SLEIPNIR
by Linda Evans

Thisisawork of fiction. All the characters and events portrayed in this book are
fictional, and any resemblanceto red people or incidentsis purdy coincidentd.

Copyright © 1994 by LindaEvans

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any
form.

A Baen Books Origind

Baen Publishing Enterprises
P.O. Box 1403
Riverdae, N.Y. 10471

ISBN: 0-671-87594-9
Cover art by CW. Kdly
First printing, March 1994

Digtributed by

Paramount Publishing

1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, N.Y. 10020

Typeset by Windhaven Press, Auburn, N.H.

Printed in the United States of America

Sepnirisfor

My family, because Lois, Don, and Michael Evans, Darrdl Waton, Ron Walton, Frances Walton,
and ZdlaEvansal believed in askinny, avkward kid . . .

Susan Callingwood, because she dwaystels me when I'm wrong, and believesin mewhen |
degpair . . .

David R. Pamer, because he taught me craft and went above and beyond the call of friendship
doingit. ..

Marj Schott, because she gives of her soul . . .

Ms. "Mom" Wiley, Dr. Congtantine Santas, Dr. Andrew Dillon, Dr. Gail Compton, Mrs. Bushong,
Mrs. Hill,

and al teachers everywhere, because

they create our future. . .

Doyle Pope, because so long as we remember, his Manta Ship will fly the stars. . .
Dr. John Boyle, because good doctors are worth

their weight indiamonds. . .

Toni Weisskopf and Jm Baen, because they

made my dream cometrue. . .



Debbie Anderson, Mary Ann Emerson, Bill Brand, Brenda Long, Kathy Lyons, Amy Repasky,
Daryl Finnegan, Jenny Bruno, SandraKay Haile, Robert Berger, Kathy Rath, and al my many, dear
friendsin the North-Central Forida Sportsmen's Association and the NRA, because without good
friends, we can accomplish nothing, but with their help, we can work miracles. . .

but mostly,Seipnir isfor Bob Hollingsworth,

and dl the heroes who fought the Cold War, because some of them never returned to tell thetae.

Chapter One

Pushing acaveisn't ajob for amateurs.

But then, neither is hunting gods. Especidly in their own scomping grounds. Predictably, | was
doing alousy job of both.

Considering my past history—I never took advice | didn't like—it wasn't too surprising my
spelunking guide was so mad at me he wasn't speaking. Now, nobody has ever accused me of
possessing tact, but in Klaus case, it had taken alot of effort to get him to the stage of silent
jaw-grinding. Klaus had severa thousand reasons—all of them ddlicioudy green—to put up with my
demands, but even poor old Klaus had finaly reached hislimit.

Every morning for the past three days he had insisted we turn back for the surface. | insgsted we
keep going. Klaus was stubborn; but I've been called |ess flattering names than a bullheaded, mule-eared
horse's backside. | got my way.

When | woke up that morning, | knew Klauswould try again. | braced mysdf for theinevitable,
and wasn't disgppointed. Even before I'd crawled out of my seeping bag, he looked me straight in the
eye—which left me haf-blind, snce he was pointing the carbide light on hishelmet right at my face—and
muttered, "We go back.Now ."

The moment was fast approaching I'd either haveto tell him what | was redlly doing down here, or
hit him over the head and go on done. So, trying to delay theinevitable alittle longer, | snapped,
"Tonight! We got one more day to go before | turn around. Read your contract if you're not happy
about it. And get that light out of my facel”

Nobody should have to argue with an angry Norwegian before breakfast. I'm not human until I've
had coffee—which probably explained my mood, sinceit'd been aweek sinceI'd had any. | got mysdlf
clear of the deeping bag, and flexed my knees, trying to limber up before we came to blows. Hewas
older than | was, but probably in better shape. My leg till hurt from the gunshot wounds, and adithering
fal down asharp rockface two days previoudy hadn't done the rest of me any good, either.

Klaus scowled. His round face took on thelook of asatanic éf. "Damnit,” he growled, making
two words of it, "we have walked deeper than anyone. Y ou have the record, Herr Barnes. We have
pushed Garm's Cave far enough. We turn backnow . Our suppliesare low—"

| nudged to see how far held give. "Tonight, Bjornssen! Or didn't | pay you enough?”

Helooked for amoment like he wanted to punch me. In fact, when hisfiststightened down | set
mysdlf to feint to one sde and end this the hard way. Then he just turned his back and dammed his gear
together. | let tense gut muscles soften, and started bresthing normally again. Another day gained . . .

Given the white-lipped set of hisface, | hafway expected him to march back toward the surface—
aone. But hedidn't. Hejust douched down with his back to me, and started wolfing his breskfast. For
all the attention Bjornssen paid me, | might have been part of the rock under his khaki-clad backside.

| thought about apologizing, but | wasn't about to go back now. Not after the price I'd paid—
money and blood—to get thisfar. So | kept my mouth shut and let him stew in silence. When | was
ready to go, | stood up and shrugged into my pack.

Bjornssen glanced back and eyed my unorthodox gear. He scowled again; then deliberately
reached for another handful of dried gpplesfrom hisown supplies. | shrugged metaphoric shoulders.
Klaus Bjornssen had known what | was carrying from the outset. That gear was partly why hisfee had



been so high. Besides, he was the only guide I'd been able to find willing to take arank amateur into a
cave only professionals had dared "push” before.

Part of the reason I'd been riding him so hard was the hope held finaly blow histemper and leave
me to get back out the best way | knew how. To date, that part of the plan had failed. Cdl it
professond ethics or masochism, Bjornssen had absorbed all the punishment | could dish out, and was
gtill with me. All things considered, Klauswas entitled to asulk. So while hefinished hismed, | lit my
carbide lantern and explored the passageway out to the limit of Bjornssen's helmet light. My footsteps
sounded hollow againgt the muffled sounds of Klaus reshuffling gear and readjusting straps.

| glanced back as Bjornssen marked the wall with a strip from his ever-present roll of surveyor's
tape; then | moved on as heturned to follow. A whole series of hundred-foot dropoffs, which had
required ropes and rock-climbing pitonsto traverse, had given way to another long, low cavern with no
apparent end. The rock no longer looked entirely like limestone; or maybe it was just my eyes. I'd been
looking a nothing but grey rock for days, now. The only genuine difference | could pinpoint wasthe
absence of water.

After agood bit of beard-scratching, | decided that must account for the dmaost sublimina changes
| was noticing. The lack of water worried me—we were lower on water than anything else—but it
shouldn't have surprised me. It was predictable that theimmortal bastard | was hunting would dry up the
water supply when | needed it most.

Bjornssen's footsteps stcomped up close behind me. He was muttering to himsalf in Norwegian.
From the sound of it, he probably wanted to tear my head off and serveit to mefor lunch. | Sarted to
step out of hisway before he could shoulder past and take the lead—

—and heydled. Thelight from Bjornssen's lamp swung crazily. He smashed forward into my back
and kept faling. | sumbled, and windmilled for baance. A loud, sickening scrape reached my ears, then
he grabbed wildly a my ankles. I crashed to the floor and bruised face and ribs on rough stone. The
impact extinguished my lamp. Stunned, | tried to catch my breeth. Bjornssen gabbled hystericaly. His
weight was pulling me backward over alip of rock. Both of usdid out over nothing at all.

| yelled—and dl that came out was agurgling croak. | Ieft skin behind on the rough stone, and tried
to lift my face. Wewere till diding. | grabbed for any available handholds to brake our fal, and didn't
find any. Hiswhole weight hung suspended from my ankles. The only light came from hishelmet. It
swung crazily as he struggled. Wild, distorted shadows left me grabbing for handhol ds that were nothing
butillusion.

"Hang—on—" | gasped. He made alunge for my knees with one hand—and missed. | did
backward another six inches, and dug in with my fingernails. The rough lip of stone caught my crotch.
"Dammit’—I used elbows and hands, hugging stone in an effort to stop our fatal dide—"get your—hands
around—my knees—"

My feet jerked hard. | gave an involuntary yell as| did backward clear up to my chest. My legs
dangled in empty space. Even without looking, | could sense how long away it was to the bottom.
Bjornssen screamed and cursed and hung on by my bootlaces.

Then he was gone.

The light faded swiftly below me. His screams echoed, dropped rapidly away until | couldn't hear
him anymore.

For long moments | hung absolutely motionless, hafway to faling to my own death. Then, inthe
process of scraping mysdlf painfully forward, gasping and flailing until most of me was on solid rock
again, it occurred to me | hadn't evenseen ahole big enough for aman tofal into.

| scooted backward until my back touched solid rock, and wished thereé'd been away to back up
even farther. That hole hadn't been there. Itcouldn't have been there. | listened for amoment to my heart
pound in my ears. | thought about |etting go of the rock floor to strike the sparker on my helmet; but my
lizard brain wouldn't et my hand relax its desthlike grip.Okay, | thought, I'll just sit here and think for
a couple of minutes . My thoughts weren't pretty.



I'd seen men die before. Had killed afew, mysdf. But this. . . | felt Sck dl over, likel'd tricked a
puppy into the jaws of akiller wolf. Dammit, | hadn't liked the man much; but he had been agood
pelunker, aloya guide, and a decent enough human being. He certainly hadn't deserved to die,
especidly when he didn't have the faintest ideawhat 1'd dragged him into.

| was hunting Odin by my own choice. My own pride, combined with the recognition that | needed
to hire spelunking expertise, had contributed to Klaus murder as certainly asthough I'd shoved him
down the chimney myself. Guilt ate up whatever comfort could be found in the knowledge that I'd
aways done better when hunting alone in the dark.

| swore bitterly and breathed deeply for amoment; then listened to my pulse rate gradualy dow
down and fade from the foreground of my awareness.

Klaus Bjornssen had doubtless gone to his death convinced | was the biggest asshole this side of
hdll. | snorted. If | wereright, he was there right now, probably still calling me every name he could think
of, to every poor, dead soul who'd listen. | hoped it made him fed better.

