
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Monster Ridge

Meri Benson

Marie Sinadjan 

Published by: Meri Benson & Marie Sinadjan

Cover Art & Design: Dan Michael Sinadjan

Copyright © 2023 by Meri Benson & Marie Sinadjan

All Rights Reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the authors, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Dedication

––––––––

[image: ]


For Theo, 

our little angel

Authors’ Note

Welcome back to The Prophecies of Ragnarok universe!

We’re very happy and excited for you to once again join Victor and Silje in their adventures, and to share with you more of their world’s history and lore. This time we prepared a pronunciation guide and some family trees for your reference, which can be found at the back of this book.

If you’re interested to learn even more and be privy to some juicy secrets, do join us on social media or subscribe to our newsletters. We’ll be releasing exclusive short stories and other fun stuff in the coming months, and you wouldn’t want to miss out!

Checkout Marie’s Linktree for Socials and her Newsletter to keep update date with her!

Check out Meri’s Linktree for Socials and her Newsletter to keep update date with her!

As with Hotel Fen, we worked with a writing playlist, but we also have original music now too! More will be coming as this is only the beginning and Marie actually has full-length albums planned for each book in the series. (Okay, and maybe a musical.)

With that, we would like to thank our families for their wholehearted support, most especially our mothers Dorothy and Lina, our forever first readers and editors, and Marie’s husband, Manuel. Thank you to Marie’s brother, Michael, for the amazing cover art, the Canva Pro sponsorship, and for producing our original songs. Huge thanks to our betareaders Amber, Fi, S.M.F., Sy, Mary Jane Comillas, Trixie Calinawan, Joie Belasoto, Gee, and Jay for the invaluable feedback and the continued encouragement; we’re glad you’ve fallen in love with this series as much as we have. Thanks as well to our writing buddies who let us workshop our characters with theirs. And a special thank you to Simone Skov Petersen for composing this universe’s version of the Ragnarok prophecy — the rest of which will be unveiled in the final book of the trilogy.

Most of all, we would like to thank you, dear reader, for giving us a chance to tell this story. We hope you have fun with the gang, and see you in book 3!
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- Meri and Marie
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PROLOGUE

[image: ]




Iceland



Two white-furred goats trotted out of the tiny houses set into the cliffside. At first they appeared as just miniature-sized, but after one deep inhale of the frigid Icelandic air, Tanngrisnir sneezed, and they both expanded into their normal, four-legged sized forms.

Tanngnjostr bleated in annoyance. No sooner had he finished vocalizing when the álfhól behind them shook, and a large man barreled out of the house’s front door. Like the goats, he’d been scaled down too, but by the time he crashed into them, he’d nearly grown to his full height. All three of them tumbled down the hill, akin to that one Midgardian nursery rhyme, though none broke his crown.

At the bottom, a group of tourists were busy holding up their phones and cameras to the sky as the colors above danced gleefully for them.

“Heil!” Thor’s voice boomed in greeting. The strangers, enamored by the Northern Lights, jumped in surprise, then hurriedly backed away from the burly redhead in old Viking leather. He glanced up at the spectacle and ignored the strangers, his eyebrows furrowing in displeasure, before he hauled himself back to his feet.

He turned to the goats, his pleasantness gone. “You said the Bifrost was not functional?”

The goats bleated. Or were they laughing?

Thor’s face turned as red as his hair and beard. He pulled Mjölnir off his belt, waving it threateningly at his companions. An eight-foot-tall, angry god with a weapon in hand was no laughing matter, yet the goats he killed regularly for supper seemed to be used to his fits.

“Speak!”

The ground trembled at his command. Even the elf house at the peak of the hill shook, its little door slamming shut.

The goats’ bodies jerked like they were having a seizure. Then they froze in place, bleated in harmony, and, with a pop, became two-legged instead of four. They still had the heads and horns of goats, but the rest of their bodies were human, albeit covered by goat hair.

The goats stood up in unison and brushed off grass and dirt from their dark pinstripe suits. They were nearly identical, except for two things: Tanngrisnir’s tie was red, and he had a gap between his front teeth when he grinned. Tanngnjostr‌ had the nervous habit of grinding his teeth, and his tie was blue.

“M-My l-lord,” Blue stuttered, bowing awkwardly. “It w-was.”

Thor gestured at the sky with his hammer. “What does that look like to you?”

“The... sky...?”

It was, indeed, the sky. It was late in the night, around midnight by Midgardian clocks. The aurorae danced with a vengeance. They painted the sky not just with their usual green tones, but also with reds and pinks and blues and purples. The Allfather, it seemed, had dispatched even more of his forces across the Worlds.

