in the pool, holding the bucket over his head to catch the water that incessantly beat against him. It was a slow, grating torture, designed to drive him mad as he never knew when the next drop would fall. Odin could have done worse to him, though Loki had seen this moment in the flames, long ago.

      Some threads of the Tapestry had always been clear, whilst others only came into focus slowly. Loki had endured more soul-crushing circumstances than this. This petty, physical torture was naught compared to the knowledge of the losses that would follow. He didn’t know them all, of course. No, he couldn’t see enough to predict every last heartbreaking end ere it unfolded.

      Like seeing the look of betrayal on Odin’s face. The man had called him brother, and Loki had … had followed the course of Urd as he must. Given foreknowledge of a terrible future and powerlessness to act outside the constraints of history, what was an Oracle to do? Could he ever have acted otherwise than he had?

      Sigyn stroked his cheek. “It’s time. Tell me it’s time.”

      Were there a deity he could pray to, he would. The fear of the Truth—even a fragment of it—costing him Sigyn was the bitterest of all fears. But he’d always lost her. All the prior incarnations of her soul had been torn from him. No matter how tightly he’d tried to hold on, she slipped through his fingers and he’d had to wait until she was reborn so he could claim a few more precious moments with her.

      Perhaps the World itself judged him for his mistakes.

      She mopped his cheeks with the hem of her dress. “Loki. Why cause Ragnarök?”

      “Civilisation is ultimately an untenable state, as much as chaos is inherently self-destructive. The needs of maintaining a society give rise to the very corruption that must invariably undermine it. If … if the World were formed of darkness, even given a tiny light within it, the darkness would compound upon itself. Corruption, left unchecked, must eventually cause civilisation to crumble under the weight of its own darkness. Rather than allow the entirety of the World to succumb, instead the only solution seemed to be to find someone that could combat that corruption at its core and allow a new Era to rise. Even if that battle must needs be cataclysmic.”

      Sigyn backed away, hand to her mouth. “Y-you’re saying … you … created the Destroyer? As a weapon against darkness?” Oh, how tempting was it to let her believe such a beautiful half-truth. He had needed a soul stronger and more malleable than his own, though, and she would eventually come to question why he himself had not taken on this mantle. A question that would lead her back to the Norns and the power behind them. “To end an Era,” Sigyn said, only seeming to half see him. “To wash away the corruption and begin civilisation anew … The World … You believe the World has to end.”

      He looked to her, his beloved. So clever, so certain. But missing some of the pieces and never imagining how excruciating uncovering the obfuscated truths might prove, not only to herself, but to all the World. As always, one faced the choice to shelter one’s loved ones and earn their ire, or weigh them down with knowledge they fooled themselves into thinking they desired. And as always, the middle path offered at least the illusion of asylum from either extreme, if only a temporary one. A half truth, to spare her the depths of despondency.

      “There are chains on me,” he said, “stronger by far than the fetters that bind me to this rock.”

      “The Web of Urd.” Her face fell and Loki could almost see the whir of her mind behind her eyes, struggling to fit the pieces together. “You strive after a better future, yet you cannot break the cycle of creation and destruction.”

      How close she got to the Truth. So desperately he wanted to give her the rest of the answers. To share the burden that weighed upon him. But the knowledge of what lay out there, in the farthest reaches of the Otherworld, it might crush her into despondency, even as it sometimes did to him. Eldritch terrors watched and fed off the cycle of death and rebirth. He could say the words—would they punish him once more?—but all he’d achieve was ensuring she never slept soundly again.

      He could never break the cycle of Eschatons. Indeed, the thought of it breaking held the greater horror, given what that might impend. The cycle of Eschatons could not be denied. It had grown far beyond his control, a self-perpetuating system.

      “All along …” she said. “You wanted Odin angry. Tortured. Ready to take any measure in his war against … against what? Hel? Your own daughter?”

      Oh. “She was your daughter, too. In an Era when jötunnar were called Titans, and ruled the Earth, she was our child.”