No moreinnocentsin the way. Odin had another think coming if he and his buddies thought they
could stop mejust by pulling the ground out from under my fest. . . .

W, it wasn't going to bethe last time held try it. And he had at least asmuch to lose as| did;
maybe more. | swore aoud; then grinned, athough the wobbly effort flt alittle sickly. | might be
shaken, but | must have managed to put a serious dent in Odin's confidence. That counted for more than
alittlein the deadly game I'd found mysdlf caught upiin.

And since the only score which mattered was survivd, thet |eft me on top. So far, anyway.
Somewhere at the bottom of this cave, Odin must be spitting ten-penny nails.

Gary would've been proud. Well, maybe he would; then again, maybe not. Gary Vernon had
wanted me to go Stateside when my discharge came, find mysdlf a decent job and marry some
freckle-faced kid with adown-home Cracker accent. But if | had, | would never have been able to look
mysdf inthe eye again. Gary Vernon was the reason | was here, stranded on the lip of a bottomless
chimney in afreezing Norwegian cave. And no one-eyed, oath-breaking, cold-blooded killer was going
to divert me. Of course, nobody'd ever accused me of having too many brain cdls; but Randy Barnes
wasnt, by God, aquitter.

| can't gpesk for the rest of humanity; but having my life wrenched ingde-out by assholesredly
pisses me off. | never could tolerate an asshole. (Despite a sneaking suspicion that | wasone.) | let out a
bark of laughter. They do say the only creature on this green earth stupider than an infantrymanisa
Marine. Not even al eather neck would have walked into thismess.

Therewere only two things | could seethat | might have done differently. | shouldnot have opened
my big, fat mouth and told Gary Vernon to go to hell. And | certainly shouldn't have made a pact with
Odin .

Hindsight isamother.

It'sdso awaste of time. | muttered something ugly into the darkness and my words echoed oddly
inthecloseair. | growled out something even nastier, hopeful the curse followed my dead guide al the
way to Odin's ears. I'd learned the hard way that you never knew who—or what—might belisening
when you cursed, or took an oath, so | cursed away, because sure asworms et little green apples,
nothing | said now could possibly get mein deeper than | aready was.

"Okay, Barnes," | muttered. "What next?"'

My lipsand throat were dry. | fumbled for a canteen and swalowed asip. | didn't dare drink
more; no telling how long this haf-full canteen would haveto last. Onceit was secure again, | leaned
back and blew out my breath in agusting sigh.

"What amess”

Most peoplein my shoes would've had the sense either to go quietly mad, or to forget the whole
thing had ever happened. Johnson would have cracked—and, in point of fact, had. Nobody else
involved had even come close to admitting what was going on, probably not even to themselves. Gary . .



| swore again. Gary might have believed me. Had believed, in fact, even before | met him.

Not that it had done him any good.

Regret was dso awaste of time. | needed to get my carbide lantern relit, see what | was up
againg. | hadn't just spent three years guarding nuclear missles—and playing pussyfoot with haf the
terrorist groupsin the world—for nothing. | had survived everything the Army and the ragheads and
Odin could throw my way. | owed myself—not to mention Gary Vernon—something better than Stting
inthe dark.

lowed Gary Vernon an gpology. And my life.

Chapter Two

Of dl the gutlesswonders, greenhorn newbies, dopers, and foolswho joined the Army and
somehow got themselves assigned to Pershing, only apitiful few were competent to handle the job of
guarding nuclear missiles. Among those few were guyslike"Wally" Wallengtein, and Charles"Chuck”
Norris, and Crater, who, asfar as| knew, had never been called anything el se (dthough I'd heard it
rumored that hisreal name was Haversham).

They'd been among my closest friends.

But head-and-shoulders above the whol e crowd—ineveryone's opinion—was Gary Vernon. The
best of the best. An dl-around nice guy, who'd lend you beer money when you were short, and watch
your back on patrol. Which was good, since he was generaly acknowledged to be the luckiest man
alive. And since hisluck seemed to rub off on whoever pulled patrols with him, everybody wanted to be
teamed with him.

Gary awayslaughed it off, attributed it to a pact heéd made with Odin. Whatever the cause, it
seemed to work. And the closer | got to discharge, the happier | was that Sergeant Brown and
Lieutenant Donaldson teamed us up alot. We worked well together, and nothing got past us.

Being teamed with Gary got awhole lot more attractive once the brass sent down their
no-ammo-on-patrol policy. The officid explanation sounded like an updated verson of Mom's"Y ou'll
shoot your eye out" excuse for never buying BB gunsfor Christmas—and made just about as much
sense. We were Sitting on severa megatons of nuclear warheads, and incidents with terrorist groups
running “training missons' in our area had been up at least three hundred percent over the previousthree
months. Y et brass decides out of the blue we ought to go sneaking around in the dark with empty rifles?
Gofigure.

It wasn'tour fault some goddamn fool of acivilian had gotten himself shot on one of the other Sites.
Theway we had it figured, held probably been point scout, anyway, and got caught. But brassup a HQ
had had aroya cow, so we got stuck with the cow patties. Thetower guards got live ammo; just not us
poor, dumb fools assigned to patrol the perimeter.

Being Gls, we found ways around it, with nobody the wiser, and none of us ending up casualties.
We had the stuation well in hand—until that inevitable, bitter night under afull moon when | turned to
Gary and whispered, "Y ou got any spares?’

He shot me an incredulouslook. "Y ou don't?"

"No—Wilson borrowed 'em last night. HE's running scared. Y ou know, his second kid'sduein a
couple of weeks, and | felt sorry for him. Besides, | knew you always carry.”

Gary snorted, visbly disgusted. His breath steamed.

"Gredt. | dumped mine back into my gear while you werein the can. Brunowski dmost caught me
when he poked his head in the door. | knewyou dways carry.”

| wasn't sure which of uswas more dismayed. Neither of ushad any illegd persona anmo; which
meant we now carried what amounted to clumsy plastic-handled clubs.

"Wdl," Gary muttered philosophicaly, "I guessit's you and me and the gods tonight, good buddy."



Aswe started down the access road that led up toward the main missile site, | growled morosely,
"Odin hdp usif weruninto trouble.

"Odin, huh?' Gary's ugly face brokeinto alopsided grin. "The fledgling pagan spesks.”

"Y ou're agood oneto talk about pagans, Vernon."

Helaughed. "Yeah. Well . . "

Thelittle gold Thor's hammer | wore beneath my shirt moved onitschain as| shrugged. "l wish
more of those old stories had survived. It'sredly great stuff. Whoring, drinking, fighting off the bad guys
againg al odds—our kind of guys."

"Kind of thought you might likethat," he laughed.

| grinned; then we headed into the woodline and fell silent. It hadn't snowed yet. Theiron-hard
ground was littered with leaf debris, dl of it tinder-dry. It was tough to move without making enough
noise to wake the dead. Thanksto the full moon, ghostly white light fell in odd bright patches. The forest
floor was anightmare of shadows and light. Where moonlight cut across low-hanging branches, hard
black lines ended abruptly in atangle of slver limbs, confusing the eyes and distorting depth perception.
Patches of shapeless grey where low-hanging pine boughs brushed the ground made it hard to see what
was pine tree and what might be aforeign object under it.

With thislighting, we could run across anything from awild boar to a Soviet Spetznaz platoon, and
not even seeit. Of course, redigticaly speaking, weld probably either run into ragheads or nothing at al.
| figured it was just a matter of time before one of the groups hit anuke site. They didn't even need to
carry off any warheads—just blowing up aPershing or three would generate the desired effect, and be
much eesier.

| could see the headlines now—U.S. N<\MSSUCLEAR M<M S>ISSILE EKMS>XPLODES.
Ought to do wondersfor our political and military presencein Europe. Not that any of thelittle incidents
we'd had with terrorists over the past few months had madeit into the press. They hadn't. Not one. And
we sol dier-types were expected to keep the world safe for democracy—without bullets? | shuddered.
Stupid peacetimearmy . . .

One of these nights | was going to get backed into atight enough jam to make a pact with Odin
mysdlf, and seewhereit got me. All I'd ever gotten from Jehovah was agrest big, fat slence, leaving me
to figure out waysto save my own rear end. That was the trouble with gods—

Gary froze.

Ingtinctively, | did, too.

He stood dightly ahead of mein adeep patch of shadow. | was near its edge, and had just been
about to move out of it. | held my breath and scanned the moonlit woods, athough | knew what 1'd see
even before | spotted them a heartbeet |ater.

And there they were.

| swalowed: haf adozen ragheadsin black, hugging the shadows under the trees, their AKs held
at ready.

And I'd amost stepped out into that bright little patch of moonlight, straight into their line of sight. . .

We went to ground, flat on our bellies under rustling pine branches, and watched them dip through
the deep gloom between the trees. They were headed away from the site, from the direction of Tower
Three. A scouting party that meant trouble later? Or part of ateam sent to iminate the patrol ?

—Us.

| clutched my empty M-16 in sweety hands and listened to Gary's breathing and the ragheads
careful footsteps. | was surprised they hadn't heard us. Of course, | hadn't heard them either, and I knew
better than to spend patrol time wool gathering, dammit.

The ragheads stopped within spitting distance and began to whisper anong themsealves. 1t sounded
to melike an argument. The evident leader said something redly foul-sounding. The man who'd raised an
objection backed down. Then, just asthey were turning to go, abrittle, snapping sound loud as gunfire



cracked through the darkness from almost next to my ear.

Sweat popped out al over my belly and thighs. The ragheads whirled and stared straight at us.
Rifle barrels swung around into a deadly line aimed less than afoot above our backs.

Iwilled the bright moonlight to blind them. ...

Another loud snap came from near my right ear.\What the hell wasiit? | didn't dare look—didnt
even dare breathe.