Red feigned shock, goat-gasping and putting a hand to his mouth. It was an expression they’d seen on him far too many times before, and he was always certain he was convincing. “Oh, hey, it’s the Bifrost! Looks like it’s fine now.” He mock-frowned at Thor. “I guess we should have waited. That’s probably Tyr now. Hi, Tyr!”

Thor seized him by the neck with a roar, lifting him up a few feet from the ground. Red laughed nervously. “H-Hey, Big T, it’s not dinnertime yet, is it?”

“Well, what do you know? I think I’m hungry.” The glint in the Aesir’s blue eyes was dark and dangerous.

“M-My l-lord,” Blue interrupted, though he’d already stepped back a few feet, keen to avoid Thor’s wrath. “P-Perhaps we should s-settle t-this at s-some other p-place and t-time.” He made an awkward motion with his head, tilting it this way and that. When neither of his companions showed comprehension, he cried out, “T-The m-mortals, s-sir!”

Thor turned to look behind him. His eyebrows furrowed until they were nearly one. Several of the Midgardians had returned and surrounded them, holding up their phones. He could not comprehend what they wanted him to do with them.

“I think you should wave,” Red, still trapped in Thor’s iron grip, said as he waved.
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CHAPTER 01
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New York City



If not for a family obligation, Victor wouldn’t have put himself back in a hotel. The memories of another were still fresh in his mind.

Slim fingers brushed along the small line of scar tissue on his stomach as Silje rested her cheek against his shoulder. “Yours look like it’s years old already.”

His hand settled over her fingers, flattening them against his skin. He offered her reflection a gentle smile. “I’ve been trying to speed up their healing with runes.”

Her expression closed up, as it often did whenever one of them accidentally referenced what happened in Hotel Fen nearly a month ago. He’d gathered that she was trying to forget what had transpired, and he didn’t blame her for wanting to forget. So did he.

While Victor had come to terms with the fact that the Norse gods and the other creatures from those myths were real, it was harder to accept that he was one of them, even if he grew up with an uncanny interest in mythology and history. Some days he still couldn’t quite believe that he was the reincarnation of Vidar, the son of Odin prophesied to slay the Great Wolf at Ragnarok, which was the Norse pantheon’s version of the apocalypse.

It hadn’t been fun to be lured into a hotel under the guise of a vacation and then nearly killed by Vidar’s archenemy, Fenris. As much as Victor was grateful for their reconnection, things got a whole lot worse when Silje turned out to be the present incarnation of Sigridr, Vidar’s mortal lover. The flashes of their shared past now refused to leave him in peace, only growing stronger and more frequent over time.

Victor was certain Odin wanted him back in Asgard to fight in the war that was to come. And Silje, well. He was pretty sure the Allfather wanted her dead.

Silje pulled back a little, fingers slipping through his to let him go. “You need to finish getting dressed.”

Turning, he caught her hand again and drew her close. He guided her arm around his neck. “I just need a shirt,” he protested with a chuckle.

“Undershirt, dress shirt, coat. And a tie.”

His hand rested on her side, over the scars hidden beneath her dress. Before too long, his thumb glided along the fabric, tracing a pointy capital B. Berkanan.

Warm energy flowed from his hand. She stiffened, then exhaled softly and closed her eyes. “You didn’t have to do that.”

He rested his forehead against hers. “I know.” But he wanted to. She’d been out of the hospital for a while now, but she hadn’t completely recovered. She didn’t have the natural ability to heal herself, unlike him, a reincarnated Norse god whose powers had only been dormant. He’d been working hard to regain his knowledge of the runes while she’d been confined, and Freya, the Vanir goddess and runemistress, had even appeared to lend him a hand. Healing had been the one he’d pushed to relearn the fastest.

“Keep getting distracted and we’re going to be late.” Silje pressed a gentle kiss to his cheek. He felt her smile against his skin.

“Sorry. Just... thinking about how far we’ve come.” And what they had to overcome. It hadn’t been easy for them, both in this life and the last. He still had nightmares of her dying in his arms. His subconscious, alas, had the uncanny ability to recreate that scene in so many ways. “And you look beautiful. It’s distracting.”

“Mrrroof.” 

They both turned to look at the fluffy black cat draped across the middle of their queen-sized bed. Even though she’d called their attention to her, Ada’s golden eyes quickly returned to the television as if nothing happened, just in time for the movie she’d been watching to come back from commercial.