      Sigyn flinched, stumbling away, balled fist pressed into her mouth as if to stop herself from screaming. Yes. Her soul. For a time, she stood there, panting, breathing so erratically he feared she’d pass out. Rather, she steadied herself, eyes closed.

      When at last she opened them, she seemed calm. “What will happen now?”

      “I don’t know the specifics.” Sometimes, ignorance was better, regardless. “All I can say is this … You and I will both suffer for the things we have done. As will everyone else. The final reckoning has already begun.”

      Sigyn glowered. “There’s more you still hold back.”

      To protect her. Because he had seen a few things more. War, and death, and pain.

      And a World where all voices had fallen silent. A World buried in ash.
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      Asgard was changing. Returning after even a single year away, Loki could not help but note the way it grew and shifted. Its towers stretched higher than ever, its harbour was flush with ships, and its armies swelled with the ranks of immortal warriors, despite Yggdrasil bearing less fruit with each passing year.

      He trod up the path leading to his hall. Sigyn appeared in the doorway long ere he reached it, no doubt having heard his soft footfalls on the road. Beaming, she ran to him as she oft did and leapt into his arms, wrapping her legs around his waist. Giggling and drawing from him a laugh too, in the instant ere her mouth was pressed against his.

      Once she finally hopped down and pulled away, he placed his hands on either side of her face. “I missed you.”
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      His palace of memories was a refuge, a retreat that offered respite from the tortures of the moment. In reliving the past, in delving into times gone, he might claim solace. But was solace what he sought? Or rather, did he play out all the interminable years of his past as a means of torturing himself, for the guilt that wracked him? That Urd demanded he act as he had done did not, in his heart, absolve him of his actions.
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      MATARŚIVAN! The voice reverberated through the cavern, though it seemed to come from all angles, not only the burning wheels that lay before him. It filled his head and the space around him with the force of a thousand discordant gongs, each syllable echoing long after it ought to have faded. FOR YOUR TEMERITY, YOU SHALL FORFEIT YOUR VERY SOUL! I SHALL CONSUME YOU TO THE PITH UNTIL NAUGHT REMAINS EVEN FOR THE WHEEL OF LIFE TO SPIN OUT AGAIN!

      The power of its words turned his muscles into water. His head bowed of its own accord. No Man, not even an immortal Watcher, could defy the awesome authority of an Archon. Eldritch terrors or no, they ruled the World.

      All he could do was submit.

      Or … or … refuse.

      If he was damned, let him earn that damnation. Slowly, he raised his head. These horrors feasted upon the souls of Man. So let him then become the advocate of Man. Let him stare them down in defiance. Perhaps whatever the Fates had done to him would preserve him. Probably not. Either way, he rose to his feet.

      There was no more kneeling before the horror. Not anymore. Not ever again. No … he would stand against the end he had foreseen. And he would use the very power of the abomination that had so deceived him, had helped bring about that end.

      WRITHE IN THE CEASELESS INFERNO!

      Matarśivan leapt into the air once more, hurling himself forward with a single beat of his wings. The revolution of those wheels accelerated, sending him hurtling toward a flaming twister. Matarśivan tucked his wings in against his body, allowing his momentum to carry him inward as a ring swept overhead.

      Scorching naphtha dribbled upon his flesh, and even his Prana was not enough to block out the pain as his skin peeled away. Losing his momentum, he pitched downward, colliding with the outer wheel. Its impact sent him careening through the air, only to smack down, broken upon the burnished floor.

      Tongues of flame erupted from the eyes covering the wheels, raking over him. His clothes turned to cinders. His wings burst into flame. His flesh oozed away until naught save bleached bone remained in his hand, and even that turned to ash. He screamed, but his vision faded as hot liquid leaked down his face from his melting eyes.

      In squirming agony, he lay upon the ground and knew death had him. Knew it, and even that would not begin to abate the torment Agni would wrack upon him.