At awhispered command, the last terrorist in line started toward us, his featureslogt in the smear of
camouflage lampblack rubbed into his skin. Hisrifle—it looked like a Rumanian copy of the Soviet
AK-47—qglinted in the cold moonlight. | watched the terrorist's boots walk straight toward my face.
Saw him begin to stoop down to peer under our tree. . .

| swore solemnly that if | got out of this patrol aive, I'd blood agood sted knife and leave it under
an oak treefor Odin.

It seemed to work for Gary.

Abruptly asmall hedgehog, about the size of awell-grown box turtle, waddled out from beside me
into the patch of moonlight. Theterrorist stopped and grinned, teeth gleaming whitely for an instant. Then
he raised hisrifle and amed for center of mass on the spiny little body. An angry hiss came from the
trees. The would-be shooter snarled something in reply. The hedgehog reacted to the voices and
snapped into atightly curled ball, spines brigtling.

Another whispered argument broke out. The leader strode over and grabbed his man by the arm.
He gestured angrily toward the missile site, then off toward the little village about two klicks avay
through the forest. The subordinate shrugged and kicked vicioudy at the hedgehog. It squeded and
curled up tighter than ever, skidding to a pathetic stop afew inches from our noses.

My knuckles went white gripping the uselessrifle. If it'd been loaded, | wouldn't even have stopped
to think about it. Hurting a hedgehog brought unthinkably bad luck. Not thatl was overly superstitious—

Thetwo terrorists rgjoined their group, and the three of us—hedgehog, Gary, and |—lay frozenin
place, waiting. If they searched the immediate vicinity for good measure. . . Fighting it out under halfway
decent odds was one thing. Given three-to-one their favor, Gary probably would've charged in and let
Odin sort it out. But getting shot to pieces because dl you had was an empty tube with aflimsy plastic
stock on one end was not my idea of agood time. Even a Berserker would've prayed they just turned
around and walked away.

For once, something came out the way | wanted. The black-clad Palestinians—or whoever they
were—disappeared into the darkness. Gary and | waited until the sound of their footsteps had died
completely away; then | rested my forehead on my arm and started bresthing again. | tried not to shiver
too loudly in case the sound carried.

Then, noticing for thefirgt time the wonderful, Christmasy smell of the pinetree, | squeezed Gary's
armin slent thanks. | nodded when he made amotion with histhumb. We crawled cautioudy out from
under the pinetree. The hedgehog till hadn't moved. Poor littleguy . . .

Then, like aswimmer coming up from along dive, | took adeep breath and let it out again Slently.

Looked like | owed Odin aknife.

And Gary my life,

Chapter Three

| finaly managed to get the sparker going. The carbide lit with ahissing pop. The cave was o quiet
| could hear the sllence listening to me, waiting for meto makeamove. So | just sat till for amoment
and let my eyes adjust to the grey light pouring from my helmet. There should've been awarm yellow
glow; but the wdls swalowed the color, leaving only an eerie, dead grey to light the low-cellinged
cavern. Even my skin looked grey. The only exception was that deep black hole beside me.

When | got agood look at it . . .



Therewasliteraly noway | could have avoided stepping into that hole.

It was agood four feet across, nearly round, and smack in the middle of the passage Bjornssen
and I'd been following. If it had been there, | would either have seenit or falenintoit. No question. But
aholethat sze couldn't have opened up between us without elther of us noticing—acave-inisnot a
quiet phenomenon. If it was anillusion, it was adamned good one.

| leaned cautioudy forward. The walls were absolutely perpendicular. No ledges, no bumps, no
projections—it plunged straight down like an enormous sewer pipe farther than my light could penetrate
into the blackness. | hadn't heard Bjornssen hit bottom. | sat back again, knowing that | had to stand up,
move, do something; and wished intensely for acigarette. | hadn't smoked anything in three years.

My lamp flickered; then flared bright again, and sent shadows rippling acrossthe walls. Odd kind
of rock in this part of the cave. Stranger yet, hadn't | just been thinking that when Bjornssen
disappeared? My brows puckered and | chewed at my upper lip, moving my head to play the light
across the opposite wall.

The surface was jagged, and unused to light. Even the shadows it cast were wrong. Nothing |
could put my finger on, exactly . . .

| got to thinking about the marks Bjornssen had made with his surveyor'stape, and afeding | didn't
stop to analyze hauled me to my feet. | piled my gear in aheap and went back to verify the last marker,
which my guide had made about ten feet the other side of the chimney.

Jumping over the gaping hole gave me a case of serious sweats—which was stupid. | wastoo smart
—or too well trained, anyway—to let fear get the best of me like some half-brained Stone Age savage.
So | worked harder a reminding mysdlf that | was amodern, civilized, highly trained combat soldier on
avery smplerecon misson. Chrig—it was only aten-foot recon at that. In atotaly empty cave. No
problem.

After two full minutes of steady hiking, | fill hadn't found it. | looked back theway I'd come, and
absently scratched my elbow. Odd, | didn't think I'd walked that far from the spot where we'd spent the
night. | went back to the chimney and tarted again, watching both walls thistime and paying closer
attention.

It ill wasn't there.

Just when and where had Bjornssen made that last mark? | knew he'd put amarker along the
straight stretch here, and Bjornssen always plastered a bit of tape atevery turn. I'd watched the
"mark-the-trail ritual" too many timesto doubt that. We'd come through awhole series of turnsand sde
tunnd sfifty feet back, or so. I'd miscalculated, was all.

| started from the chimney again. Sixty-five feet of carefully measured steps later, | stopped.
Nothing. Not atrace of where we'd spent the "night.” Not even ahint of old adhesive on thewalls. And
while | never actudly saw them change, the shadows looked different every time | glanced away and
back.

Worse, the side tunndswere missing. Asfar as| could see, ahead and behind, there was nothing
but unbroken grey rock wall.

At one hundred twenty feet | stopped again, breathing hard. My shirt was soaked and sweat
trickled down my skivvies (1 hoped it was swest) to run past my knees and into the tops of my socks. It
tickled like blazes—and | was too worried to scratch.

Those tunnels couldn't be gone. Theycouldn't . But they were. Suddenly | wondered what else
might disappear—

Goddamned one-eyed son-of-a-hitch!

| broke and ran like hdll for my pack, leaping the chimney like arunning longjumper. My gear was
gill piled where I'd | €ft it, complete with food, canteens, carbide—and the Armalite AR-180 assault rifle
strapped acrossit. . . .

| did down against the wall, barely fedling the needle-sharp projections that scraped my back, and
sat swearing at thewall opposite me. Odin was playing games again.



| scrubbed my eyes with the hedls of my hands and tugged on my hair for amoment, and
wondered with anagging sense of futility what would have happened if | hadn't kept my half of that
mishegotten bargain with Odin? Surely it couldn't have been much worse than whathad happened. |
laughed aoud, and shuddered at the sametime.

It wasfar too late, of course, but | couldn't help wishing I'd kept the knife and said the hell with
Odin and every other god ever invented. What awaste of a perfectly good blade . . . and a pile of
money, not to mention my time, and Gary's.

I even found mysdlf wishing for Frau Brunner's company. Odin himsalf would've thought twice
about crossngher .

Frau Brunner—a shrewd old woman who had survived everything from the Allied Blitz to
navigating landmines a the East German border—was known throughout town as ashark.

Her standard sales-floor expression was a scow! that routingly cowed Gl s, tourigts, and rabid
dogs. By thetime I'd bargained my way to afina sale on the Mauser K-98-k bayonet I'd chosen, | was
swegting into my uniform, and was convinced that Frau Brunner was athrowback to the original Viking
traders she was descended from. She might have been closer to eighty than seventy, and was homely as
abad crow—hbut the lady wassharp .

Which made the compliment Gary paid me when we walked out the door even swester.

"Pretty good, RB." He grinned. "Mogt of the officers on base warn guys away from her; but you
got agood price on that. Nice blade, too.” Then hisgrin turned nasty. "Too bad you can't bargain like
that when it realy counts. If you could talk like that to the brass, you wouldn't get yoursdf in haf the
jamsyou end up in. And you might just get yourselfout of the other half."

| grunted and didn't deign to respond.

He chuckled. "Cat's got your tongue, eh? Well, you did agood job, anyway. Sometimes Frau
Brunner reminds me alittle of my grandma. She used to make me bargain for cookieswhen | was akid.
Nobody ever got anything over on her. You'd love her."

"I'd like to meet her," | said, thinking about the lonely old woman who'd cried over the letter Gary'd
shown me. "Think you could talk her into visting you over here?'

Gary shrugged. "Don't know. She'skind of funny about traveling. Saysthe menin the family have
done enough traveling for severd lifetimes. She'sgot a point, | guess, considering the odd corners of the
world we've been sent to fight in. Grandpa, Dad, and now me. She never figured on abunch of
ragheads shooting a me over here. Poor Grandma." Gary shook his head; then got an evil glintin his
eye. "One of these fine nights, you know, those bastards are going to overrun the site, and leave brass
holding a bunch of bodiesin the bag. Ought to be somefight, huh?"

| regarded Vernon with ajaundiced eye. Gary—and his dad, and his granddad—had been raised
with this pagan thing about fighting for glory because that's what life was for. Both hisfather and
grandfather had been decorated in their respective generations wars before they died together,
pointlessy, in acar wreck. | guess Gary was just intent on continuing the family tradition.

| admired Gary's heroic attitude; but it was going to get him killed, and then where would he be?
Pact with Odin notwithstanding, sometimes VVernon had carried thisViking stuff alittletoo far. You did a
whole ot more damage to the enemy if you shot twenty or so with asniper than if you took out haf a
dozen in asuicide dash—and you generaly didn't |lose the sniper, either. Patton had had theright of it as
far as| was concerned—make the other poor, dumb son-of-a-bitch die for his country.