“Something tells me she’s going to demand to attend the wedding.”

“Well, you can’t just leave her in the room alone!” The words came before the adjoining door even opened and Ivaldi, their dwarven friend and personal stylist, rushed inside without so much as a knock. He gave Silje’s outfit a once over, nodding in satisfaction at how seamlessly her dress concealed the armor beneath. “You almost can’t tell. I do good work.”

“They definitely won’t know,” Victor agreed. His own armor shirt lay on the bed next to Ada, waiting to be put on. He’d insisted on taking some precautions despite an otherwise normal family event.

Silje nudged him over to the bed. “Why don’t you finish getting dressed so we can get going? You can’t be late to your sister’s wedding.”

The armor shirt hugged him like a second skin, soothing some of the anxiety he hadn’t really been able to shake. He then picked up the blue button-down shirt and shrugged into it. He only finished with the first button before Silje moved over to do the rest for him. Over the left side, where a pocket was normally located, rested a small red S.

Silje’s fingers smoothed over the superhero symbol. Each member of the wedding party represented a different character. “Here I thought Ivaldi was pop culture royalty.”

“It happens when your parents are comic book nerds. And you still haven’t met Jo.” He grabbed the suit coat off the back of the desk chair and slipped it on. Offering Silje his arm, he flashed her a smile. “Shall we?”

They waited for Ivaldi to scoop Ada up and turn off the TV before they all headed out. However, both Victor and Silje stopped a good three meters away from the elevator doors, eyeing them suspiciously.

Ivaldi had no such concerns, pressing the buttons multiple times while humming a song.

“Maybe we should take the stairs,” Silje suggested.

“In those?” the dwarf asked incredulously, crouching to peer at her footwear. He was pleased that she was wearing stilettos.

She started taking her shoes off. “I can do stairs.”

Victor gently caught her hand, stopping her. “We won’t ever get over it if we don’t try.” He didn’t want to deal with the elevators either, but they couldn’t cower in fear forever. “And we’ll be together. All of us.”

She laced their fingers and squeezed his hand tightly. After a moment and a deep breath, she nodded. “Okay. Together.”

Ada huffed and leapt onto Victor’s shoulder with a fluid grace that was uncanny even for a cat. She head-butted his ear, which he interpreted as her way of showing support. He reached up to scritch her gently.

The elevator welcomed them with little fanfare. They filed in slowly, Victor taking a moment to sweep a glance around the interior to locate the call button and a viable way out. Just in case.

When he moved like he wanted to take Silje’s hand, Ada slipped off his shoulder, leaving him no choice but to catch her with both hands. So he offered Silje his elbow to hold on to instead, and she gave him a small, strained smile in thanks.

“Wanna hear a joke about pizza?”

Victor groaned. “We’re not doing pizza puns, Ivaldi.”

Their friend was probably only trying to lighten up the mood, especially with this elevator taking its time with the descent to the lobby. The trip felt long enough that Ada was practically unmoving in Victor’s arms, all of them feeling the tension from their prior hotel stay.

Silje laughed nervously. “Ja, why not?”

“Never mind.” Ivaldi pretended to pout. “It’s too cheesy.”

Victor groaned at the punchline, but Silje’s musical laugh was loud enough to fill the elevator car. Encouraged by their reactions, Ivaldi looked up at them, which was not an easy feat since they were both so much taller. “Do you know why your sister should have invited the mushroom to the wedding reception?”

“I don’t know. Why should she have?” Victor shot a questioning glance at Silje, but she only shook her head in response.

The dwarf waited a beat, then grinned. “Because he’s such a fungi.”

Another bubble of laughter escaped Silje, and even Victor couldn’t help chuckling. Before they knew it, they’d arrived at the lobby.

Silje stepped off the elevator first. Victor didn't linger either, stepping onto the lobby’s marble floor immediately after her. With a happy purr, Ada leapt from his arms and stretched, then without waiting for her companions, she bounded off towards the gathering crowd.

They were about halfway through the lobby when they heard the loud call for Victor’s attention.

"Victor Ingrid Elysan!"

Oh, gods. Victor winced, recognizing the voice, and he turned to Silje for a preemptive apology. “So, uh, remember what I told you about Jo—”

That was all the time he got before a tall redhead wearing a near-identical bridesmaid gown to Silje rammed into him with the full force of a football player tackling the enemy. Her hair had been artfully done up with some braiding so it looked like a crown around her head, with a few tendrils left to frame her face and blue eyes. Currently those blue eyes shone with excitement and mischief as she kept him pinned to the ground and her dress had started to ride up long legs a little. "V!"