      Then his vision began to return. The perverse sensation of liquid seeping back up his face. The inverted pain of eyes rebuilding themselves. Ashes from his hand swirled back into bones. Utter torture as flesh rebuilt itself, streaming up from the molten puddles that had covered the bronze floor.

      WHAT BLASPHEMY?

      Time reversed itself around him, even erasing the burns of that flaming oil upon his skin.

      The Fates had changed him. In that moment, it struck him. A keenness of insight beyond or within prescience. He had agreed to give them eternal service. It meant he would truly serve for all eternity. No respite, no chance to escape his oath, no matter what befell his flesh. He could not die.

      Horror and determination warred within him as Matarśivan glared up at Agni’s revolving rings. Screaming, he flooded Prana into his limbs so he could make a forty-foot vertical leap. Prana in his wings sent him streaking forward with the speed of a peregrine falcon. He twisted around, darting between the spinning wheels, heedless of whether or not flames or naphtha scorched him.

      Prana could block the pain, and what cared he for injuries now?

      Matarśivan dodged a flaming vortex and landed upon the innermost ring. The heat of it ignited his sandals and seared flesh from his feet. He shrieked, not even Prana able to block that much pain. But the pulsing heart of flame throbbed mere feet in front of him.

      YOU SHALL SUFFER WITHOUT END!

      “I know,” he said.

      And he drove his fist into that heart. It ought to have incinerated his flesh, but instead, he felt his hand close around an oscillating core. The kernel of Agni’s unfathomable might. With a roar, Matarśivan ripped that kernel out, holding the trembling flame in his hand. It burnt with fervid light, leaping around his arm in exotic whorls.

      A mind-rending shriek erupted from Agni, and all the rings abruptly fell still. The sudden cessation of movement cost Matarśivan his balance, and he pitched back down toward the ground. A moment before impact, he managed to flap his wings, aborting his fall just enough to lessen the blow.

      Far above, Agni dimmed, faltering and weakened by the power Matarśivan had taken from it. Most of the eyes clenched shut, as if in agony.

      That flame coiled about Matarśivan, then began to bore its way through his flesh. Wracking, blazing pain scorched him as the conflagrant strength of Agni seeped into his soul. He felt the whole of his being lit aflame.

      Before he could even catch his breath, some of the eyes above began to open once more.

      Matarśivan needed to escape before Agni could reassert itself and attempt to reclaim the Flame he’d stolen. The power now burning in his breast.
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      For Era after Era he’d borne the weight of Flame inside his breast. A bulwark against the Dark and the Mist, even as it burnt him. Even as it seared him to his soul he’d held on so very tightly. Most of his life, really. Ages Men could not have dreamt of, stretching back almost to the beginning of it all. And now Surtr was gone. Worse than gone—free, and no doubt wrathful at his millennia of imprisonment.

      When Sigyn moved to empty the bucket, water dripped on Loki’s face. Erratic, unpredictable drops of it. Or, perhaps not wholly unpredictable, had he had access to more variables than he did at present. Every time Loki allowed his mind to begin to calculate probabilities, a drop would splash upon his eyes.

      He knew, of course. He knew that occupying himself with such conjectures were distractions, not from his present discomfort—though he certainly didn’t enjoy having his feet stuck in water for days, beginning to rot—but rather from the more painful eventuality that must soon impend.

      Sometimes, in such moments, he allowed himself to question whether the inception of this cycle was truly born of necessity, or whether he—who, despite his prescient abilities and immortality, remained essentially a Man—had allowed hubris to sway him. A desperate gambit, one that, mostlike, managed to but delay the inevitable.
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      As one, the Fates reached into the Well and, when they rose, between themselves they held a stone slab some foot and a half long.

      “The Tablet of Destiny,” one said.

      Matarśivan took the stone, peering over it. “It’s blank.”

      “Yes.”

      “A name.”

      “Carved willingly.”

      Choice. Oh, of course Matarśivan could not force this burden upon anyone. The weight of it could crush most souls, perhaps even his. Someone must choose to take the onus upon themselves.