"Y ou know, Gary," | said aswe headed for the railway station, "1 figured out why there aren't any
more Berserkers. They killed themselves off before they could reproduce. What wasiit Niven and
Pourndle said? "Evolution in action?"

He gave me an enigmatic look from under his eyebrows. "Never thought of it quite that way," he
sad quietly. "Maybe that's why Grandma asked meto quit Specia Forces." Hisvoicetralled off quietly
and | winced; | hadn't meant to rake up bad memories. He'd once admitted—somewhat shamefacedly—



that he couldn't say no to anything his grandmother asked, because he was dl the old lady had l€ft to live
for.

Our train ride was short, and soon we were back at the little village near the missile site, headed
into the surrounding forest. Within minutes, streets and houses were out of sight. It was hard to believe,
sometimes, that you couldn't get farther than acouple of kilometersfrom civilization anywherein
Germany. Theforestswere so dark and forbidding, you could almost convince yoursdf you wereliving
athousand yearsin the past—then a group of school kidswould come trooping by, waving and shouting
and playing radios or something. . . .

"Uh, Gary?' | was careful to keep my voice low-pitched. That wasn't reverence for the forest; just
ingrained caution and |eftover paranoia. One couldn't dways count on hedgehogs. | hadn't told Gary any
details about my oath, and hadn't planned to—but the towering silence of the trees|eft melooking over
my shoulder for . . . something. | didn't know quite what. Abruptly | wanted to share my thoughts.

"Yeah?' He glanced back.

"Anything strike you as, well, strange about that hedgehog the other night?!

Gary turned to look a me over his shoulder. "Like what?"

"Likewhy it didn't just roll up into aball under the pinetree? It was close enough to me, it must've
heard my heart beating, never mind smelled me, and you know how shy they are about people.”

"Y ou weren't moving, Randy."

"No, but .. ."

Gary glanced back again, one brow cocked quizzicaly.

"Okay, I'd barely taken that oath when out he strolls, maybe saving our collective bacon.”

He stopped walking. " So you wonder if Odin heard you?'

| grimaced, faling slent again, and Gary nodded silently, asif to himself. We kept waking. It was
stupid, and | was probably just as supertitious as Brunowski—who at least was honest enough to admit
it—but | couldn’t help wondering, at least alittle. Kind of nifty to think of agenuine god answering my
oath . . . but then again, maybe not. What might agod consider a"marker"? And what would agod do if
hecaleditinand | couldnt pay?

Widl-I-l, either way it couldn't hurt to just cover my bets—which was, after all, thereason | was
out here, and not deeping late. At least Gary hadn't laughed at me.

A few minutes later he found the spot we'd been looking for, an enormous oak tree that |ooked old
and twisted enough to have seen the Germanic tribes sweep the Romans before them on their drive
south. Well, maybe not that old—abut it might have been old enough actudly to have had sacrifices made
to Odininit. How long did an oak tree live?

Gooseflesh crawled dong my back. | shook myself mentaly and hagtily removed the bayonet from
itswrappings and stedl sheath. | shucked off my heavy jacket and handed it to Gary, and shivered in the
coldair asl rolled up my deeve. Holding out my arm, | firmly took hold of the bayonet's grip and drew
the edge of the blade lightly along theinside of my forearm.

| suppressed a gasp as the cold sted opened my skin. As blood dripped down my wrist and
fingersto puddle on the frozen ground, | said, "May it please the one-eyed god, the Vdfather who sitsin
Hlidskjaf, where he sees and understands dll: this offering of anew-blooded stedl bladeisgivenin
fulfillment of my own oath given in promise of blood."

I'd memorized the wordsin German, having looked up some of them to be sure. After | finished
speaking them, | kndlt at the base of the tree and drove the blade up to its grip into the hard ground. |
rose then, and found Gary standing behind me. Weak winter sunlight turned his sandy hair to gold, while
| shivered in shadows under the gnarled old tree. His eyes had afaraway look. | wondered what he was
thinking. Or dreaming . . .

| wasn't sure why, but the moment reminded me of Hohenfels, when we'd been out one damp and
shivery late autumn day, on aweek-long field problem. Gary and | had been ordered to secure an
observation post on one of the hills, so we dug in—and discovered it wasn't ahill at dl. Under the moss



and leaves and gnarled tree roots there were crumbled blocks of stone.

"Holy Mother of Odin," Gary had whispered into the silence. "It'saburia mound, RB."

"| didn't think they were found thisfar south.”

"They arent.”

| don't know why we whispered; but we did.

The sun was so low and the mist so thick we nearly missed the hole broken into one side. Right
outsdethat hole, dmost as though someone had planted it there when those stones were il raw from
the cut earth, stood the blackened skeleton of a huge oak tree. A stray breeze opened arent in the mist
and the dying sun bathed the mound in light the color of blood; acold, bitter draft eddied from the hole.

"Jesus, what's that smell?”

Gary hadn't heard. He took three steps toward the gaping hole and stopped. Only the luminous did
on hiswatch, flashing in the gloom, reminded me thiswas the twentieth century.

"They used to perform sacrifices on treeslike that,” Gary murmured. "They'd take awarrior and
strangle him and spear him in the heart while he choked to degth. Then they'd hang him in an oak tree for
Odin, who would send avakyrie, or maybe his stdlion, Seipnir, to fetch the sacrificeto Vahdla"

Gary stared & the tree; then gazed off into the mist, where disturbing shapes loomed indigtinctly
and tricked the eyes. "Y ou can dmost see Seipnir coming—"

"Shut up, will you?" | spoke louder than I'd intended. Gary started and swung to face me; then
grinned. "Sorry. It getsto you sometimes, you know?"

| knew. But we had to deep on the cursed mound.

For amoment he looked as sheepish as | felt; then we grabbed our shovels, and got busy with the
army's observation post.

I'd forgotten al about that day; until now. Gary looked redlly eerie, with that golden light touching
hisface, and astark shadow from the naked oak branch over my head cutting across him. | shivered
without quite knowing why, and wondered if burying that knife had been such agood idea after dl.
Blood till dripped down my arm, warm and sticky.

"Gary, you got that lousy bandage?’

He blinked a couple of times; then walked over and bent to look. "Good cut, Randy. Not too
deep. Yeah, it'sright here." He pulled out the gauze and wrapped my arm securely, ssemming the flow. |
wiped my bloodstained fingers on an extra cloth I'd brought dong and rolled my deeve down and
buttoned the cuff; then put my coat back on, feding alittle foolish.

Now that the ceremony was over and I'd fulfilled my haf of the bargain, | found | couldn't get awvay
from that tree fast enough, and led the way until we were out of sight of it. | dowed down, then, hands
thrust deep in my pockets, and worked at ignoring the dight burning in my left arm. Gary walked beside
me, uncharacteridicdly glent.

| spoke without looking directly at him. ™Y ou think I'm crazy?"

He shook his head; but the corners of his mouth twitched.

"Nope. Sacrificing to Odin is pretty sane behavior for you, Randy."

Sometimes | redly hated the fact that Gary could outrun me.

| findly gave up the chase, and with my remaining breath, ydled, "If you'll stop running, I'll let you
live...!"

He stopped—agrinning—and waited for me.

"You know," | mused, once | got my breath back, "those old Vikings, they weren't far wrong, |
guess. Good friends, good sex, good fights, plenty of gold—hédll, a least they had something to believe
in"

Unexpectedly irritated, | kicked at a dead branch and sent it scooting off through the dead |eaves.
"Some nights on those towers 1'd give alot to have something | could redly believein.”



Gary nodded. "Yeah. | guesswhat | hate worst isthe idea of dying for nothing. I don't know,
Randy. | guessif | wereto die, I'd want to go the way they did. Take off for Vahdlain ablaze of glory;
then more good friends, more good sex, more fighting and gold, right up to the end of everything." He
laughed. "Who knows?'Y ou gameto find out with me?"

| blinked. Sometimes Gary overdid things. "Be serious, man. We got plansfor tonight.”

Helaughed. "And you're buying, right?'

"You bet. So let's get back to town. I'm freezing my ass off out here.” The undefinablefeding I'd
had since the moment that hedgehog had strolled out into the open had finally evaporated.

Well, dmost.

Aswe'd headed toward town, | hadn't quite been able to suppress the urge to glance over my
shoulder. . ..

Months|ater, | was till glancing over my shoulder, in acave that Somebody was rearranging like a
con man'sshell game. | dropped my hands against my thighs and ddliberately uncurled my fingers.
Brooding on the past wasn't going to get me out of thisfix. | had to figure out what to do next, and | had
to make the right decision on the firgt try. Odin probably wouldn't give me the luxury of a second chance.

It was pretty obviousthat | couldn't go back, even if I'd wanted to—which | didn't. What wasn't at
al obviouswaswhy | couldn't go back. If Odin had smply wanted to get rid of me, it would have been
far easer just to drop me quietly down that hole. Bjornssen certainly wouldn't have wasted any time
making tracks out of hereto live off my money if I'd died. Not only would | have been out of hishair,
there would have been no one left dive with any reason to discover the truth behind the legends about
Garm's Cave.

Odin wasjust toying with me. Or maybe he had something even nastier planned. Ugh. Something
worse than pulling the earth out from under my feet? | glanced down at my pack and grimaced. If |
didn't move very, very carefully, | was adead man.

Orworse. ..

| snorted and listened to the sound disappear, swallowed up by the blackness. Since "back™ was
out of the question, my two main options gppeared to be "forward" and "down"—down the hole after
Bjornssen, thet is.

Right. Odin would lovethat.

Some options.

Maybe, inthefina anayss, that waswhy Odin had killed Bjornssen. Thisway he knew exactly
where | was, sumbling around blind in histerritory, not mine. Theideathat agod might consider metoo
dangerousto leave running around loose didn't exactly comfort me; but it did kind of strokethe ego. . . .