He stared up at the ceiling of the lobby, winded. “Jo.”

It should be uncomfortably inappropriate and weird for someone who wasn’t his girlfriend to be straddling him on the carpet, but all he could do was sigh, already used to being greeted like this when she was feeling a certain kind of way. He couldn’t even find it in him to push her away with her so upset and practically near tears.

"Why did you never call me? You told me you'd call when you arrived!"

“Jo, I’m sorry. I should have called sooner. But I have a girlfriend now. Let me up.”

Only then did it seem to sink in with the newcomer that he wasn’t alone, and she glanced up at Silje and Ivaldi with a sheepish smile. She hastily rolled (yes, rolled) off him and back up to her feet, brushing off dirt and dust from her dress. “Sorry, love.” Her British accent remained clear despite her many years in America. “I told him not to be daft. A radio contest, really? His luck has always been terrible, you know? He could’ve been drugged or kidnapped or sacrificed in some bloody ritual—”

The cat, who had returned to their group, the dwarf and the valkyrie stared at her with wide eyes.

“—but he was just on Tinder and never told me.” She sniffed. “I mean, look at you.” She gestured at Silje. “You’re hot. I would fly to Norway for you.”

“I wasn’t on—” Victor protested, but in the end he just sighed. “Jo, don’t be creepy.”

“Oh no I’m not.”

“Oh yes you are.”

She laughed. “Sorry, where are my manners? Jolene Bronwyn. Before you ask, yeah, Mum named me after that song.” She started humming the song in question, mostly in the wrong key.

“Silje Storstrand.” Silje’s smile was strained, though shook Jolene’s hand all the same. “It’s nice to meet you. Victor mentioned you a little.”

Brushing his own clothes off, Victor flashed Silje an apologetic smile. He moved to her side and settled an arm around her waist gently. “That’s Ada.” He nodded at the black fluff of fur that eyed Jolene with sharp golden eyes. “She can be a little slow to warm up to people.” Then he tilted his head toward the last member of their ragtag group of friends. “And that’s Ivaldi.”

Jolene had nothing but smiles and friendly greetings as he introduced her to everyone. Though in the end, she arched a well-manicured red brow at him. “Brought backup today, I see. Smart. You’ll need it.” She leaned in and whispered, “Pretty sure your dad’s girlfriend is getting ready to unleash a new sibling for you.”

He blinked, caught off-guard by the information. If that were true, his mother would sure be in a mood even if she tried to hide it for her baby girl. He groaned. “How did you find that out?”

The redhead shrugged. “She wears tight-fitting dresses. Can’t really miss the baby pouch.” She shook her head. “You really have been completely off the grid while in Norway, haven’t you?”

Jolene led the way to the hotel garden, where the wedding was taking place. Victor hadn’t exactly told his sister that he’d be coming with a plus three, or that one of them was furred. But Victoria also loved his cats, and Ivaldi had charmed everyone he’d met so far. His sister hopefully wouldn’t mind, so long as they behaved.

Just when he was relieved that his best friend had finally stopped talking, her back straightened, and she gasped before spinning back around. “Does that mean you don’t know about the prequel we’re getting? Do I get to watch your face when you sit down and watch the trailers?”

“Trailers for what? What prequel?” He huffed when Jolene only grinned and slipped through the doors and into the crowd of people already waiting for the wedding to start. “Jo!”
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CHAPTER 02

[image: ]




New York City



The ceremony went without a hitch. His sister had been smart enough to keep their parents seated separately, leaving their mother on one side of the aisle with the groom’s parents, and their father on the other.

Even with it being his sister’s wedding, however, Victor couldn’t help watching Silje during the vows. It had only been weeks since they’d met in the hotel, but they’d talked a lot while she was healing in the hospital and had grown close of their own accord. Their shared past might have sped things up a bit, but he was certain, at least, that his feelings for her now were true.

The cheering pulled him out of his head, and he clapped along with everyone else. The wedding party made their way back down the aisle, groomsmen and bridesmaids pairing off as they headed toward the reception set up on the other side of some hedges. He and Silje moved through the crowd together, occasionally stopped by a relative or a family friend, and he was all too happy to introduce her as his girlfriend.

Ivaldi was already in the reception area, chatting with Jolene. Ada sat next to the dwarf, her tail swishing slowly like their conversation aggravated her. She perked up a little when Victor arrived, giving a trill before launching herself on his shoulder. She stretched herself along his shoulders and behind his neck. How she stayed comfortably balanced, he had no idea.