      When next he blinked, he sat still amid the hills in the night, with the slab in his lap. For a long time, all he could do was stare at the pristine stone. Whoever inscribed their name would bind themselves to his gambit. Not just in a single life, but in all their lives. They would shackle their soul to the role of Destroyer, and they would suffer for it as none had ever suffered in the history of the World.

      They would fight and die, over and over, forged in pain and loss to become something more than mere Man. A force that could fight the battle Matarśivan could not.

      Oh, he ought to carve his own name, he knew. To mark himself with the destiny. But he had neither the strength to pull it off nor … the ability to die. And the Destroyer must die, time and again, until his life became the sum of so many champions.

      Matarśivan could not do this, for he could not die. And that, he knew, served as a convenient escape from his inability to bear the burden, though he bore far too many of his own strains already. The Destroyer would need a guide, in lifetime after lifetime. He would need someone to keep him on his path. Someone to make sure the cycle unfolded as it must and thus protect against a yet worse fate.
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      Sigyn set the bucket over his head again, grunting slightly, her arms no doubt burning with fatigue from holding them over her head for hours on end. Pneuma might enhance one’s stamina, but even it had its limits.

      “Rest,” he told her. “Please.”

      “Perhaps later. Rather, I’ve been mulling over the situation.”

      “Sigyn …”

      She sniffed. “Well, denied access to Sessrúmnir, I’m instead forced to reconstruct the texts I read. I don’t know that I’d call my memory eidetic, though it serves me well. Mundilfari made several passing references to hearing about a technique of storing knowledge in a kind of mental library, a palace of memories, he termed it. I’d never considered such things needful till now.”

      Loki wanted to smile, to tell her, though that, too, would have been a distraction. “Sigyn, please …” Please do not waste the time that was left to them. “Talk to me rather than lose yourself in these musings.”

      She blew out a breath. “I’m seeking some means of breaking this chain. Even orichalcum cannot be indestructible. If it was, how would smiths forge it into aught?”

      “That’s ere they’ve bound souls into the metal.”

      “I considered that. If the souls themselves render orichalcum stronger, it seems the key to breaking such a chain would lie in finding a way to disperse those souls. I suspect that’s how Odin broke Gramr, all those years ago. Either way, that event—and many who saw the battle agreed the sword did snap in half—proves that even orichalcum is not unbreakable.” She paused. “Alternatively, were I strong enough, I might crush the stalagmite the chain runs through, instead. It would leave the guards to deal with, but I’ve begun to wonder if, were I able to infuse the entirety of my Pneuma into a single blow, I might then snap even such a thick stone?”

      “Whatever happens, I love you.”

      She stroked his cheek. “I won’t leave your side, my love. That’s why I take no vengeance for what Thor did to our son.”

      Eons of blood had washed over the World because of Loki’s choice. Not that he’d called himself Loki back then. So much blood, leading to vengeance, which necessitated more vengeance, and more blood, on and on, till an Era at last must end in fire or flood, and always with death on a scale no Man would have imagined.

      So they could start again. Buy a little more time.

      “You want to talk, though,” Sigyn said. “So … you told me that Hel was our child, that I, in a previous incarnation of my soul, had been mother to her. I understand your perpetual reticence to discuss your dead wife and dead daughter, even if I was the wife.”

      Always. Always her.

      “Too much knowledge of your past lives is like to compound the difficulty that already exists in breaking away from the patterns already impressed upon your soul.”

      She chuckled. “You mean I’d keep making the same mistakes, over and over? How am I to learn from mistakes I don’t remember?”

      An eternal question of the Wheel of Life. Loki suspected, rather, that so much knowledge would weigh a soul down, as his remained so burdened. Crushed, under the weight of losses and regrets stretched over eternity. “Perhaps to begin each life with a clean slate is a blessing.” One he was denied.

      “Perhaps.” She looked up sharply at the tunnel.

