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“It was at this point that Bilbo stopped. Going on from there was the bravest thing he ever did. The tremendous things that happened afterward were as nothing compared to it. He fought the real battle in the tunnel alone, before he ever saw the vast danger that lay in wait.”

			


			― J.R.R. Tolkien, The Hobbit

			


			“When Cal first clambered into the loft and spied Blackblood glimmering darkly in the corner, he made no comment on it. ‘Cozy,’ he said instead. ‘Be wantin’ a bed and dresser, no doubt.’

			‘No need,’ said Viv. ‘I’m used to sleeping rough.’

			‘Used to ain’t the same as ought to.’”

			


			― Travis Baldree, Legends & Lattes


		

	
		
			Trigger Warnings



			If you’ve read Book One, you know that this isn’t going to be a light book. If you haven’t, this is Book 2, what are you doing here? Turn Back. 

This book has a primary focus on pain, grief, and healing. If you’re not in a position to explore those topics, you may want to put this aside for another time.

			
The book features scenes of:

			Vulgar language

			Body horror

			Gratuitous violence and torture

			Scary run-ins with monstrous things

			Physical assault/attempted murder

			Trauma-related mental health issues

			Mentions of mental, emotional, and verbal abuse

			Unhappy situations for LGBTQA+ characters

			Mentions of sexual coercion

			Discrimination and fantasy slurs

			Death

An extensive list of warnings, tropes, and representation can be found on my website, CatRector.com

Don’t forget to hydrate.

		

	
		
			Preface

			
If you haven’t read The Goddess of Nothing At All, you should turn back now. Very little of this book is going to make sense to you. 

			
This book is a bit experimental. It took a while for me to realize what I was truly doing, which was writing a 100k word epilogue to the first book. So if it feels unconventional, it probably is. But so was book one, so perhaps you already know what you’re getting into. 

			
So many stories wrap up all their plot threads and attempt to tie things into a perfect little bow for the reader. There’s not much left to wonder about, and the experience of the character’s life is complete. No more events, no more consequences. While this is satisfying, and often expected, it’s not very life-like, is it? 

			
What happens to characters after the best and worst moments of their lives? 

			
Epilogues for Lost Gods is the aftermath of Sigyn’s story and attempts to deal with all the things that come after loss, hardship, and trauma. You may find my take on this to be rewarding, or you may find it frustrating, but in any case, you’ve been warned. 

			
Just like with Book One, this is not a faithful retelling of Norse Myth. In fact, there are no myths left to tell. If you want the purest version of the myths, I’ve included a list of research materials in the back. You can also find recommendations for other works of Norse fiction via my Goodreads lists.

			
Also, this book has been written and edited in British English. Don’t worry, I can spell. 

			
Usually.

			
Unless we’re spelling Psychology. Then it’s just chaos.

		

	
		
			Where we left off…



			The Goddess of Nothing At All was a thick book, but let me remind you of some of the key beats.



			Sigyn and Loki 



			After falling in love with Loki, Sigyn finds herself dragged through endless amounts of trouble. By the end of the book, she’s given birth to two sons and is at odds with Loki. The two are locked in a hot spring together where they’re meant to stay until Ragnarok. Once they’re able to escape, Loki flies off, determined to get revenge for the death and violence against his children. Sigyn is reunited with Váli and they try to stop the battle from happening, but having failed, Sigyn tries to get her family to safety. Sigyn is the one to ultimately take Loki’s life, and she escapes Asgard to hide with her family in Urd’s Well. Once the realms are habitable again, she returns to find that not all the gods are dead, and the realms aren’t as empty as they seemed. 



			Váli, Narvi, and Hreidulfr



			After growing up in the ranks of the einherjar, Váli isn’t a fan of Loki. Once it’s clear that the family can no longer live in Asgard, Váli, Hriedulfr, Narvi and Sigyn attempt to make it to Jotunheim by foot. Hreidulfr is left to die, but the others are captured and taken to the hot spring, where Váli is transformed into a wolf. Váli mindlessly murders Narvi, then runs out of the hot spring. At the end of her imprisonment, Sigyn finds Váli in the woods, and they return to Asgard to stop Ragnarok. On the final day before battle, Hreidulfr visits the family’s old home, and the lovers are reunited. Váli and Hreidulfr survive the final battle, and go with Sigyn to Urd’s Well, later accompanying her to the surface at the end of the book.



			Angrboda, Jormungandr, Fenrir, Hel, and Sleipnir 



			After Loki’s second family comes banging on Sigyn’s door in the middle of the night, they’re eventually found and captured by Odin. Sigyn, trying to ensure the safety of her own family, tells her father that Loki brought them to her home against her will and pleads for mercy. Jormungandr is thrown into the sea in Midgard, Fenrir is bound, and Hel is sent to Helheim. Angrboda is imprisoned but escapes and isn’t seen again. During Ragnarok, Jormungandr and Thor kill each other. Fenrir kills Odin, but is killed by Vidar. Hel leads her army of the dead to victory and destroys the realms. Sleipnir also perished during Ragnarok after being impaled. He died protecting his family. 

			  



			Hod and Eyvindr



			Sigyn’s brother Hod has been a friend to the family during the book, but falls prey to Loki’s bad schemes. While trying to get revenge for his children being thrown across the realms to die, Loki kills Baldur in front of a crowd of people and disappears. Hod is accused of the murder and immediately killed. Eyvindr grieves the loss of his lover, and distances himself from the family after the funeral. After Ragnarok, Hod and Baldur have somehow escaped Helheim and returned to Asgard.



			Magni, Modi, and Vidar 



			Along with Hod and Baldur, Magni, Modi, and Vidar are the godly survivors of Ragnarok. Magni and Modi are the sons of Thor, and Vidar is the son of Odin, and each has a deep love for Old Asgard.



			The other gods



			The gods not mentioned above were killed during Ragnarok, either in battle or during the aftermath. 

		

	
		
			Prologue

			
Loki

			


			Before

			


			“Screams. 

			Nothing but screams.

			They come for me every night.”

			


			— Ingrid, Volume 10

			


			Why was everything so fucking cold? 

			Someone shouldered me, sent me stumbling into someone else. There were so many bodies, all shambling forward. 

			Mindlessly, almost.

			I tried to see their faces but my vision wouldn’t focus, not the way it should have. Like I’d been asleep. The edges of everything were hazy. Dreamlike. Something caught my eye and I looked beside me. She—he? Once, maybe. Now they were barely more than a walking corpse, charred and flaking, the smell of cooking flesh in my nose. Frozen in place, I kept staring. 