“So who’s your girlfriend again?” Jolene looked teasingly at the cat.

Ada purred softly, almost as if she understood and agreed with what she’d just been called. Victor chuckled, lightly scratching the back of her ear. “What can I say? I’m lucky to have them both. And how Silje puts up with my love of pets. Though if we ever find a unicorn, I’ll have to learn to be patient with her pets, too.”

Silje jabbed a finger into his side. “A real unicorn.” Not the small stuffed one that currently sat on the bed of their hotel room. One of the first things he’d done when he’d finally been able to bring himself to leave her side at the hospital was to make his way to the gift shop on the first floor. In the shop, he’d found a unicorn plush, and it hadn’t left her side since.

“Don’t challenge him. He’ll find you a living unicorn if it’s the last thing he does, and you might have to marry him on the spot.” Giggling, Jolene pushed herself up from her seat. “I’m going to get a drink. You guys want anything?”

Silje shook her head, a soft blush tinting her cheeks. “I’m alright, thank you.”

The breeze tugged at her hair. Victor tucked the stray bit behind her ear. “I’m good. Thanks, Jo.”

Ivaldi decided he wanted a drink too, leaving Victor alone with Silje. As much as one could be alone at a large function with a cat using you as a perch, anyway.

He glanced at his parents, who were both determined to stay as far away from one other without earning the ire of their daughter, and he couldn’t help heaving a sigh. He’d long been aware that their relationship was falling apart, but it hadn’t bothered him — he knew far too many people whose parents or who themselves were divorced — until he’d spent time with Mr. and Mrs. Storstrand. Silje’s mother, who he learned was Filipino, was exceptionally hospitable, while her Norwegian father was a cheerful, easygoing man, and they adored one another in a way that seemed only to exist in movies.

Silje squeezed his hand. “Hei. You okay?”

He turned to look at her, giving her a small smile. “Yeah.” His fingers toyed gently with hers and he thought, idly, that she needed a ring. “Just thinking.”

“Do you think your parents...” she trailed off, biting her lower lip.

“Of course.” He squeezed her hand back. “What’s not to love about you? They’re just...” He sighed again. “They’re not like your mom and dad.”

She smiled, but there was something distinctly sad about it. “I also meant—”

He felt dread settle in the pit of his stomach, realizing what her expression meant. “I know,” he interrupted. “But we don’t have to worry about them anymore.” He tried to sound confident and certain, but he couldn’t quite muster the bravado. Who was he kidding? They were fully armed, though tastefully, at his little sister’s wedding.

Part of him wondered if it was over. No one had come after them. But the careful side of him refused to believe it.

“We have each other,” she reminded him.

“We do. And I’m not letting you go.”

The patch of sunshine they’d been standing in suddenly darkened. Both glanced up at the dark clouds that blew in quickly. With no warning, apart from a powerful gust of wind that sent a lot of napkins off the table and into the air, the sky opened. Rain poured down on them, to the surprise and anguish of the family and their guests.

People rushed inside, a few of the groomsmen holding the doors for them. Through a different set of doors, the hotel staff brought the wedding cake inside, out of the rain.

Victor glanced up at the sky, worry etching into his features a little more. His heart sank when he saw the first flash of lightning.

He looked around for Silje, who’d somehow gotten separated from him.

Another flash of lightning, this one brighter, lit up the clouds above him. He counted slowly, remembering those nights as a kid when he sat in bed waiting out a storm.

One Mississippi.

Two Mississippi.

Three Mississ—

A loud crack of thunder echoed around him, shaking the ground beneath his feet. Heart pounding, he let the last of the crowd carry him into the building.

Without a word, he walked over to the bridesmaids huddling by the restrooms. Putting an arm around Silje’s waist, he gently steered her away from the group.

“Victor, what—”

“We have to go.” His blue eyes seemed to glow a little brighter under the dim lights of the hotel’s interior. They also shone with panic. “Where are Ada and Ivaldi?”

She extracted herself from his grasp, moving to block his path, and put her hands on his chest to stop him. “Hei.” She peered up at his face worriedly. “Victor, look at me. What’s going on?”

Thunder rumbled ominously, and it cracked loudly enough that one bridesmaid jumped in surprise.

“That.”

It took a moment, but realization struck her soon enough. “Oh.”

He wished they didn’t know why any of his godly brothers would come for them, but Hotel Fen had unceremoniously reacquainted them with their past. 