Frankly, | could do without that kind of ego-boo.

| considered my supplies. | had food (some), water (less), carbide (not nearly enough), and
cyadume chemicd lightsticks (mostly half-hour shorties). Bjornssen had been packing most of the carbide
and agood portion of our food—which did meno good at al—so | gritted my teeth and stopped
wasting timewishing | had hisgear. | dso didn't have time to waste backtracking for water, sincel
wasn't at dl certain it would be there anymore.

| had plenty of ammunition in my pack—but on further reflection | remembered you can't fud a
carbide lamp with smokeless powder. Besides, what would | do afterward with al those iron-jacketed
pistol bullets? Eat them? Theideaof starving did nothing to lighten my mood—and if | didn't find
Niflheim soon, | quitelikdywould starve to degth.

What was it the sergeants were alwaystelling us—prior planning prevents piss-poor performance?
| laughed doud and began stowing my ammo again. The way thingswerelooking, | should've packedin
awholelot morefood, and awhole lot less"insurance.” | was going to be an awfully embarrassed ghost
if I showed up as an emaciated corpsein Hel's death hall while lugging around enough hardware to
storm Grenada. . . again.



| shook my head and finished stowing my arsend. Poor Klaus. . . Heredly hadn't been ableto
figure out why I'd brought dl this stuff dong. Hisfirst question to me, back in the world of sunlight and
wind and rain, had been why | wanted to pick the most dangerous, least explored cave in northern
Europe and exploreit asfar as| could get, when the only time I'd spent in any cave wasthe night I'd
bivouacked in agenuine prehistoric Stein the Neanderthd Valey while on military maneuvers.

Being me, naturdly I'd said, "That'savery good question,” and then had proceeded to liefor al |
was worth—while plopping hundred-dollar bills down in front of him. Fortunately he had run out of
questions before | ran out of money. Hissecond question had been why in God's name (his God's name,
anyway) | wanted to carry abunch of guns on aspelunking trip. My answer—more hundred-dallar bills
—hadn't satisfied him until his stack was awholelot taller than mine.

| just hadn't seen any sensein trying to explain that facing down Niflheim's permanent residents was
probably going to cal for al thefirepower | could lug with me. So call me paranoid. Apparitionslike
Seipnir aren't that easy to explain. Or believe, for that matter. Quite probably | wasthe only person left
diveintheworld whodid believe.

| hadn't packed that AR-180 assault rifle for target practice.

But | didn't tell Klausthat. | just said | had no intention of dying dowly at the bottom of some cliff,
if I happened to fal and shatter half my bones, then laid down more money until he shut up and agreed.
It'd cost me nearly my whole severance pay, but hed bought it. | glanced at the bottomless chimney.
Hed bought it, al right.

| unholstered my P-7 pistol, and balanced it across my pam. Itslineswere deek, deadly. So was
Gary's sheath knife, sirgpped to my calf. What if | werefooling myself? Evenif Niflheim were asred as
the gunin my hand—and 1'd seen the proof of that—what if aliving man couldn't get there? All the
myths and sagas were pretty consistent on one point. The gods did the choosing, not men. It was more
than possible I'd just wander around down here until | died, without ever seeing anything more
interesting than grey rock walls.

| reholstered the P-7.

It didn't matter.

Odin was breaking the rules ten ways from Sunday—I'd seen the goddamned proof of that, too.
And if he could cheat the Norns, then | could get to Niflheim. Without dying. | hadn't doubted it before,
when there was till achance to back out, and | wasn't about to doulbt it now.

| looked down the long stretch of bland grey tunnel, and listened as the silence echoed in my ears.
The cavetwisted into the bowe of the mountain like awormhole burrowed into the core of arotten
apple. Fedling some sympathy with a cockroach about to be squashed, | shouldered my gear, stuck an
emergency cyaume stick in my shirt pocket, and started down the jagged sope.

Chapter Four

Ever notice how assholes just have to show off, even when they know better? | haven't yet met an
exception to that rule—and | figure | know myself aswell asl'm going to by now.

Most of the time, nothing serious happens when someidiot shows histrue colors. People nearby
mutter, "What an asshole" and that'san end to it. (Of course, kidskill themselvesdl thetime pulling
supid stuntslike faling off hotel ba conies while they're drunk, and driving off bridges at a hundred miles
per hour, and doing enough crack cocaine to give the entire Rams front line abuzz. Dumb schmucks,)

But for those of uswho survive puberty, being an assholeis generaly limited to minor idiocieslike
proving that your dick won't fit through atoilet-paper tube, or ordering the meal in French just to prove
to her that you can pronounce it (whether you can or not). If we al stayed as stupid aswe are when
we're young, the species wouldn't continue breeding very long. Despite the reputation most infantrymen
oet, | know perfectly well that women are one hell of alot smarter than men. (I can prove it—act like
you did when you were seventeen, and see how many second dates you get.)

Unfortunately, showing off—adult asshole style—generally meansthat the damned fool involvedis



getting cardess,

And when men get careless, the gods take advantage.

After nearly three years on Pershing duty, | knew better than to show off in front of an L-T. But
somethings are like trying not to scratch an itch. And besides, it was something | wasredlly good &t; and
inordinately proud of; and who would have figured that something so innocent would prove to bethe
catalys that led to my hiking solo through the middle of a Norwegian mountain, looking for agod, just
30| could strangle him with my bare hands?

What hurt worst was the fact that damned near everything which had happened had been
avoidable; but I'd never been oneto avoid anything | could go out of my way to step into. (Witness my
presenceinthiscave. .. .)

It had begun, innocently enough, when Sergeant Pritchard ssomped into the barracks messroom.
He stamped hisfeet, shook snow off his clothes, and began to unped!.

"Gentlemen,” he nodded, carefully avoiding looking at us.

It occurred to me that he looked uncomfortable, and not because of the wesather. I'd been in the
Army long enough to know that asergeant with a problem islike the common cold—he doesn't get over
it; he givesit to somebody ese. And there was nobody herebut us. . . .

Pritchard snagged a coffee mug and poured himself acup. He sighed and drank again, letting the
brew warm him up dowly.

"What's up?' Wally asked suspicioudy. Bright boy, Wallengtein. . .

Pritchard cleared histhroat self-conscioudy. "Y ou gentlemen are scheduled for qualifying next
week."

"Boom, rat-tat-tat!"

"Hot damn, we get to shoot next week!"

"Brrrup, brrupp-upp!”

Maybe | was just more paranoid than the rest of the guys, but instead of contributing to the genera
nonsense, | found mysdlf waiting for the other shoe. Pritchard waited for the silly-season furor to die
down before continuing.

"l don't haveto tell you the politica situation we've got here. Brass doesn't want any incidents with
unqualified troopies, so well have one hundred percent qudification from this outfit—and | meanno
exceptions. | don't care how long it takes some of youto doit.”

Without exception, we glanced a Butler's half-closed eyes. He was struggling to stay awake, a
least while the sergeant was in the room.

"We pull out at oh-nine-hundred Monday, after your shift, so be ready. Well, snowbunnies, carry
on. I'll be expecting agood qualification round from dl of you."

He pulled on his snow gear again and disappeared back into the blizzard. Probably had awarm
truck waiting for him down at the gate.

He was no sooner gone than the discussion broke out.

"What'll we do about Butler?' Crater wanted to know.

"Get him off the damn Quadudes for starters," Chuck replied.

"WEeIl haveto nursemaid him, al right,” Gary said. "I hate to admit it, but brass does have a point.
Weve got to be sure dl of us quaify. With the number of incidents up, wevegot to have guard
personnel on the towers who can use their wegpons.”

"Damn graight,” | nodded. "And anyone who can't qualify should have his asskicked right out of
security clearance and back into rock-painting duty, or wherever it isthey find some of these losers.”

| noticed that Gary was carefully avoiding my eye, and | knew what was coming.

"Y ou know we're too short-shifted to do that,” he said quietly.

"Dammit, Vernon! It'sour lives on theline out there. If aguy can't cut it after afair chanceto
qudify, he doesn't need to be out there bumbling around in the dark. And you know blessed well those



qudifications are so smple a chimpanzee could do them.”

"That's not fair, and you know it." Gary's tone was cam, assured. Sometimes that knack of his,
never losing histemper in an argument, redlly drove me crazy. "If aguy comesfrom the city, never hasa
chance to practice, maybe never even sees arifle, how is he going to compete with those of uswho
grew up with them?We need dl the qudified personnd we can get, and if aman can't qualify right away,
he ought to have another chance—because we might need him to give us a chance out there.”

He pointed into the blizzard outside. | glared at him. It was an old argument, one of the rare points
we didn't agree on. Hewas al for fixing the screw-ups, while | felt screw-ups shouldn't be alowed to
happen in the first place. For me, it was perfection or nothing, because anything less could make you
very dead when the brown stuff hit the fan blades. We weren't going to solve this today—and from the
unease on everyone e se's faces, our argument wasn't helping aready bad morale.

"Good of the unit, huh?' | said finaly. ™Y ou know what | think, and | know what you think, so well
just let it go at that, okay, Vernon?”

He relaxed and nodded, and | felt relief sweep through the rest of the room. It made me very
uneasy to redize that Gary Vernon and | were holding the morae of A-Shift together practically by
oursalves. The stuation could get worsered fast if our next patrol together wasn't quite aslucky asthe
other night's had been.

Monday's qudifications were held on one of the German Army's "million-mark” rifle ranges, which
they rented out to the Americans on an as-needed basis. Snow covered the ground under aweak winter
sun. At least the high protective dirt berms kept the worst of the wind off us. We had to shoot a
combination course of bull's-eye targets at one hundred meters, and pop-up targets at two and three
hundred meters. What made the morning's shoot interesting was that we had ridden two hoursin
deuce-and-a-halvesto get here, directly after coming off of twenty-four hours of guard. Most of us
hadn't had more than about four hours of deep. I'd have been surprised if guyslike Butler could even
haveseen the targets, never mind hit them.