			The flesh steamed. 

			How was this thing still moving? 

			I lost my balance and lurched forward into another faceless body, pain splintering out from my chest at the impact. I put my hand to the spot and it came away red, blood painting my fingertips. 

			A hole. A hole had been ripped in my body.

			Blood. The wound, my clothing, soaked in slowly drying blood. Not bleeding, not anymore.

			I blinked back the fog in my eyes, trying to move with the crowd, the unending sea of bodies. My vision was a little better, but I was no longer sure I wanted to see. The tide of people stretched as far forward as I could see, and just as far behind me. Thousands—maybe hundreds of thousands. Jotun, Human, Elf, Dwarf. 

			How did I get there? 

			I couldn’t remember. 

			How could anything have ended with so many walking corpses?

			A cry split the air from somewhere in front of me. The crowd was funnelling to the side, moving around an obstruction in the road. I pushed forward, hand clasped to the wound in my chest that didn’t bleed enough. Her face was familiar: auburn hair cascading over bloodied armour. Freya. She was trying to fight off a dozen black-armoured soldiers, chains lashed around her middle. A deep gash cut from one of her shoulders and across her chest in the shape of enormous claws. White bone peeked out from between the red. 

			I’d seen her die. The memory came back in a flash, burning like lightning. She’d gotten too close to Fenrir. And he’d killed her.

			If she was dead and all these people were walking pieces of meat, then— 

			Impossibly tall gates loomed open ahead of the crowd, towering above the shambling bodies passing through them, cold iron hinged on either side of a rock wall. They were too familiar. My insides were coiling, I knew them, I knew them—

			No. 

			Something pressed at the edges of my memory, something sharp and violent and I—

			I pushed forward, trying to get through the gates, to know, to get proof that it couldn’t be real. That I was making it all up. I had gone mad, finally truly mad. 

			Please, let me be out of my mind and not—

			The crowd followed the path down a winding stone slope on the side of the high cliff. Bursting out of the throng, I nearly stepped off the cliff edge in my hurry. 

			Below was a city, black and shadowy, sprawling out in the enormous cavern below. Thousands of people poured down the pathway towards it, towards the flickering fluorescent-blue lights that ran along the streets and in the windows of houses, taverns, market stalls. Everything wound toward one point, one sprawling building at the back of the city, carved into the walls, tall spires and looming arches of black stone lit by the flickers of pale green wildfire. 

			I knew this place. And I knew how I’d gotten there.

			I wanted to fall to my knees and weep. It was too much, too much—but the sea of bodies pushed me along, walk or be trampled. And so I flowed with them, following, but I wasn’t there, not really. 

			I remembered it all.

			And the horror of it was enough to shred everything that I was.

			Enough to tear my consciousness from me and send it hurtling to where I’d come from. 

			To the wound in my chest, the place where the knife had been. 

			The place where he’d stabbed me. 

			Where she’d pushed it deeper. 

			I remembered the realms on fire and bleeding and flooding, and everything that I had done. 

			I saw the moment the world went dim. 

			The glisten of her tears down her cheeks as I became nothing. 

			As the world faded away.

			I was dead. 

			They’d brought me to Helheim. 

			


		

	
		
			Chapter One



			Loki

			


			Later

			


			“They promised it would be easy to move on.”

			


			— Kóri, Volume 27

			


			“Just put the knife down. Please.”

			—couldn’t see, couldn’t think, breathing—chest hurt, metal against bone, flesh ripping— 

			the knife I—

			“Father, you’re safe. You were dreaming.”

			The voice. It pushed into my consciousness. Past the sea of bodies, the smell of burnt flesh, and the taste of blood. The blur in my vision slowly cleared, like hot breath on a cold window, fading. Narvi was standing in front of me, hand held out. My knuckles were white, a death grip on the knife. 

			Pointed at him.

			How? Where did I— 

			Blood, flashing, bone white, bruises— 

			No. Distract yourself. Think of other things. Butterflies. Warm stew. Soft beds and luxurious furs and goose down pillows. The smell of her hair. Count the flowers carved in the wooden wardrobe.

			Think of anything but the bodies.

			Breathe. Air in the useless lungs, air out of the useless lungs. 

			Slow down. 

			Slow. 

			The overwhelming panic abated, if only enough to tell friend from foe. Never enough to be fine.

			“Narvi.” I pulled in a long breath. Sleep still lingered at the edges of my good eye—the bad one was always a cloudy arrangement of lights and shadows, cutting off everything that was too far to the right—and the world seemed so abstract. But I was in my room. The dream was gone, back in the past where it belonged. Hiding just around the corner. Waiting for me to let my guard down again. 

			I relaxed my grip on the knife and fell back onto the mattress. “I’m sorry. It was the same. It’s always the same.”

			Narvi sat on the edge of the mattress and took the knife from my hand. “I know. It’s alright.” 

			His eyes were narrowed in concern. He looked so much like his mother when he did that. His brown eyes were hers and so was that deep frown he wore when things weren’t alright at all. Even down to the dark brown of his hair, though he had none of her curls.

			I tried to shake off the melancholy that that thought brought to the surface. It was bad enough he had to see me so broken apart; he didn’t need to know how much he made me miss his mother as well.

			My hand shook as I reached for the bedside table and grabbed the beaten wooden pipe. I lit the still-stuffed end with a snap of my fingers and took short puffs, willing it to burn. A long inhale. Hold. Exhale. Another inhale. Slowly, knowing the borrowed calm would soon creep over my body, I could start to truly breathe again. 

			I hated feeling so weak, so needy, especially in front of Narvi. My insides curdled, knowing he was there, looking at me, watching how little I was able to keep myself stitched together.

			Stitched together, what a joke. I peered down at the hole that was still carved into my chest, raw and open like it was every time the glamour wore off. The long, jagged, ugly slit that had opened me up and taken my life. Still burning and itching even though the blade was long gone. 

			Narvi was too quiet, staring at the faint fluorescent-blue lamplight reflecting on the surface of the knife in his hand. 

			“Did I wake you?” I couldn’t look him in the eyes.

			He shook his head. “I’ve been up since well before lights.”

			“Again? Narvi, you need to sleep sometime.” 

			“I’d rather not.” He slid a finger against the edge of the knife, then drew it away, looking at the thin slice in his skin that didn’t bleed. 

			The dead don’t bleed. 

			The dead don’t do anything. 

			I forced myself to get up and pull a tunic from the wardrobe. “Have you seen your sister yet?”

			“She’s already working at the table. I think she’s waiting for you.” 