      A moment later, the flicker of torchlight shone within that passage, and shortly after that, Odin made his slow way over, torch in one hand, walking stick in another.

      Sigyn glared at Loki’s blood brother as he approached, though the man fixed his gaze on Loki and paid Loki’s wife no mind. Odin plodded over to stand just before the puddle’s edge, staring at Loki.

      “Come to gloat?” Sigyn asked, her voice laced with venom enough to make even Loki cringe.

      Odin continued to ignore her entirely. “Despite myself and my better judgment, I could not stay away.”

      Loki nodded, struggling to keep his face impassive as the tumult of emotions roiled in his gut. Rage, at the awful death of his son. Guilt, at knowing he himself had wrought that, and had—at least in Odin’s mind—betrayed his brother. Relief … in knowing some part of Odin still wanted to believe in him. How fragile even Loki’s ego seemed, despite his eons of life, despite his supposed move beyond such petty human limitations. The truth was, he did love Odin as a brother, always would, even as Urd demanded Loki hurt him.

      “I decided to give you one last chance to explain yourself, Loki.”

      Loki frowned. How badly he wished he could. But even if saying things aloud did not hold their own dangers, Odin was not ready. Not quite, though so very close. “You’re wrong about one thing. This is not the last time you’ll see me.”

      Odin groaned, shaking his head. “Oh, I don’t think I’ll be coming down here again.”

      All Loki could do was purse his lips.

      After a moment more, Odin turned and tromped away, the sound of his walking stick hitting the stone echoing in the tunnel even after the light from his torch had vanished.

      Sigyn sniffed, tossed the bucket once more, and then replaced it. “The man has gall.”

      Oh. Well, but then Loki had needed a man with gall. With confidence beyond even arrogance. With a willingness, perhaps even a need, to persevere even in the face of the certainty of defeat.

      “So,” Sigyn said. “You want to talk, but not to Odin. And to me?”

      “Of course.”

      “All right. What is Tartarus?”

      Loki frowned at her sudden change of topic. He’d regretted that outburst the moment he’d made it. Mentioning to Odin the torment he’d endured there so long ago, it served no purpose save to vent his wrath in petty defiance of Odin’s equally petty torture here.

      “Is that a name for a place?”

      “After a fashion.”

      “No. I don’t think it’s a place, in the strictest sense, but rather a name for one of the spirit demesnes. Except, I cannot figure out which. Black walls? Muspelheim?”

      How badly she wanted to know everything. Sigyn’s incessant curiosity was both her most endearing and most self-destructive trait. She wanted answers to every question imaginable, never once considering that such answers would only become burdens. Waking nightmares that would serve no end save to trouble her days and leave her quivering in the night, sleepless and tormented.

      “Right. I didn’t really expect you to answer that. You say you want to talk, to pass this imprisonment in conversation, rather than in trying to escape. As if you are content to remain here till the end of time.”

      Loki winced. “I will be freed, eventually.”

      She tossed the water from the bucket once more. “When? How?”

      He grimaced as another drop fell on his face. “I told you a long time ago. Naught lasts forever, my love.”

      Not his imprisonment. Not his hopes. And not the World itself. Would it have changed aught, he’d have cursed Urd and railed against the Norns.

      Experience told him otherwise.

      It never got easier … watching the World end.
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      If prescience was a lie, the very essence of a self-fulfilling prophecy, then the only hope to challenge Urd lay in refusing to look into the future. It was a desperate gambit, of course, because Odin could not say whether a yet worse chain of events would unfold because of his refusal. One thing remained certain, however. Every dark, soul-crushing truth he had foreseen had come about, not only in spite of his striving to change them, but because of it.

      Prescience accounts for itself.