“Vee!” His sister strode into view, lifting her skirts as she hurried to catch up with them. She was wearing knee-high boots that Ivaldi would’ve appreciated. She’d dyed her hair red, and her nails were painted black and yellow. Her dress was still the delicate white everyone expected for a wedding but, on brand with the superhero theme, she wore a gold bat symbol necklace that rested just above the sweetheart neckline of the dress. The piece was her something borrowed, loaned to her by Jolene. “Where are you going? You still owe me a toast!”

He was about to make some excuse when he noticed how close to tears she was. He couldn’t blame her. The wedding had turned into a disaster in a few minutes. But he also couldn’t stick around in the face of a graver threat. “Sis, I...”

Silje put a hand on his arm and smiled at his sister. “Sorry, I was feeling a little light-headed. But I’m okay now. Just a little jetlagged.” She had to be doing one of those tricks she did with her elderly patients, because Victoria’s mood visibly improved. “Of course he’ll give his speech. He rehearsed for the entire duration of our flight from Oslo, and I can’t let those sleepless hours go to waste.”

Victoria laughed. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry. It’s probably already bad enough that he talks in his sleep.”

“I do not—”

And just like that, Silje’s laughter lit up the hall. “Nah, it’s fine. His Old Norse accent is sexy.”

“Hey, I don’t talk in my sleep.”

Silje smiled and nudged him to walk toward the ballroom with a gentle squeeze of his arm. “Maybe it was a past life.” She winked at him. “I’ve heard that sometimes we dream of our past lives, but because the memories are so deep, we can’t retrieve them consciously.”

Blue eyes, so like Victor’s, yet without even a hint of that ethereal glow, widened as Victoria took in that information. “Oh! I don’t think I ever thought of that. You’re probably right.” She glanced at her brother as they walked together. “Maybe you were a Viking captain or something ages ago.”

He shrugged, trying to be cool about it. It wasn’t a poor cover, but he wasn’t comfortable with it being so close to the truth. “Maybe.”

“Ah! There you are!” Their mother, Marium, materialized from the crowd. “They’re done setting up the room. Your bridal party should make a quick check of things. They brought some towels to help everyone dry off.” She caught his arm. “Victor, my sweet boy, you’re soaking wet. You’ll catch a cold if you’re not careful.”

Victoria’s shoulders relaxed at the update. “Thanks, Mom. I’ll go find Robert. Vee, can you find the groomsmen while Silje collects the rest of my bridesmaids?”

He didn’t like the divide-and-conquer approach, but what could he do? “Sure. Of course. We will see you there soon.”

“You’re the best!” His sister wasted no more time, letting their mother pull her back into the crowd.

Silje’s hand caught his. “We’ll be safe for a little while longer. They wouldn’t try anything, with a crowd like this.” She didn’t sound sure, but he wanted to believe it, too, so he didn’t argue with her. “I’ll keep an eye out for Ivaldi and Ada.”

“Me too. Just be quick.” He caught sight of something over her head and he grinned, tugging her a little so she could turn to see Jolene behind her. The redhead towered over the ladies. “At least she’s easy to spot. I’ll be right behind you.”

By the time he found and herded all the groomsmen into the room, Silje was already waiting for him at their table. Ivaldi was rubbing Ada down with a towel, making sure her lovely black fur was as dry as he could get it. He’d somehow even procured a brush.

Grabbing a towel from the pile, he patted himself dry as he sat next to Silje. “They said the reception will start—” The room shook from the rumble of thunder, and he tensed. The blue of his eyes became ethereal with an internal luminosity.

Silje’s hand on his arm stopped him from doing anything more, at least for the time being. “Breathe. It’s just a storm.”

Ada trilled in agreement. The brushing made the black floof look even fluffier. She curled up on the towel that had been used to dry her, and she watched Victor expectantly, her expression hauntingly human.

“Yeah, you’re right.” He shifted in his seat to drape his arm across the top of Silje’s chair. But it wasn’t until she inched her chair closer and rested her head on his shoulder that the tension eased out of him. She always made him feel calmer, more grounded.

They closed the reception hall doors once everyone was seated. Family members and friends gave their speeches, and if he hadn’t been so nervous about delivering his speech perfectly, Victor would’ve caught his sister sniffing and fighting back her tears. They toasted the newlyweds, and Jolene was all too happy to lead the demand for a kiss, enthusiastically tapping her wine glass with a spoon.