			“Right.” I went to the mirror and tried to braid back the unruly mess of flame-red hair that hung over my shoulders. I was tempted to stop and stare, but I’d gotten good at tidying up without seeing the mess that I’d become. 

			I whispered a few runes, the mirror reflecting the seidr glamour that fell over me, returning me to the Loki I wanted to be. Snow-white skin, blood still pumping beneath, no melted-wax scars dripping down one side of my face. The cloudy cornea and scarred tissue of my blind right eye became black and white and emerald green, just like the other. No hole in my chest. 

			A Loki who was whole and unmarred by all this damnable suffering. But no matter how many glamours I hid myself under, no matter how many empty laughs I choked out, that Loki never really appeared. He was only skin-deep.

			“She’s not wrong, you know.” Narvi’s reflection stared up at me. “You need to start doing something more with your time. You’re just torturing yourself.”

			“You’re all overreacting.” I turned back to Narvi. “There’s nothing wrong with the way I spend my time.”

			“You stay confined to the palace and wander around the halls like you’re trying to haunt the place.”

			“I do not,” I huffed. “And if I did, it would be fitting, wouldn’t it? I am dead.” I slipped on my boots and opened the door to my chambers, gesturing for Narvi to leave. 

			“Just because you’re dead doesn’t mean you shouldn’t live a little. You need to do more than placate the things that haunt you with that pipe. Go out. Go to the tavern. Meet new people.”

			“Ah yes, then we introduce ourselves. ‘Oh yes, my name is Ullr, and you?’ ‘I’m Loki. I likely killed you and all your family.’ We’ll be best friends in no time.”

			Narvi let out a long, exasperated breath. 

			“Haven’t found an answer to that one, hmm? Me neither. And besides, I don’t see you taking your own valuable advice either.” 

			Narvi shot me a scowl. 

			The same old tune, the same old dance.

			We rounded the corner into the dining hall. Like everything in Helheim, the palace was made of grey-black stone. The walls were adorned with the tapestries of every god of Asgard, gifted to Hel by the Nornir themselves. Each portrayed the lifespan of a particular god, from birth until their demise. And that was what Hel had wanted them for: a collection of gods whose blood was on her hands. Ragnarok, her life’s glory on display. 

			Hel was sitting at the head of the table, paper and books sprawled out around her, picking at her breakfast as she worked. She was still in a long black silk nightgown, her black hair pulled back in a dishevelled bun, all of her face uncovered. Half of her was pale Jotun flesh, the other half blue and mottled and dead, bone peeking out from underneath. She was at once stunningly beautiful and absolutely chilling. More important, she was so dangerously clever. The daughter every father wished for.

			Hel looked up as we entered, her fierce emerald eyes catching my gaze. “Good morning.” 

			“Morning, dove. How are things in the realm today?” I pulled out a chair that kept her on my left, where I didn’t need to twist around to see her properly. I swept my hand out, pushing making room on the table for me to lean. There were books and parchment everywhere, almost as if she didn’t have at least one office to work in. 

			Funny how the most important women in my life kept themselves surrounded by stacks and stacks of books. 

			Looking back down, Hel scratched more notes onto her page. “There was an uprising of dwarves last night against a clan of humans, nothing the sentries couldn’t handle.” She paused, stared at her notes for a moment, then sighed and scratched them out. “But I need someone to double-check my accounting. Keeping these books balanced is an atrocity.”

			“You could pay someone to do that for you, you know.” I stole her cup of coffee and breathed in the deep, earthy smell of it. Eating or drinking anything with a barely functioning body was a recipe for a very messy day, but I never missed the chance to smell someone else’s coffee. It was almost enough to fool myself that it was working and that I’d soon be fully awake. 

			“If I paid someone, they’d still do it wrong.” Hel took a bite of honied bread and wiped her fingers on her nightgown, still not looking up. She was alive and most everything about her body worked the way it was supposed to, regardless of the visual imperfections. How I envied her ability just to eat. “Are you going out today?”

			I took a deep breath. “Wasn’t planning on it, no.”

			“But you’ll go to the gatekeeper, yes?”

			“Maybe.” I didn’t know why she bothered to ask. We all knew I would, like every day before this one. One disappointing trip back and forth.

			“Then if you’re going out, stay out. I don’t care what you do, but don’t you dare come back before dinner. Your lurking is scaring the staff.” 

			“Lurking. Really?”

			“Well—” Narvi cleared his throat. “—I did say that you kind of skulk around.”

			I took a long drink, glowering at my traitor son. “When did you two start teaming up against me?”

			“Always have been,” Hel said. 

			“I’m going to go up to the offices to work later.” Narvi was picking at a bread crust he’d never eat. “You could join me there when you’re back, if you want.”

			That finally got Hel to look up. “That’s not socializing. You’re each as bad as the other. I don’t care if you take up social knitting or even pottery but you need to make some fucking friends here. I—”

			I pushed my chair back, pushing the coffee toward her. “No, I think that’s a splendid idea. Off I go. Be back soon.” And I was out of the dining hall before anyone could force me into yet another horrific attempt at making friends.

			


			Helheim as a realm was largely a vast, dangerous, unexplored wilderness, but Helheim the city was bustling. I’d once heard a couple of the more modern corpses compare it to “New York but if it were Dee and Dee New York”; however, despite endless hours spent updating my languages, due to being trapped in a cavern for centuries I still had no clue what the fuck that meant. The city sprawled on for miles, humble homes tucked into blocks, some stacked on top of each other, market squares set up at convenient distances. Everything was made of stone; a distinct lack of forests down in the dark meant wood was at a premium. Bioluminescent plants crawled up the sides of everything, some allowed to grow wild and some expertly cultivated into shapes and patterns. And the closer you got to the wild edges of the city, the more construction you found.

			Hel had tried to prepare her city for Ragnarok as best she could, but who could possibly be ready for an influx of hundreds of thousands of souls? Any Jotun, Dwarf, or Elf that had died would’ve made its way down there, not to mention any of the humans in Asgard. Free from their mortal or post-mortal coils, they set up shop—some literally—in whatever corner they could etch out for themselves.

			But Hel didn’t subscribe to hierarchies, no. The same size house for everyone, the same net worth. In return, you provided a service befitting your skills and capabilities, to add to the growth of the city. She’d found something for everyone, it seemed. “Fucking communist,” someone had once screamed at her as she passed, and then I’d had to go to the archives and look that up too. 

			And Hel dared to ask me why I didn’t socialise. 