"Man, thissnow isared pan,” Crater complained, lying pronein the freezing Stuff.

"Just shoot, Private.” Lieutenant Donal dson frowned.

| got agood sght picture on my firgt target and was just beginning to squeeze the trigger when |
heard the L-T's voice above me: "Y our head'stoo far back, Barnes. Get it down there whereit belongs;
see dl you can through that rear Sght aperture.”

"But, gr, | dways shoot likethis."

"TheVirginiaMilitary Indtitute taught me how tofire arifle, Private. I'm not interested in how you
shoot; I'm interested in seeing you shoot correctly.”

| cast apained look up at Donaldson. "Sir, I've made Expert every time during the last two years.”
Briefly | debated adding that | had just placed in the top five in the German Nationa Match competition
but decided againgt it. An enlisted man can only get away with being right when doing so doesn't prove
an officer wrong.

Fortunately at this point Sergeant Brown gpproached. Closing in on retirement, he was our platoon
sergeant. Like most good noncoms, he was more interested in results than gold braid, and he knew my
score at the Nationals.

"Lieutenant . . ." It'saways heartwarming to watch a professiond in action; Brown sounded
genuinely respectful . . . Private Barnesisthe best shot in the platoon. Hell, haf the time he's the best
shot in the company. Tell you what, L-T, if anybody in this bunch outshoots him, you can teach himto
your heart's content. Otherwise, please let the man do hisjob."

Donddson'slipsthinned. "Okay, Sergeant, I'll do just thet. But if he shoots|ess than an eighty-five
on these bull's-eyes, for the next month you and he will have an opportunity to explore atheory of mine
that suggests that the amount of time spent pulling grounds maintenance is directly proportiond to a
man'slevel of smdl-arms proficiency.”

From somewhere down theline | thought | heard the beginnings of asnicker, muffled instantly.



"Yes, gr," replied the sergeant, sounding more confident than | felt. (1 wasn't looking forward to a
month of shoveling snow and rearranging rocks any more than he was—but the potential consequences
of having caused it for him thrilled me even less)

Now, shooting accurately with somebody standing behind you dapping his own leg with acleaning
rod asif it were ariding crop isn't aseasy asit sounds; but | managed to get off al ten shotswell before
thetimelimit.

It didn't take any longer than usua for the range phoneto ring, I'm sure.

However.

| did have to suppress a start when it rang, and remind myself to look disinterested as the scores
were read. Simpkins, down on Lane One, had hisusual sixty-something, and Crater barely beat him ouit.

Then the sergeant turned to me. In bored tones, he said, "Barnes, you're letting your group drift a
little into the ninering, low at six o'clock. Y ou only scored ninety-seven. | don't know what's wrong with
you today."

| grinned nonchadantly. "Must be the cold, Sergeant.”

—and belatedly resumed breathing.

After dl the scores had been read off, the lieutenant said, "Very well, Sergeant, I'll talk to both of
you later about this."

Hefavored mewith alevel stare. "Be glad we didn't conduct this exercise with those damned
forty-fives."

"What do you mean, sir?" | asked. (I never knew when to keep my mouth shut.)

"Wdll, everybody knows how inaccurate these forty-year-old pistols are.”

"Oh. Uh, right.” And bardly remembered to add, "Sir." It never fails to amaze me how many
otherwise knowledgeabl e people have bought that particular myth. The forty-five automatic is one of the
finest combat pistols ever made.

The sergeant caught my eye. "Say, Lieutenant,” he interjected, hisface amask of deadpan
sncerity, "are you abettin' man?' | didn't know what he was up to; but sometimes even | know when
not to jostle somebody's e bow.

Thelieutenant |ooked puzzled for amoment. "1 only bet on sure things, Sergeant.”

"Well, would you be willing to bet me twenty dollarsthat Barnes can't knock down three out of five
of the pop-up targets from here with your forty-five?' Suddenly | understood. Quickly, though not
without effort, | affected what | hoped would pass for aworried expression.

"Sergeant,” drawled the L-T, "I don't asarule steadl money from subordinates; but | will pick it up
when | find it thrown away."

He pulled out his forty-five, shucked the top two rounds out of the magazine, turned to me, and
said, "Y ou know how to work one of these things, boy?"

"l think so, gir." | took it from him with both hands and turned it over and around like a chimpanzee
ingpecting anew toy. | didn't quite stare down the muzzle; | thought that might be overdoing it.

| glanced up at the lieutenant. "Uh, Sir, could | get Gary Vernon to spot for me?”

By thistime Lieutenant Donddson was visbly having trouble restraining asmile. " Sure, why not.
Sergeant, have 'em stand up atarget on thislane and set it for automatic reset.” (Who saysthe gods
don't have asense of humor . . . ?)

| took up my stance. Rather than the wimpy one-handed pistol stance shown in "the book," | use
the solid two-handed "Weaver stance." The first round thumped into the backstop one hundred meters
away, alittle high, | knew, because | saw thedirt fly.

Gary cdled out, "Looks like it wasjust over the shoulder on the left.”

So | dropped the sights to the lower right-hand corner of the target and squeezed again, and this
time when the pistol came down from recoiling the target wasfaling. Three seconds later the target had
reset; in another three, it was down again.



While waiting for the target to reset for the fourth shot, it occurred to me that | had agolden
opportunity to correct not only the lieutenant's misapprenension; but potentialy even to send amessage
concerning common-sense methods back up the chain of command.

Twenty dollarsisn't much of alesson. . ..

Carefully | planted the fourth shot in the backstop to one side of the target; then pushed the safety
up and lowered the pistol. Glancing over my shoulder, | said, " Sergeant, youare splitting that twenty
dollarswith me, aren't you?"

The sergeant's smilereminded me of aTV minigter reviewing hisratings. "Long asyou shareit with
the boys."

"Lieutenant, Sir, how much isit worth toyou for me to missthis next one?'

Donadson snorted. "Soldier, | hardly think two hits out of four are reason to gloat.”

"Double or nothing, Sr?" Richard Nixon would have been proud to claim the look of wide-eyed
innocence | achieved at that moment.

"Youreon!"

| let my facerdlax into agrin. | dipped off the safety, took careful aim, and pulled the trigger.

While watching the lieutenant dig out hismoney, | noticed that Crater was handing afew hillsto
Simpkins. "You asshole," | blurted indignantly, "you bet againgt me!"

He grinned. "No, you sorry shit. | bet you'd hit four.”

The lieutenant watched the sergeant hand me atwenty. He looked around thoughtfully; then said,
"Y ou know, back at Virginia Military Ingtitute, Captain Proctor was fond of saying that hard experience
had taught him that the book didn't have al the answers. He regularly advised usto keep our eyes open
inthefied. Maybe thisiswhat he meant. | guess a second lieutenantcan learn from his platoon sergeant.
And an occasiond private."

Brown'seyestwinkled as he said, "Good thinking, Sir.”

The lieutenant was actudly grinning as he walked off.

Unfortunatdly, | didn't havelongto gloat. A day and ahalf later, Sergeant Brown walked in on us
aswe packed our gear to head out. Wally had been telling Crater that he was flying hiswife, Annie, over
for the holidays, and Gary and | had been making our fina plansto go on the annual tour of the HK
firearmsfactory over in Oberndorf am Neckar next weekend, something we'd been planning for at least
ten weeks.

When Brown shut the door and didn't say anything at al, | got an itch between my shoulder blades
that wouldn't go away. Something about his expresson madeit worse.

Crater missed it. "So, how did Second Relief do on the range yesterday?' he asked breezily.

"Not bad. We got back early, too—we didn't let them use the “French PX' after you guysand
Sergeant Pritchard bought that case of French wine yesterday. By the way"—hismood lightened
momentarily—"how wasit?'

"Mogt likely just like the bottle we left in your room, Sergeant, Sir," Crater said innocently.

"Oh. —Oh! That'swherethat came from. Thanks" Brown's flinch was visble thistime; the news
must bereally bad. "The lieutenant didn't think Captain Jones would appreciateit if he let you guys keep
buying black-market booze from the back of a deuce-and-a-haf."

Then heturned to me. | could seein his eyesthat he was about to drop a shoe—first or second
didn't matter; | knew | wasn't going to likeit. Diffidently he said, " Say, Barnes, didn't you spend some of
your time off this past week teaching Johnson how to shoot?'

Uh-oh. "Y eah, Johnson and al those other no-gos on that relief. Why?' (Neverever show off in
front of second lieutenants: they'll either bust your ass—or put you to work. Donadson was the latter
type. I'd spent hours out in that freezing snow drilling thoseidiots, showing them how to hold their
weapons properly, how to read their sight pictures accurately, how not to jerk on thetrigger or teakea



deep breath for luck just as you're squeezing the shot off. . . .)

Brown grimaced. "Well, dl the others did okay; but Johnson didn't even qualify.”

"That's no surprise,” Wally groused. "He doesn't quaify to be ahuman being."

"Well, damn.” So that'swhat had been dripping off the fan blades. "I knew he wasn't paying
attention; but I've never hadany body not qudify." To the astonishment of nearly everyone, I'd even
managed to nurse Butler through his qudification.

"Well, you have now," Brown said. "Fortunately, one of the other platoonsin training has the range
today and the L-T wants you to take Johnson over right now and get him qualified.”

Now? Asinright now?

Gresat . . .

| truly loved thisguy—I hadn't had any redl time off in aweek, and now | got to play wet nurse. |
sghed. "So who's coming off our shift to take Johnson's place on the other relief?”

Johnson's relief worked opposite us on the missle site; when we were on Site, they were either off
duty or pulling patrols, and vice versa. Werarely saw the guys on the other relief (except when we
changed reliefs), unless someone changed shifts and they shuffled people around.

Brown wouldn't meet my eyes. | knew then that my suspicion had been right on the money.
Another shoewas fdling and it had my nameonit.