Dinner came next. Ivaldi unleashed his food puns upon their table, which left Silje in a fit of giggles and Jolene nearly choking on her pasta from her cackling. At that point, with the storm over and his speech successfully delivered, Victor had completely relaxed. He even allowed himself to laugh at the dwarf’s jokes, his blue eyes twinkling with genuine amusement.

Then the lights dimmed, and six shadowed figures appeared on the dance floor in the center of the hall, in different superhero poses. Several members of the audience cheered. The delighted bride squealed in her seat, while her new husband cupped his hands in front of his mouth and shouted, “Go Justice League!”

Victor’s first cue that something was wrong was when his sister turned to look at him and mouthed, “Thank you!” with an ear-splitting grin. As if the show had been his idea. It wasn’t. Nobody in the family had mentioned anything about a show, let alone a surprise?

There was an explosion of light, and he had to shield his eyes from the sudden burst. Strobe lights? What was next, smoke?

True enough, smoke appeared as a popular superhero theme played. The actors performed some stunts, earning louder cheers, before they broke off and scattered around the room.

“My mother would’ve loved this,” Silje remarked offhandedly, not at all sensing that something was amiss. The performance likewise enamored Ivaldi, which wasn’t a surprise given his inclination for Midgardian pop culture. Even Ada was curiously following the lights, turning her head this way and that as the spotlights chased after the costumed artists.

Victor couldn’t help the queasy feeling in his gut, however. Had the thunder returned? Or was it only his heart hammering frantically in his chest? He rose with the crowd when their host invited them to dance, but instead of heading to the middle of the hall, he slowly tried to draw Silje toward the nearest exit. He’d already given his speech; they could now go, right?

He barely managed to get them away from the table before they were both swept away by the raving crowd toward the dancefloor. It was a minute that made Victor feel like he was losing his mind, for he seemed to be the only one not caught in the euphoria.

Thankfully, the impromptu dance number ended as quickly as it began. Victoria, with an energy matching Jolene’s, ran up to the lady dressed as Wonder Woman and gave her a delighted hug. Then she grabbed the microphone and, once more, this time publicly, thanked her big brother for being so sweet and thoughtful to surprise her.

“Look at her, she’s so chuffed,” Jolene gushed. She’d made her way back to them after the flash mob, Ivaldi right on her heels. “Is it going to be like this at your wedding, too?”

“Two things for sure: you’ll have much better outfits, and a more explosive production number,” Ivaldi bragged. He would probably make them a nice stage that transformed into a robot or something.

The performers called the newlyweds and the bridal party over to take part in their skit. Jolene must’ve assumed it was their way of doing the bouquet and garter thing, because she practically pushed Victor and Silje to the front of the room with her. “Sorry, next pair of newlyweds coming through!”

So much for wanting to leave. “Jo—”

“Vivi, love, just give the bouquet to Silje already!”

Dramatic music filled the room, and that was when Victor knew with utter certainty something was wrong. He recognized the song, though it was an uncommon arrangement. It was from a popular TV series that he and Jolene had followed over the years, and they used it in an episode that... had a wedding which ended in murder. It was definitely in poor taste for an actual wedding, and he would bet Jolene was already seeking one actor to give them a piece of her mind. She hated that scene and had cried for days.

Only this wasn’t a show.

He glanced around and found that they had somehow boxed him and Silje in. A small group of people stood around them, and the performers were evenly distributed in the perimeter, blocking every exit.

The actor dressed as Batman met his gaze, and his eyes glowed yellow behind his mask.

Victor grabbed Silje by the waist in a gesture that publicly looked intimate, but what he whispered into her ear made even him shiver. “Einherjar.”

The Allfather’s handpicked, chosen soldiers.
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New York City



“You don’t belong here,” one of the Einherjar declared, squaring up against Victor. He wore a dark mask and a black suit that could almost be a knock off Batman costume, fitting well enough in the superhero-themed wedding.

“I’m exactly where I belong.”

Oohs and ahs filled the room. Everyone thought this was a show, one Victor was in on. He wasn’t, and Jolene seemed to know that, with the way her brows shot up. He’d never been good at acting, but he had to try. The last thing he wanted was for everyone else in the room to panic and for Odin’s bloodthirsty warriors to start a killing spree.

Slowly, he took a couple of steps to the right, away from Silje, and settled into a fighting stance. If what he remembered was accurate, the Einherjar would have been itching for a fight after training and biding their time for so long. A real fight, not the training battles they held daily in Valhalla.

If his hunch was right, they only wanted him.