			By the time I’d trudged my way out of the city and up the cliff path to the gates of Helheim, I’d worked myself back into a relatively foul mood just thinking about…well, everything. It didn’t help that this place where I’d spend the rest of my eternity was also dark and dingy and didn’t mix well with my lack of depth perception. I spent every walk summoning and snuffing out wildfire to help me see because no amount of adjustment and adaptation since I’d lost part of my sight had stopped rocks on the ground from appearing out of nowhere to trip me up. Every time I stumbled or fell, it rubbed against my pride.

			A lot of things had rubbed against my pride in my life, and I was beginning to see how that was a problem. 

			Right inside the massive iron gates that separated Helheim from the rest of the realms was a table. Edvin, the gatekeeper and the head of New Soul Intake, was scratching runes into a book. He was sporting a wispy grey beard and a pair of spectacles propped on his nose. He was old, but he was sharp as an axe. And if we’re judging friendship by how often you visit someone, Edvin was my best fucking friend in the nine. 

			He looked up as I got closer. “Loki, how are you today? Any news in the palace?”

			I smiled and stuffed my hands into my trouser pockets. “They’ve kicked me out again, Edvin. Can you believe it? Their own father.” 

			“Well, all the better for me. No one else ever visits and I’d be terribly lonely if you didn’t stop by.” Edvin smiled and I couldn’t be sure what the message behind it was.

			I laughed. “You’re patronizing me, but I’m going to let it slide.” I looked up at the gates. “Nothing again?” 

			Edvin shook his head. “Not today. You know, if she were to arrive, I’d send word immediately. You can trust me.”

			“I know.” I shook the familiar disappointment from my shoulders. “What can I say? Sitting around doing nothing feels like I’m doing nothing.” 

			“Understandable.” 

			After Ragnarok, after I’d fought through the absolute, inescapable terror of being dead, I’d sat with Edvin for a week straight, waiting for them. If the realms had ended, they would come eventually. But they never did. It meant my family had to be alive somewhere. No other havens were left for our dead. But how anyone could’ve survived Ragnarok, I wasn’t sure. And then slowly a few more souls trickled in with stories of a new city, run by one of the old goddesses. 

			Edvin marked his page and closed the ledger before reaching below the table and coming back with a wooden box. “Time for a game, then?” 

			I smirked and pulled out the spare stool he’d started keeping under his table for me. “All I have is time.” 

			He pulled the box open from the centre, revealing a game board with black and white tiles and the variety of carved pieces that came with it. Chess, the newcomers called it. Edvin had learned from the dead before Ragnarok and had spent the last seven years attempting to teach me the intricacies of it. I didn’t feel as sharp or as quick as I’d once been, but every once in a while I managed to take a game off him. 

			“And what story do you have for me today, Silvertongue?” Edvin lined up the black pieces on his side of the board, one by one. 

			I followed suit with the white pieces and, when the board was ready, made the first move. “Have I told you about the time Thor had to wear a wedding dress?”

			Edvin moved his own piece. “You have. I’m in the mood for something closer to home.”

			There wasn’t a soul in Helheim I talked to about my family, save for Edvin and my children. It was no one else’s fucking business, something Hel and I had been disagreeing on for a long time. She even tried to get me to go to something called a “therapist.” He’d wanted me to share my feelings, tell him all about it. Except who in their right mind would have any sympathy for me? My pain was mine. I wasn’t about to go spilling my guts to someone who could never begin to imagine what I’d endured or the reasons I had for what I did. 

			I scratched my chin, moved a piece. “How about the time Sigyn flooded the kitchen?”

			Edvin pushed his glasses back up. “Ah, now that I’d like to hear.” 

			“The boys were still young. Váli was five, I think. Sigyn had been doing the dishes after breakfast and there was this gods-awful shriek from the other room. We rush in and Narvi’s hanging headfirst out the window, and Váli’s holding on to his leg to keep him from falling. So his mother grabs his other leg and I’m trying to pull him in, but he’s wriggling and screaming like someone had lit him on fire. Finally, we get him inside and eventually everyone stops crying. Must have been in there twenty minutes trying to sort out why Váli put his brother out a window—trying to sneak out for sweets, as it turned out—and when we head back to the kitchen, the floor is a sea of water. Sigyn had left the tap running. The only reason it stopped was because the barrel was dry. So Sigyn starts losing her mind again and the boys stop crying long enough to go splashing through the water, running circles around the kitchen in their sock feet. And all I can do is laugh because they’re such a sight. Sigyn is fuming, screaming, ‘Take this seriously, Loki! The floor will warp!’ So she whips up some seidr and manages to lure most of the water out the front door, and the boys and I are crawling around behind her with towels and furs and whatever else picks up water. And Sigyn comes back inside, takes one look at us, wet, on our hands and knees, and just sits down in a puddle and starts laughing.” I took a moment, smiling at the image of her in my head, that serious face melting into frustrated joy. “She was always beautiful, but especially when she was laughing.”

			Edvin nodded, lips pursed in a smile. “That’s a very good story. It reminds me of what’s most sacred.” We’d been playing as I told the story, and he slid the knight forward with a satisfied flick of the wrist. “Checkmate.”

			“Fuck. You just wanted to keep me talking so you’d win, hmm?”

			Edvin croaked a laugh. “Tell yourself what you need to, Trickster. Maybe you’re just not good at chess. I hear they play Catan at the Thillows every second week if you need a change of pace.”

			I swept up my useless king and all the other pieces and put them back in the pocket built into the board, my good mood souring again. “No thanks, old man.” 

			Depositing his own pieces, he snapped the board shut and looked at me intensely. “Loki, if I’ve told you this once, I’ve told you a thousand times. You’re going to need to forgive yourself before anyone else can.” 

			I glowered back. “I’m responsible for the near extinction of every species that’s ever existed in all nine realms, so tell me, how exactly do I do that?”

			Edvin actually laughed. “Do you think that your presence alone was the sole catalyst for Ragnarok? Or do you think it’s more likely the result of a million choices made by thousands of the most influential beings in the nine? Did you destroy the ecosystems on Midgard and start the Fimbulwinter? Did you attempt to enslave the Dwarves? Did you—”

			“We gave in to the prophecy! Angrboda and I made the children. That was us!” Tightness curled in my chest and it was pulling at my brain, badgering me with guilt and shame. The phantom smell of burnt flesh and smoke seared my nose again. “I wanted everyone to suffer with me and they did. I killed everyone and when the anger was gone, I—” Tears were welling in my eyes. “You have no idea how heavy that is. To think about each of them, one by one, and imagine their deaths. To see them in the streets and know it was me.”