      That truth he and Loki had worked out in long talks sitting before fire pits such as the one he now stared at in the back of Valaskjalf. Except, Loki had known it all along. He, a slave of the Norns, had led Odin down this path from the day they met, guiding him toward slow, agonising revelations of his utter impotence next to the will of Urd. And now, his blood brother lay chained in a tunnel beneath Asgard, awaiting Ragnarök. That final war that must lie at their doorsteps. Odin ought to kill Loki for all he had done, but he could not bring himself to such an action. No, maybe the man had felt as powerless as Odin now felt, trapped by his own destiny even as he spun out those of others.

      And now, Odin’s son was dead, his wife a distraught wreck who refused to see anyone. Only Thor remained of Odin’s family, and he’d seen his last child’s death, as well. Seen it long ago and done so much to try to avert it—actions he could no longer count on to have the effect he’d desired.

      Across from him, Freyja shifted. Having burnt off most of her stored sunlight, her skin now cast only the faintest of glimmer. She’d held silent, letting him grieve Baldr, and too, grieve for the loss of the future he had imagined in favour of the one he’d foreseen.

      After Baldr’s pyre, he’d stormed Yggdrasil and closed in upon the Well of Urd. But the Norns who had tended it had refused to show themselves. Perhaps they had retreated to their mountain abode in the Sudurberks. Or, he suspected, mayhap they existed not in a place, but within the Sea of Time, surfacing when or where it suited them.

      “If you’re right,” Freyja said, “and some great final battle for this Era impends, we must decide how to proceed. We need to call a council, as you intended when bridging Alfheim to Vanaheim.”

      Whether she refused to call it Asgard or simply forgot, Odin could not say. Either way, she spoke the truth. For days he’d lingered in the dark, staring at flame and shadow as if either would have an answer, whilst adamantly refusing to allow his visions to manifest. He fought them down as much as he could—though sometimes glimpses would peek through, especially in his sleep. Treacherous, perilous phantasms he now knew would only fulfil themselves.

      “We will call a council,” he said after a moment more. “And it needs to include not only the Æsir and Vanir. We need the ljósalfar and … the jötunnar.”

      Freyja grimaced at him, shifting in obvious discomfort. “I don’t know that I can convince anyone from the Summer Court to attend. Besides, even with the bridge, they’d still need hosts.”

      “We’ll find those.”

      “You mean you’ll force captives to serve as vessels.”

      Odin shrugged. When compared to the urd of the entire World, the suffering of a few meant very little. After all, if he failed, if he lost Ragnarök, they’d all be dead. “I’ve reason to believe Hel will soon make another move on our World. Ere that happens, we need every possible ally. Which is why I’m sending Tyr to call even the jötunnar to the council. And you, I implore you to return to Alfheim and convince as many of the ljósalfar as possible to join us.”

      Freyja chewed on her lip. “We need to talk about Idunn and Hnoss.”

      Oh, Odin had thought long on the two of them. “I cannot turn the Bilröst to Svartalfheim. I’ll recreate the device here to stabilise the bridge, but a bridge runs in both directions, Freyja. If I open the door to that place, I invite in the svartalfar themselves, and whatever other abominations they bring along with them. No one can afford that.”

      “So we abandon our daughter? Our friend?”

      “I’ve no desire to abandon either of them! What would you have me do? I … I made so many mistakes, my love. I thought I was saving people when I banished the Vanir. I thought I could save the future by bargaining with Volund. It’s all … I cannot take such risks again.” He shook his head. “No. We’ll go back to Svartalfheim ourselves, once we’ve secured Midgard against the impending threat. It’s happening now, Freyja. I can feel it. I …”

      She crawled around the edge of the fire to take his hand. “You take the weight of both worlds upon your shoulders. Be careful that burden does not crush you beneath it.”

      Oh, it probably would.

      The wolf …

      Fenrir’s jaws closing around his throat. No! Odin would no longer look into the future. He would cut through the Web of Urd by refusing to acknowledge it. Fenrir would remain chained far below Asgard, howling in impotence.

      Why not give in … to the future …? Audr’s taunts flensed Odin’s mind.

      Freyja squeezed his hand. “I’ll go to Alfheim. I’ll do as you ask. Promise me … once this Ragnarök is done, we’ll go back for our daughter.”