"Well-I-I," Brown drawled, gaze glued to the ceiling, "we don't really have anybody on dack.
Petersfell and sprained hisknee on theice yesterday, and the L-T let Wilson go in thismorning 'cause
hiswifés having ababy, and Whitney has pneumonia. One of you guysisgoing to haveto pull
forty-eight hours straight and be on the other relief for awhile.”

"I wouldn't take his placeif hislife depended oniit!" Wally exploded.

Fuck. | hate it when the handwriting on thewall conflictswith my plans. | avoided looking at Gary.
| was aready seeing red, and he hadn't even said it yet. Good of the unit . . .

"I'll doit," hesaid. Just as| knew he was going to.

Waly and Crater made outraged sounds: "Hey, man, you can't—" " Shedit, Vernon, what're you
doin’; you crazy dl of asudden?"

| lunged to my feet. "Damn you to hell, Vernon! Y ou know goddamn well if you switch with that
little prickhead, the HK tour is screwed—"

Gary met my eyes squardly. "Randy, hang on to your temper a minute—"

"Fuck you very much, Vernon."

| turned without another word and | eft with my gear dung across my back, not even ssomping or
hurrying. When | got to the door, | dammed it open and stalked out into the cold.

Dammit! It was about time Vernon let somebody el se take the shit for achange. Screw morale. . .
aong with everything else about the goddamned Army. . . .

As| stormed toward the waiting jeep—where Johnson aready huddled, looking less miserable
than he was going to by thetime | got through with hisass—I wondered if I'd get any deep on thedrive
over.

Johnson grinned a me and said, "Hey, man, you know how itis. . ." with that stupid look of his
pasted al over hisbony face.

| wanted to shoot him.

Instead, | drove out to the goddamned range with him, and got the misbegotten little shirker
qudified. By the time we finished, Johnson wasn't smiling anymore. Hell, by thetime finished with him, |
wasn't sure Archibald Johnson would ever smile again, and didn't give abald rat's ass one way or the
other. It didn't help my temper any to redlize that while Gary Vernon's pact with Odin had brought him
nothing but good luck, mine seemed to have brought nothing but bad.



Chapter Five

My footsteps rattled around the cavern like angry waspsingde afaling nest. Whoever said to
beware asking the gods for gifts knew what they were talking about. (Which made me wonder how
many other mortals had been royally screwed down the ages.)

| hadn't asked for much; just something to believe in on those endless nightsin the missile Ste's
guard towers, where hours and hours of deadly boredom dternated with occasiona moments of lethal
peril. Just something to believein, for those excruciating seconds when dl hell would bregk loose, and a
man didn't know which direction death might come from next.

Wi, I'd gotten exactly what I'd asked for. Odin had let me have it, both barrels.

Andin al the chaos, | hadn't gpologized to Gary.

Hed only done exactly the kind of thing I'd aways admired most about him. Given hissilver
tongue, | should have redized he could talk hisway back onto our shift again before the scheduled HK
factory tour. | certainly should have redized that morde redlywas that important. Soldierswho don't
give adamn anymore make mistakes that get people killed. Both of us had ended up mad enough at
each other—and at the system in generd —to bejust that little bit less cautious than normd. When the
gods are watching, that's al it takes.

| should have gpologized.

Archibald Johnson took Gary's place on Tower Five. | hadn't said much. The guys understood,
and let me stew in silence. Asthough echoing my mood, ice formed on the tower's windows—from the
ingde—and blocked my view. Double chain-link fences and atredess perimeter were all | had to look
at for the next few wretched hours, but they beat looking at Archie Johnson.

| rubbed the windows with a scrap of dirty toweling, and muttered obscenities at the heater. |
couldn't really fault it. Whoever had ordered it, back Stateside, they hadn't taken into account the
plywood-and-glass box on stilts where it was going to be used. Theidiot obvioudy hadn't figured on
German winters, either. The heater was doing its best, faced with impossible demands.

| winced. I'd made some pretty impossible demands of my own, then ended by telling my best
friend to goto hdll.

| was not proud of mysdif.

So | scrubbed the windows and scowled out at the perimeter, with ablack sky and black thoughts
and glittering ice for company, and wondered how to apologize. My bregth frozeinto little diversof ice
on contact with the glass. Tomorrow morning—firgt thing—I would put on my best hangdog expression
and gofind him.

Earlier, Wdly had said that Gary was going into town tonight with some of the guys: Hill and
Rosetti and acouple of others| didn't know very well. Wally had also said held looked mad asa
two-dollar whore stiffed by afifty-cent john. Which hadn't sounded at dl like Gary Vernon, and made
mefed even lower and dimier than | dready did. A night off ought to leave him in a better mood,
anyway; maybe good enough to accept an gpology from afirg-class asshole.

| sghed, and used my deeveto wipe away ice crystads. Deegp shadows lurked beneath the trees
out beyond the perimeter. They hid secrets from the stars. Too quiet out there. Some nights silence was
ardief; but others. . . Nightslikethose aman was glad when the sun came up to find him ill bresthing.

| decided to listen in on the phone, just to hear human voices. Chuck had just delivered the
punchline of ajoke. | winced, and wondered what had led up to "—so she sucked his gpples!™ Laughter
erupted over theline.

When the chortling died down, the platoon’'s Clark Kent finally decided to include mein the
conversation. "Say, Barnes," Waly asked, "what are you planning to do after you leave us behind?

Y ou're getting pretty short, now, aren't you?"



"Me?" | forced arusty-sounding laugh. "Anything but re-up.”" For some reason, that earned laughter.

"What, you're not tired of the Army life, are you?' Crater snickered. "How about Vernon? He's
dueto re-up ordidi out pretty soon, too, isn't he? Do you know what his plans are?

| Sghed. "Y eah. HE's going to give college atry, go ROTC, and come back to haunt you bums as
abuitter bar."

"ROTC?

"A second lieutenant?!

Chuck's response was even more e oquent: "An effin‘officer ... 7"

"Sure. First agrunt, then a Specia Forces officer, then a state rep, then a congressman, then
president—and pretty soon hell be running the whole show.” Laughter greeted that assessment.

| wasn't kidding about Special Forces, though. Just because held resigned from the program as an
enlisted man did not mean the door was closed—at | east, not for Gary Vernon. For just about anybody
else, yes, but not for Gary. Sneaky Peek, that was hisgod, and | wished him al the luck making it to
Specid Forces. He probably would, too. Gary could work within the system, or at least get around it on
the dy without getting into trouble.

| envied him that skill. When | saw something wrong, | needed to fix it right then. 1'd dready gotten
busted for doing the right thing when an officer had told usto do the wrong thing. And, knowing mysdif,
| figured I'd do the same thing again if it came down to it; which waswhy Gary had afuturein the Army,
and | didn't. At least hehad agod. The only thing I knew for sure was there was no way | was going to
re-up into this Army.

"Shit, sounds good to me," Crater muttered. "Maybe thingsd get done right for a change.”

A grim slencefollowed that cheerless observation, and not even Wally seemed able to steer the
conversation into something less depressing. Everybody fell silent for too long. When the phone beside
my hand finaly crackled to lifeagain, | actudly jumped.

"Hey, Barnes" Chuck said into my ear when | answered, "commander of the relief iscoming
around.”

"Thanks"

That was part of our ritud. When the commander of the relief walked the perimeter to check on
the towers, you warned the next guy down the line he was on the way.

Sergeant Pritchard was on tonight; he walked into view between the fencesand | chalenged him.
Heissued the countersign and | waved him on past; then, as Pritchard walked under my tower and
headed on toward the next onein line, | picked up the phone and warned Crater. He acknowledged and
| cradled the phone again.

And was startled stiff when gunshots rang out over toward Tower Five. | grabbed my rifleand
checked the magazine as voices erupted over the phone.

". .. Johnson, you stupid shit-for-brains moron! Wally was snarling, which surprised the hell out of
me. He never used that kind of language. ™Y ou shoot at Count Draculaagain and I'll rip your bals off
and begat you to desth with them!™

Uh-oh.

"Be cool, Johnson"—that was Crater's voice—"it'sjust an owl. Put the rifle down. Pritchard's on
hisway over, you don't want to shoot him."

"Goddamn huge—no bird that big—" Johnson sounded terrified.

| grimaced. Maybe it wasn't so bad that Johnson couldn't shoot worth crap. More than one newbie
had gone screaming into the night when our resident eagle owl swept down out of the dark on his
five-foot wings. The Count hunted by our perimeter's lights;, we'd sort of adopted him asamascot. The
largest owlsin Europe, eagle owls had been extinct in Germany until recently, when the Frankfurt
Zoologicd Society had helped sponsor areintroduction program. Ours was one of those released into
the wild, and it had been abig story in thelocal press.



Wewere dl pretty proud of the bird, which we'd immediately dubbed Count Dracula; but Wally—
wdll, hdl, Waly thought of that bird as his persona friend, and had even looked up the loca equivaent
of the game warden to learn more about it, and find out how well it was adjusting to its new home. If
Johnson shot hishird. . . hell, Waly justmight kill him.

I'd be more than happy to help.

"Johnson!" | snagpped into the phone. | heard a gulping wheeze on the other end and knew | had his
attention. God aone knew he ought to listen to me by now. "It's agoddamn owl, Johnson; are you
listening to me? An owl! And if you shoot it, every man on thisshift will hedp Wally rip your brainsout. |
sad, areyou lislening?" Another burbling sound indicated that he was. "Good. Pritchard isgoing to be
coming around any second now. Have you put that rifle down yet?!

"Yes"

"Good. Don't shoot at shadows, Johnson. If you can't seewhat it is, call somebody else.”

"All right, you made your point." Hiswhining snarl was amost back to normdl.

| gave him an inarticulate growl of disgust. Wally's voice was quiet when he spoke. " Thanks,
Barnes™"

| hoped | didn't sound ascurt as| felt when | growled, "Sure, Wally. Any time." | probably had—
nobody spoke to mefor the thirty minutesit took to straighten out the mess with Johnson and do the
stupid paperwork to log in the shots fired.