			My hands were trembling. 

			“Loki.” Edvin stood and walked around the table. He motioned for me to get up, and I followed him to the edge of the cliff that overlooked the city. “Do you know how many of these people I’ve personally let in? Most of them. We have prisons for the scum in the city, but this is the last bastion of the dead in the nine. There are mothers down there who starved their children, leaders whose knowing neglect led to the avoidable deaths of thousands. I’ve let in people that I’d rather see thrown into a black abyss.” He turned to me. “Ragnarok was put into motion by choices made before you were born. You played a part, like all of us. Yours was bigger than most, granted, but you keep trying to take all the credit for it. They trapped you in a cave and it stopped nothing. Your absence made no difference. They removed you from the picture and made damning choices without you, over and over. Ragnarok came without you.”

			Part of me wanted to believe that. It would be convenient to throw away my responsibility and go back to a life of blissful, childish rebellion, but it wasn’t true. We did this. I did this. I gestured to the city. “And them? Do you think they feel that way? They’re dead and they blame me.”

			“What you did, you did out of pain. You avenged your family and yourself. I’ve heard of worse reasons.” Edvin pulled up the sleeve of his sweater, revealing a mottled, long-healed burn that ran from his wrist to his shoulder. 

			I’d never seen him without sleeves before, but it hadn’t occurred to me that he had something to hide. Though I suppose we all had something to hide, somewhere in us. 

			He ran his fingers down one of the lines of the burn until he came to his wrist. “There was no one to protect me from my father. Every child deserves someone who would kill for them.”

			The words caught in my throat. I couldn’t look up anymore, not at him or his burns. Something twisted in my chest, and it stole away anything I could say. Nothing made sense and I felt so much and so little. All these things in me like steel weights, pulling me down. 

			Edvin put his arm around my back and walked me back to the path. “Go home, Loki. Spend time with your family. Enjoy what you have and stop focusing on the past. I’ll see you again tomorrow, hmm?” 

			I nodded and started down the winding road to the city, trying to quiet the clamouring voices waging war in my head. 

			You killed them.

			They deserved it.

			Not all of them.

			It was worth it. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			
Sigyn

			
“It’s amazing how little you can live with… How you can scrape together a life from nothing but scraps and hope.”

			


			— Dýrfinna, Volume 5

			


			Lying beneath the rippling mix of jewel-tone and green leaves swaying among the branches, I was easily able to pretend that everything was as it always had been. That I was beneath Yggdrasil, enjoying the sunlight and the warmth, a book curled against my chest. The breeze would whip up the leaves, their soft rustle lulling me to sleep, and for a moment, I could breathe.  

			Only for a moment.

			I was not in Asgard. This tree was not Yggdrasil. And I was no longer the kind of girl who stretched out in the sunlight like a forest cat, relaxed and full of life. 

			There was a knot in my chest, curled around my heart like a fist. That was the case more often than not, and coming out to the Sister Tree was one of the few ways I had left to lessen the hold of it. If I stayed there, looking only at the sky, I could feign peace for a few moments before the urgency came rushing back. 

			Curled between two roots felt a little like being held. The branches of Yggdrasil that we had stolen and grafted onto the Sister Tree years ago were dotted with golden apples, waiting to be plucked. The Sister Tree never asked anything of me. It never needed me to sign documents, or make decisions, or save anyone’s life. It just was, and it let me just be. 

			I took a deep breath. 

			The tapestry of my future had shown me in a crown, ruling over a shining city. And I had done that. Together with half of the last beings in the realms, we had built Fólkheim, a place to begin a new kind of life. Somewhere I could be proud of. It was one of the best things I had ever done and would ever do…

			But I was also so desperately tired. 

			Tired of working endlessly, only to lose more ground than I’d gained. Tired of being woken in the night to deal with one crisis or another. Tired of Asgard and its new gods biting at our heels. 

			Tired of being responsible for the lives of so many. 

			Maybe Odin had been right all along. Maybe I wasn’t ready. Never had been.

			That thought came to me now and again, and it never ceased to curdle my stomach. It was a guilty thought, one that was bound up in emotion, not logic. 

			I pushed it away, because it was a dangerous thing to let take root in my heart. Too much rode on my ability to be headstrong, even in the moments when I needed to feign it. 

			I’d needed to feign it too often lately. 

			I reached into the pocket of my dress and found the scrap of paper I’d tucked there. It had arrived in the early morning. I unrolled it, looking one last time, as if I could change the contents by will.  

			


			Asgard is mobilizing. Getting ready for something. 

			


			I whispered a rune and destroyed the message with a spark of lavender wildfire so that no one else would see it. I couldn’t allow anyone to know who had written it. It was too obvious. One look at the thick paper and deep indents and they’d know. 

			Asgard was coming for us. 

			In the years since the realms had been remade, we had built Fólkheim in the hollow husk of Vanaheim, and Asgard had rebuilt upon its own grave. They had done the same thing we had, scouring the realms for anyone who would join them. But Asgard was set on being as strong and controlling as it once was, and gods were greedy. They’d learned well from their fathers how to take. Vidar had risen to take his father’s throne, so alike in spirit to Odin himself. Thor’s boys, Magni and Modi, were the face of Asgard, playing at diplomacy, asking for meetings that resulted in nothing, proposing treaties that always fell through. And Baldur. Hiding away in Asgard’s halls somewhere, too afraid to leave lest someone take his life again. 

			Swine, all of them. 

			Except Hod…

			The ghostly grip on my heart tightened, thinking of the one brother I still truly loved. Hod would know what to do, what to say, if only I could see him. He was there, in Asgard with the others, but free travel was a thing of the past and visiting Asgard was a dangerous affair. 

			If he wanted my company at all.    

			The thought burned me to the core. I had lost so much over the decades. In trying to earn respect from my family, I’d lost every one of them. I’d had my children stolen, my husband killed, my spirit crushed. And with all that, how exactly did I think I could protect an entire city? 

			There was one thing I could do…one last resort…but no. I couldn’t entertain that thought for more than a moment. It was more temptation than I could stomach.

			Tears streamed down my cheeks. Trying to be this version of myself was a foolish thing. I hadn’t been prepared for what leading a city asked of me. I was tired and scared and hollowed out. It was not how leaders were supposed to feel. I had never known my father to be anything but resolute and cocksure. He had never faltered, not where anyone could see him, and whatever mistakes he had made, he had made them with all the righteousness of a man who owned everything. 

			Maybe that was the problem. Maybe I thought too much and felt things too deeply to ever be truly effective. 

			Maybe. 