      “I swear, if I yet draw breath, I shall find a way to reach her.”

      His lover frowned, clearly not pleased with his words. But—much as it tore him apart—he could see no way to dedicate himself to Hnoss’s or Idunn’s rescues at the moment.

      Give in … Let it be done …

      No. Odin would never surrender. He would fight until the last gasp of the World. Hel had destroyed the last Era and created this poisoned one. This time would be different. This time, he’d win a true victory.
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      “I do not have all the details,” Odin said to the small crowd he’d gathered in Valaskjalf. Frigg had refused to attend and Freyja had already left, but many others stood here now. “But Ragnarök is upon us. We have, perhaps, one last chance to ready ourselves ere we are faced with the threats now impending. Tyr already knows his mission. The rest of you must act as seems needful to gain as many allies as possible. And I would see us armed against the threat. I am told the dvergar now hide, deep within their halls. But their crafts remain.”

      He beckoned Hermod forward, and his apprentice came, bearing a bundle wrapt in cloth. This he laid at Odin’s feet and unwrapt it slowly. A few of the gathered crowd murmured when runeblades were revealed.

      Odin knelt—ignoring the pop in his knees—and took up Laevateinn. “This blade was given to Freyr by the Lofdar, long ago. So I return it.”

      Freyr might never much love him. He was, however, one of the strongest warriors they had, especially infused with sunlight. The Vanr knelt to claim his former weapon once more, offering Odin a grim nod. He understood, of course. They need not love one another.

      “Tyr.” The man trod forward, and Odin handed him Mistilteinn. The hateful blade had claimed Baldr’s life—could kill any immortal, in fact. And there was no one Odin could trust more with such a weapon than his champion.

      Hermod already bore Dáinsleif, and Thor had Mjölnir. For Thor’s daughter, Thrúd, Odin offered Hrotti, a runeblade Róta had recovered after the death of Gunnar. And to Syn, Hermod’s wife, he granted Gramr—nor did Odin miss the look of lust Tyr gave that one, even after so many years. Svanhit had recovered it from Sigurd and Brynhild’s pyre, he was told, and he knew the valkyrja had grieved her lost sister deeply.

      “The remaining runeblades are held by einherjar,” Odin said. “Those called upon to wield a blade must do so with the utmost care, for these are cursed things, wrought in the dark by dvergar as twisted gifts for princes of old.”

      “I was there,” Freyr pointed out.

      Odin offered a nod of acknowledgment to him, saying naught more on it. “That’s it. All of you, prepare. The council will be held in two moons. If it can be arranged, we shall meet at the hall of Ægir off the coast of Valland. Tyr will stop there to arrange it.” Odin looked to Hermod. “A word with you.”

      The others departed, leaving him alone with his apprentice. Hermod folded his arms over his chest and stared at Odin while he climbed back into his vacant throne. With Freyr and the other sunlight-infused Vanir gone, the hall seemed so much darker now, lit only by the crackling braziers.

      Odin sighed and rubbed his brow. “I must ask you to attempt something … drastic. Something you alone have the power to accomplish, given that we need Andvaranaut to maintain the bridge to Alfheim.” Oh, he’d been tempted to claim the ring and go himself. But she might expect that. The battle had to come between him and her, and he could not deliver himself unto her doorstep. Besides, he’d have no way to bring back his son. “I need you to use your power and travel between the Realms.”

      “To where?”

      “To Niflheim. Take Sleipnir and ride to the very Gates of Hel.”

      Hermod’s arms dropped to his sides as he took a faltering step forward. “What madness?”

      “I must have Baldr back. I … His death begins this final battle. I fear our only hope left of averting it would be to restore him. And you alone have the ability to reach Niflheim, and to bring someone back to us.”

      “You really think she’ll let him go?” His voice shook with trepidation, though no one would have thought him craven for that.

      No, and Odin pitied him, hated himself
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