The Einherjar cracked his knuckles. He looked familiar, though Victor couldn’t quite place him. The gesture, however, only made him smile. Hand to hand? Big mistake. He was Vidar, Slayer of the Great Wolf. Tearing a man apart would be easy—

Victor shut his eyes to still that thought. He didn’t like being Vidar. He didn’t like losing control of himself and the carnage he inevitably caused whenever he fell into some sort of berserker trance. Victor could feel that bloodlust pulsing now, demanding to be embraced and unleashed. The feeling had returned to him while they were in the confines of the Hotel and had only grown louder since.

He opened his eyes to the crowd’s applause. They whispered and pointed to him, and an icy feeling settled into the pit of his stomach. His eyes were glowing. They had to be. And everyone else thought it was all part of the skit, like some special effect.

“Victor!”

He’d hoped they wouldn’t need to make the fight look too serious, since it was supposed to be for entertainment, but the Einherjar left him with no choice when he propelled himself forward with inhuman speed. Victor turned his body out of the way, and, using that momentum, he struck his fist out. The blow caught the Einherjar on the side, sending him tumbling toward the middle of the dance floor.

Cheers erupted from the crowd. Victor didn’t wait for the Einherjar to get up and moved in to strike, but the warrior caught his wrist and twisted. He was still stronger, however, and he remained on his feet, his muscles straining under his shirt as he rotated his arm back around. “You forget who you’re dealing with,” he growled, his blue eyes glowing brighter while they grappled.

Suddenly, Victor’s feet were out from under him, forcing him to release the Einherjar. The Einherjar pushed himself back up with a snarl and dealt a hard blow to Victor’s jaw while he was still getting his bearings. Victor swore he saw stars for a second. Catching himself with a fist against the dance floor, he held his free hand out toward Silje to let her know he had this. They weren’t here to kill him. He wasn’t too sure about her.

“No one said anything about bringing you back to Asgard conscious.”

Victor gritted his teeth. “Leave now, or you’re never seeing Asgard again.” It wasn’t an empty threat. Try as he might to keep it at bay, his rage now burned hot in his veins. He only had to give in, even just a little.

Despite his warning, the Einherjar only laughed. “Like I’m worried about a puny mortal.”

Victor supposed the Einherjar was new and had never met Vidar before. Or else he wouldn’t be so cocky. Vidar had trained a lot of the Einherjar and put them through the paces for centuries. This time would be no different. Even if his body didn’t remember all the fighting he’d done in the past, somehow, his soul did.

Not that he gave the Einherjar the chance to realize that as he launched himself at the other with a yell, his attacks fast and hard, his eyes glowing blue and hinting at his godly powers. How was he going to explain this to his family? To the guests?

Distantly, as if they were an entire world away, he could hear cheering. The audience still believed that they were acting, despite the real blows they exchanged.

He grabbed and forced the Einherjar into a headlock. Keeping his left arm tight around the other man’s neck, the forefinger of his right hand traced lines on the side of the Einherjar’s head. “Tell Dad,” he growled, “to leave us alone.”

The runes for Raidho and Othalan flared to life on the man’s skin, in an eerie yellow like the Einherjar’s eyes. While his gaze didn’t leave the man in his grasp, his mind stretched out to those guarding the entrances. His senses found the rest of the Einherjar, and every single Valkyrie that wasn’t Silje, and as he did, the rune seared itself into their costumes.

Then a flash of blue exploded within the room.

The crowd erupted into loud cheers and applause once the light faded and revealed Victor crouched on one knee, catching his breath. The newlywed comic geeks were on their feet enthusiastically giving him a standing ovation, while Jolene was glancing around with her mouth hanging open in stunned disbelief, trying to find the trapdoor through which the others had so quickly escaped.

Victor felt exhausted to the bone, like he’d just run a marathon, or he was back in that cave after defeating the Wolf. He was so worn out that he barely felt Silje’s hand on his shoulder, catching him before he fell face first onto the dance floor.

Time stretched like taffy as his hand reached up and squeezed hers to let her know he was alright. None of the Einherjar or Valkyries remained in the room, all gone in that flash of light. They were safe... for now.

“Let’s get you upstairs,” Silje said gently as she helped him up.

He nodded, his vision already blurring. Magic always had a cost.
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SHOUTS RANG AROUND him as warriors met in clangs of steel and cries of pain, the once-green field long turned dark and red with the stain of blood. Vidar’s spear came up to block an attack, and with a roar, he shoved his opponent back.

The man fell onto his back, his sword slipping from his grip. Before the enemy could get back to his feet, another sword speared him through the chest. Not once, but three times, for good measure.
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