			A deep, groaning wail sounded from the distance, tearing me from my self-pity. I sat up, my eyes scanning the horizon. Fólkheim was a collection of ruined, mismatched buildings, constructed out of the broken rubble that had once been Vanaheim. White stone and marble had been glued together with clay and metal and cement, until we had a city that looked like it was made of broken pottery. The only thing that stuck out was the tall piece of machinery that the Modernists—what we’d taken to calling the more recent faction of Midgard’s dead—had called a crane. 

			The beastly moaning stopped a moment and began again, louder than before. Even from a distance, I could see the crane swaying left, then right, and left again. 

			It had been made from scraps of metal, welded together by the best smiths we had, but—

			The crane groaned and listed to the right, toppling down into the horizon with a deafening screech and mighty crash of debris. Dust rose into the sky.

			I bolted to my feet and ran, pins and needles bursting through my sleeping legs. My skirts were bunched up in my fists, any semblance of decorum gone. Soon I was off the grass of the Sister Tree’s small sanctuary and back on the stone and dirt paths of Fólkheim. I darted around anyone in my path, weaving through streets that would lead me to the crane. Some were running with me, as it should be; we’d built a city on a foundation of unity, and what better moment for unity than a disaster.

			Each street felt longer than the last. Vanaheim had been sprawling and vast, and its ruins were just the same. How many would be hurt? How many homes had we lost in our effort to be more efficient? How many lives would we lose this time? 

			As I got closer, the air became thicker. It was full of dust and debris, choking everyone in the street. I waved my hand in front of my face, trying to bat away the cloud. It was useless. The whisper of a few runes could clear the air but I couldn’t stop coughing long enough to speak them. 

			Someone screamed. I felt my way forward, my hands coming up against more people, against wood and metal as I fumbled towards the sound. I was getting closer, the screaming turning to desperate pleading. My eyes burned, tears trying to wash the grit from them.

			A harsh gust of wind picked up, whipping the dust away. I blinked, trying to cry the sand from my eyes. One of the völur was standing on a roof above us, hands out, her lips moving with silent runes, doing the exact thing I had been unable to. 

			The enormous crane had snapped in half and fallen into a row of our makeshift homes, shattering the roofs. There was blood in the streets and who knew what else in the wreckage.

			No one needed to be told to move. Jotun, Human, Elf, it didn’t matter. The uninjured were rushing forward to find the damage, rescue the weak, stabilize the homes. The scream rang out again and I followed it to the place where the crane had hit the ground. Lodged beneath it was a young Jotun girl, the metal crushing her ribs. 

			“Sigyn!” 

			I turned to see Hreidulfr running towards me, the engineer Alyssa on his heels. 

			“Help me get this up!” I grabbed one of the smoother edges of the crane and pulled. It was solid, but we had to get it up just enough to pull the girl out. I attempted to lift it. The weight of it made me tremble. A moment later, Hreidulfr had the other side, and the metal started to budge. 

			“Alyssa, can you pull her free?” 

			The engineer bent over the crying Jotun—Joanna, if I remembered right—looking for complications, then pulled her by the torso far enough to let us drop the crane again. It hit the ground with a thud and a groan that ran up the entire broken structure. 

			I fell to my knees beside the Jotun and pulled up her shirt. There was no external bleeding but her skin was purple. “Listen, I need you to breathe, alright?” I pushed her hair back from her eyes. “It’s going to be over very soon.”

			Alyssa dropped to the ground and took the girl’s hand, trying to give her something to hold on to.

			Palms above her torso, I began to whisper. I knew the runes by heart. Replenished in this new age, the realms offered up their energy willingly; it flowed through me, changing with the runes on my breath, and flowed into the girl’s skin. It travelled deep, and she cried out as something in her chest moved, her ribs stitching themselves back together. Slowly, the blood that had pooled under her skin lightened and faded, and the desperation in her voice died out into a muffled, traumatized sob. 

			She grabbed my hands, her face a mess of dust and relief. “Thank you, Goddess. You saved me.” 

			“Of course. You’re too precious to lose.” I squeezed her hands and turned to Hreidulfr. “Take her to the infirmary. She needs to rest.” 

			Hreidulfr and I helped her stand, and he offered her a piggyback ride, which she accepted with a tired smile. Once they were gone, I turned to Alyssa. 

			She was still kneeling in the dirt, staring at the wreckage. “I thought my design was perfect,” she said to no one in particular. “What went wrong?”

			I fell down next to her to catch my breath and steady my nerves. I stared up at the crane, an enormous patchwork of welded metals and rope. “The same thing that always goes wrong. We’re working with what we can get, not what we need.”

			“Someone might have died. Maybe someone is dying.” Her grey-blue eyes were glazed over, her fingers holding her sweeping golden-brown hair up at the back of her head, frozen in shock. A length of the bottom of her hair was an electric blue, a magical kind of hair that only the Modernists of Midgard ever had. She turned to me; I’d been staring too long. She had started to cry. “I can’t be responsible for someone’s death.”

			And that was one of the differences between the old guard and these Modernist humans who had died in the days of electricity and engines; most of the Modernists had never shed blood, while we were soaked in it. 

			I reached out and took her hands in mine. “The völur will help everyone who’s hurt. We’re going to find out what happened and make sure it doesn’t happen again. It’ll work better next time.” 

			Her breathing slowed and she nodded, lips quivering. Then her eyes caught something behind me. I turned to look.

			Váli was padding towards us, calm, but the muzzle of his grey wolf form was speckled with blood. He sat down beside us, his emerald eyes taking us in. His thoughts came to me, sliding into the back of my mind in the old familiar way. “It only hit three homes, so the casualties are minor. There were four people injured. They’ve been sent to the infirmary. It wasn’t as bad as it could have been.”

			“It’s under control then?” I looked over my shoulder at the people scrambling back and forth, pulling away debris. Something pulled at me, desperate to be in the moment with them, but knowing that very soon my work would be behind the scenes: rehousing the families, arranging repairs, and all the other dissatisfying administration a city required. 

			“As much as anything ever is,” Váli said.  

			“Alright.” I stood, pulling Alyssa up with me. I brushed uselessly at my dust-covered skirt. “I’m going to—” 

			Something caught my eye. 

			Tucked into a corner of the debris, barely noticeable from the street, was a leg protruding from the rubble. 

			I ran toward it, panic filling my mind. The house had collapsed and the mess of lumber and rock was piled on top of whoever was in there. A moment later, Alyssa, Váli, and a few others had joined me, trying to dig them out. It was achingly slow, each rock and beam revealing yet another obstacle in our paths until—

			Alyssa backed away and retched. 

			One look was enough to know that there was no saving him. 

			We had lost someone else. Someone too young, too innocent. Someone who was loved and needed and would never return to us. 

			Again. 

			Progress was a dirty, difficult thing, and more often than we wanted to think about, the cost of progress was blood.

			I knew this, and it didn’t stop the pain of it. 

			The rage built under my skin until I was forced to turn and walk away. Váli’s voice rose in my head, but I didn’t want to hear him. 

			“Find his family.” 

			It was all I could manage to say. 

			No words would change what had happened here. 

			We were piecing together a city out of spit and willpower, and it wasn’t enough. People were dying because we didn’t have the resources to help them thrive. Because we were making mistakes. What would happen when Asgard was on our doorstep? We already had nothing left to spare. A war would take too much from us. 

			That familiar idea bubbled up in the back of my mind. The one that I had kept secret all these years, because I knew that if I uttered it, if I made it real, I could never turn back. If I spoke the words, I wouldn’t be able to tell myself no anymore. Wouldn’t be able to let dead bodies lie. 

			I had come this far and let my loved ones keep their peace, but now Fólkheim needed help. There were no allies left. Not in the living realms. 

			But there were plenty in Helheim.

			


		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			
Sigyn

			


			“I wish...I wish I’d spent more time with the people I loved. So many were gone before I was, and it always seemed too soon. Life doesn’t always give second chances.”

			


			— Sigrún, Volume 13

			


			“We’re concerned for you is all.” Hreidulfr had perched on the edge of my bed, elbows on his knees, staring at the ground. “Almost no one has gone to Helheim alive, let alone come back. We don’t know what’s waiting for you.”

			My room was big enough for me, but it felt cramped with three others inside. Váli had laid himself out on the floor in front of my bed, his emerald wolf eyes watching me wherever I went, and Alyssa was leaning against the door. This room, these people, a little slice of the realms that belonged to me. Now every one of them was trying to keep me from doing what I’d planned.

			Just as I’d known they would. 

			“Hreidulfr’s right.” Alyssa pushed herself off the door and crossed her arms over her chest. “Are you sure it’s safe?” 

			“Nothing in the nine is safe.” I pulled a fresh pair of slightly frayed trousers from the wardrobe and set them aside. “We’re not safe. We don’t have any choice but to ask Helheim to face Asgard with us like they did at Ragnarok.”

			Alyssa rubbed her temples. “You haven’t spoken to them since their deaths. How can you know that they’ll agree to help?” 

			“I can’t.” I found a tunic and a warm shawl and put them next to the trousers. “But we’re not talking about strangers. Hel promised me Narvi was safe with her, and if he is, so is Loki. And Loki may be a lot of things, but he loves his family. I just need them to decide we’re worth mustering a small army for.”

			A growl rose in Váli’s throat. “Loki was insane before he died. He—”

			I slammed my hand down on my desk. The rage was so sudden, so unbidden it surprised me as well. “I know. I do. Who else should we turn to, Váli? The empty realm of Midgard? The collapsed caverns in Svartalfheim? The last of the Elves are here. The Jotnar are here. Half of the realms are here and the other half is in Asgard. Who. Would. You. Ask?” 

			Váli narrowed his eyes, but he didn’t answer. 

			I kept going. “I’ve been practising the seidr for months, in case it came to this. The völur taught me to shapeshift so I could be ready for this. And I’m going today. I told you about the latest message out of Asgard. If we wait any longer, they might appear on our doorstep before we can even sharpen our axes.”

			Hreidulfr shifted on the bed. “Ma’am, I don’t want to ask this, but how much of this has to do with what the city needs, and how much is about what you need?”

			He wasn’t wrong. I’d been able to keep up a decent facade when it came to outsiders, but the people close to me knew better. Between the nightmares, and the days they caught me staring out windows with tears on my face, I couldn’t hide it. I missed my son, and I missed whatever love was still left between Loki and me. I had been putting the needs of everyone else before mine, and now I was being given an excuse to have both. It seemed foolish not to take it. 

			Except.

			Going to Helheim and stepping foot in my stepdaughter’s halls meant facing their deaths in a way I hadn’t already, and I wasn’t sure if I would ever be ready for that. It would be real in a way that it hadn’t been before. Or, if I went there, as tired and threadbare as I was, would I have the strength to look my husband and my son in the eyes and leave again? Would I find myself rooted to the spot, reunited with the other half of my family, ready to let go of all this responsibility?

			I wasn’t sure.  

			Alyssa sighed and the hard exterior fell away. “You know I’m just worried about you, right?” 

			I flashed her a thankful smile. “I appreciate it, but it’s not needed. I’m not making a popular choice. I understand that. But I’m doing what must be done for the good of our people.”

			Váli’s voice hit my mind with a distinctive growl. “What’s good for the realms might not be good for you. You moved on, Mother. Why are you so determined to destroy that?”

			I turned and stared him in the eyes. My voice wavered as I pushed back the wave of emotion that threatened to crash into me. “There’s a difference between moving forward and moving on. I’ve been working to keep this city alive, but I have not moved on. How could I? There isn’t a day that I don’t wish your brother was alive, or that I could be with Loki the way I once was. I am trying, Váli. But do not mistake my functionality for peace.” 

			I stopped speaking, a tear rolling over my cheek, and the room grew quiet. No one could look at me. 

			“Fine.” Váli stretched and stood on his four paws. “Our opinion clearly doesn’t matter to you, so I’m going to get back to training the people who are actually going to be here fighting for their city. After all, we can’t all abandon it at once.” 

			His words should have burned, but I knew my son too well. That pain was his, and he had a habit of directing it outward to snap at the people he loved most. 

			I said nothing and waved to the door to let him know he was welcome to go work those feelings out somewhere else. 

			Váli got up and padded towards the door. But because it was closed, he was forced to stop and look up at Alyssa for help. 

			“Hard to storm out spitefully when you can’t use a doorknob, isn’t it?” I smirked. 

			Alyssa opened it, and as Váli left, I called after him, “Is there anything you want me to tell them?” 

			Váli stopped but didn’t turn around. It was a long moment before the words crept into the back of my mind, tinged with regret and bitterness. “You already know what to say.” 

			And then he left. 

			Hreidulfr stood. “I suppose I should be a good partner and go after him.” He came over and wrapped his enormous arms around me. “Be safe, ma’am. We’d be in a bad way without you.” He patted me on the shoulder and left, closing the door behind him. 

			I let out a breath. I’d hoped they’d have come around by now, but I understood their reasons. There was so much emotion caught up in all of this, and it didn’t take divination to know what Váli was thinking. 

			That his brother would hate him.

			That his father would disappoint him.

			That he was going to lose me too.

			The conflict must have shown on my face. Alyssa put her hand on my shoulder and directed me to the bed. I followed her instinctively. As she settled in against the pillows and pulled me into her arms, my thoughts shifted to the calm she always brought to me. 

			“You’re not alright, are you?” Alyssa said into my hair.

			“And how can you tell that?” I breathed her in, the scent of dust, sweat, and metal on her skin. “You’re not allowed to use your Midgard psychology on me.” 

			She laughed and the sound brightened my mood just a little. “I don’t need psychology to understand why you’d be in pain right now.” 

			I sighed. “Why is it that you can hear me in ways that no one else can?” 

			Alyssa ruffled my hair. “Because I’m your very best friend and that’s different from being someone’s family. Children don’t always understand that their parents suffer as well. Our relationship isn’t built on a long history of temper tantrums and timeouts.”

			I nodded and let the sentiment linger in the air, saying nothing. It was good to have a friend who could focus on me, whom I didn’t need to be strong for. Lying in her arms was another of the few escapes I had. Warmth bubbled in my chest as we laid there, at peace with each other, until I had to quell it with rationality. 

			She was a wonderful person. An amazing confidante. The best friend a person could ask for. 

			Anything more than that was a lie. I was on a path, and I’d chosen other things, other people. 

			It couldn’t be anything more than friendship. 

			It couldn’t be. 

			I needed a distraction. 

			“Tell me something new,” I said, curling my head into the crook of her arm and closing my eyes. “Before I have to go.” 

			“More psychology, I presume?” Alyssa pushed a lock of hair back from my forehead, one of her small, kind gestures that I had to force myself to ignore.  

			“Since we happen to be on the subject,” I said. It was a topic I loved learning about, because it seemed to me like the closest anyone in Midgard had ever really gotten to true magic. 

			“Alright.” She paused for a moment, thinking, then her finger started to turn slow circles on my shoulder. “Many psychologists thought most things wrong with the adult mind could be traced back to something that happened to them as children. If an adult woman was afraid of dogs but didn’t know why, it was possible she was attacked by a dog in her childhood, even if she couldn’t remember it.”

			I opened my eyes and looked up at her. “Really?”

			“Absolutely. But not just fears. Anger, hope, sadness, courage. The things we become stem from the things we’ve been taught. A mother teaches her son to fear the world, he grows up to fear the world. A father teaches his daughter that she’s worth nothing…” Alyssa trailed off, realizing too late what she’d said.

			“She becomes nothing.”  

			“She thinks she’ll become nothing.” Alyssa stole her arm back and leaned on her elbow, suddenly very serious. “Knowing what we’ve been taught is the key to unlearning it. You’re not nothing. Your husband taught you that, and the rest of us will help you remember it.” 

			“And is that part of psychology too? Unlearning?” 

			Alyssa smiled. “It’s the very best part. The whole world opens up to us when we decide for ourselves what’s worth keeping and what no longer serves us.” She gave me a long look. “Are you ready to go now? You’ve got a long way to travel.”

			I nodded, reluctant to move away from her comfort and go back out into the harsh reality of things. In here, curled up with Alyssa, it was warm and soft and loving. A refuge from everything else. Seeing Loki again would be hard, complicated work. With her, I didn’t need to worry if seven years had driven a wedge between us, or if I was crossing the realms for nothing, or if she harboured some secret resentment for me. Staying with Alyssa was safe. 

			Everything outside was raw and scathing. 

			She pulled me out of bed and kept me company as I changed into friendlier clothes for travelling. She talked about someone named Freud and someone else named Edipus-with-an-O and laughed when I expressed my disgust on the subject of sleeping with your relatives. 

			“The gods of Greece might disagree,” she said.

			Alyssa walked me out of my room and into the cavernous hallway. Vanaheim had been built against a cliff, and as part of its defences, all of the city’s offices of power were inside the cliffs themselves. In the event of an attack, it would house the people in our city that couldn’t fight, but it also served more practical, day-to-day purposes. Its rooms served as council chambers, planning centres, an archive, and dozens of personal bedchambers. Hallways and rooms had been carved out of stone and lit with seidr brasiers that illuminated stunning paintings. Ragnarok had left waterlines along the stone, destroying some of the paintings below, while the tops remained intact, but it was beautiful in its own way. Impermanent and flawed.

			I had to find beauty in it where I could. I’d forced myself to. It had taken six months for me to start sleeping in my own bed inside the cliffs instead of whichever uninhabited home I could find. I’d had to learn how to step foot inside without seeing Loki tied to a rock. 

			We stepped out of the corridors and into the bright sunshine. A pair of waterfalls roared on either side of the entrance, pooling into the basins below before they snaked through the waterways around the streets. For all the things we lacked, fresh water was not one of them, and it had been one of the key reasons we’d chosen Old Vanaheim for our Fólkheim. 

			Ahead of us was a city square, the ground paved with grey stones. Citizens moved this way and that, most of them in a hurry, on their way somewhere. No one stopped to pay us any mind as we walked halfway across the square and stopped.  

			“All set?” Alyssa took my hand and squeezed it. My chest was tight, but I couldn’t help but smile. She was always making me smile.

			“Take care of them while I’m gone?” I spared a look around the open square, taking it in. I’d only be gone a few days, but with the way my life had gone, every farewell felt like goodbye. 

			“Of course I will. Now go before you get cold feet.” Alyssa gave me a hug, and for a moment everything smelled like the raspberry-scented oil she’d made for her hair. 

			I let her go and took a deep breath. I’d spent months learning to do what Loki had always so easily done. It had been gruelling, painful work to learn how to become something else. Even now, knowing how important it was, how much my city needed me to do this, I dreaded it. 

			Drawing up the energy, I focused on the runes running off my tongue. They were familiar now. Practised. And as the seidr took hold, I felt it in every muscle, every bone in my body. The twisting, grinding, painful mess of it. The shape of me changing, bending, becoming something else. 

			And with a searing pop of light, the world became so much bigger. The discomfort faded, and I looked up. Above me was Alyssa, waving down from so high above my little self. The world from the eyes of a falcon. 

			I stretched my new wings and took flight. I climbed up, wings flapping, trying to keep the right pace until I was looking down over the city in a way few ever would. Below, Alyssa watched me as I circled. And then I veered towards the south. Towards Helheim.

			Towards Loki.  
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