That suited mefine. . . a first.

Unfortunately, after the ruckus over the owl died down, nobody said much of anything to anyone
else, either. Thefeding in the air was wrong, somehow. More wrong than just bad tempers and low
morae. Theréd been no sound from the phone for over fifty minutes before | redlly noticed the changein
the qudity of the silence. It was almost as though the darkness were listening to us Sweat. An uneasiness
| couldn't define crept over me as| stood listening to my lungsin the bitter air.

The night was amazingly clear, full of stars and sharp shadows. Nothing stirred anywhere on the
perimeter. Even the trees stood motionless, tall black spears stripped of their leaves. My watch dia read
aquarter to midnight. For some reason, that observation worsened the tension | wasfedling.

God, | wasin ahell of amood tonight.

A spurt of atic startled meinto glancing at the phone.

"Hey, uh, anybody out there?' Crater's voice crackled through static.

The slence held. | started to move toward the phone; then shrugged and turned back to the
window. | didn't fed like talking; hadn't fdt like it Since yesterday's fight with Gary. Instead | wiped off
moreice crystas, and let my gaze drift acrossthe grass, down to the tredline.

Last summer weld chased a couple of kids out of those woods. They'd been going &t it pretty hot
and heavy when we showed up. The boy had said something about a bet while they pulled their clothes
on; then they'd disappeared without another word.

The woods had been quiet that night, too, but peaceful. . . . Hdll, | didn't know what was wrong. It
was probably just me, and my sulks had finally affected the rest of the guys. The sllencein the tower
grew in my ears until the skin on my back began to crawl. | rubbed both armsin an unsuccessful attempt
to get the hairsto liedown flat. Finaly | turned and tried my own luck.

"Hdlo? Anybody ligening?'

| started to say more; then stopped. Fortunately nobody answered me. | was embarrassed that 1'd
let mysdlf get so spooked. Chrigt, | could handle alittle silence better thanJohnson . | paced back to the
window, uncertain and edgy, one ear tuned toward the phone. Over the next ten minutes three more
guys caled hesitantly over theline; but | didn't answer. Nobody did. Therewas an odd prickling at the
back of my neck, and the uneasiness | couldn't explain left mein no mood to discuss anybody else's
jitters. Thiswas much worse than that afternoon at Hohenfels—

A burgt of raw sound from the phone sent me six inches off the floor. My scalp tingled; the hairs
stood on end. There was noise coming from the phone, like nothing I'd ever heard coming over theline



before. | picked up the receiver to hear better. Metal grated and clashed against metal, and men's voices
shouted hoarsely; but | couldn't make out the words. It wasn't English, or German, exactly. . .. And
screams, too, faint but unmistakable through the Satic.

| thought of late-night war movies and decided someone was playing an elaorate hoax. They'd
probably taped an old movie, messed with the sound allittle, and were playing it back over their phone
to freak Johnson alittle closer to cracking. It was something Chuck could have put together in hisdeep
—the man was atrue artist when it came to messing with peoples minds.

| backed away, holding down an involuntary shiver, and told mysdlf to ignore the weird sounds,
snce there wasn't anything | could do about them now. | looked out the window again—and amogt fell
down.

| grabbed at the heater and singed my hands in the process. The phone banged against the floor
and hung fromitstrailing cord, forgotten.

Therewere no sars.

A huge patch of sky was utterly, hideoudy black.

And the thing that stood between me and the night sky . . .

| tried to swallow and couldn't; tried to blink, and couldn't. It stood multiple yards higher than the
tredine. Thefact that | had often seen heads shaped like that, held proudly on muscled necksarched in
precisely that manner, only increased the horror. It hulked above my tower, itsvery size making it
appear misshapen againg the night sky. Flaring nostrils steamed in the frozen air, well above the topmost
branches asit tested the wind for scent of its quarry.

Odin's death gdlion was hunting in the darkness beyond the perimeter lights.

But who was Seipnir hunting?

A massive cold shudder that had nothing to do with the temperature seized me.

His earstwitched, blocking out more stars as they moved. The part of my mind which functioned
on that level—no matter what else | was doing—took the measure of the angle from the lowest part of
the neck to the tips of those silky ears.

Assuming dl eight feet werefirmly planted on the ground, Seipnir stood two hundred feet tall.

All six-feet-plus of me shook in the darkness.

His gaze swept across the ground far below, peered through the barren trees, passed across the
frozen grass and glittering chain-link fence—

—and rested on me.

Time dowed. We stared at one another while the constellations watched silently. His eyes blazed
with anintelligence far greater than any anima had aright to possess. He bared histeeth in a perfect
imitation of awicked grin. . ..

My hand cameto life, groping for my rifle. I didn't give adamn what I'd told Johnson.Could | kill
athing like Sepnir with an M-167?

Behind me, the sounds of screaming men and ringing metal shrieked, filled the tower . . . and il
Seipnir hdd my eyes.

He moved one step closer; if held stretched his neck, histeeth could have ripped the flimsy
wooden roof off my tower. His head bobbed lower in the starlight as though held heard my thought. |
threw mysdlf onto the floor behind the big heater. Burning my arm on the back of it had very littleto do
with theyell | gave out as his enormous head filled the glasswindows above me. . . .

My hands worked the rifle bolt and | crouched lower. My pulse pounded against throat and
temples. HEd come for somebody. Goddammit, hed come for somebody—

Well, it wasn't going to be me. Not without afight.

The stallion tossed his head againgt the blackness of the night sky, and half reared. A massive,
misshapen chest surged momentarily into view. Then he subsided and peered intently into my tower
again. His nogtrils flared wider, and his coat rippled and shuddered as muscles bunched smoothly under



it. He sdled to my right, treetops whipping violently aside as he moved. He bared glinting teeth and
snapped at the air above the double fences; then snorted. The walls of my tower shook asfog engulfed
the windows.

| started praying—I didn't even know to Whom.

The glass cleared, and again | saw hiseyes, wild and angry. Then he reared up above the trees,
and two sets of flailing forefeet raked the treetops. Snow went flying in an explosion of white powder.
When he subsided again, he shook his head. Rippling mane hair went flying wild in asudden wind that
roared down across my tower with gale force. The stalion's eyes held mine for along moment more;
then he turned his head away and began scanning the ground, peering off in the direction of town.

| flexed my fingers. Tried breathing again. My lungs rasped once; then started to work. | noticed
my shorts were suspicioudy warm and damp. Damn.

My pulse gill pounded fiercely in my ears, and | blinked sweet out of my eyes despite the intense
cold. | eased cautioudy to the windowslll, and peered up over the edge as the gpparition moved one
step away from the Site, then another.

The phonefédl slent behind me. | sarted, and glanced around at it. When | looked out again, | saw
the stalion rear again. Hisfront legsraked the night sky. | half expected the stars to explode in ashower
of gparks as his hooves caught them. There was something—I couldn't tell what—held in histeeth.

Then hewasgone.

Hedidn't fade away. Or disappear. Hejust . . . wasn'tthere . A rumble of thunder struck the
tower; then everything fdl slent.

Sowly | eased my rifle down; dowly wiped my hands on my pants.

My watch said midnight exactly. | looked at the phone, expecting it to burst into life any second;
but it didn't. The silence lasted right up to the end of watch.

| spent the rest of that watch staring out at the snowless treetops and fighting shudders that inssted
on crawling up my spine every few moments. | studied the night, traced its frozen patterns from sky to
ground and back. It was different, worse than before, tainted somehow with the scent of blood.

Which was crazy.

Count Dracula dropped from the night sky, so close to my tower windows | actualy yelled and
brought my rifle to my shoulder before| got control of mysdlf again. The Count struck a mouse and
devoured it while | struggled to get my heartbesat back down under 120 again. Reluctantly, | had to
admit that | now understood—at some primd level 1'd never experienced before—why Johnson had
shot at that owl. My fingers gripped my rifle so hard | looked later for dents.

When my reief findly arrived and | climbed down, | moved so dowly | felt like ageriatric case;
except that | kept trying to look in al directionsat once, which | couldn't have doneif | were genuinely
asold as| fdt. | glanced briefly at the guys as we made the round of the towers; but carefully met no
Oone'seyes.

No one seemed anxious to meet mine, either, and none of them appeared to be in any better shape
than | was. Crater was determinedly ignoring the sky atogether as he douched up to the silent group.
We assembled in the dark, and no one broke the silence as we trooped into the psychological safety
represented by the mess room.

Johnson was a basket case. It took Wally, Crater, and Brunowski to get him into his bunk. When
Waly and Crater returned, leaving Johnson in Brunowski's care, we gathered around the coffegpot. No
one seemed willing yet to meet anyone else's gaze.

Crater spokefirgt. "Did, uh, anybody hear anything kind of, well, weird—"

"Yeah," Chuck cut in, hisruddy face sweating. "Kind of like screaming and shit, and meta hitting or
scraping or something—"

| didn't want to listen to the half-whispered comparisons of what I'd heard over the phone tonight. |
didn' like thinking about it; it soured my stomach thinking about it.

Nobody mentioned Sleipnir, and | sure as hell didn't either. There's areason pilots who report



UFOs get the rest of their careers scrubbed. | scowled into my muddy coffee and saw those impossible
eyes staring back.

The door flew open with abite of icein thewind and Pritchard staggered in, pulling off gloveswith
hands that shook. He drained a cup of coffee in one gulp and poured a second, then let out a sigh that
was mostly shudder. We waited.

"Bad wreck," he muttered, his voice choking.

"Say again?' Waly asked.

"Bad wreck. Somebody go find Brunowski."

Nobody moved.

"What happened, Sarge?’ Wally asked quietly.

Pritchard stirred, looked around, saw we were waiting. He seemed to brace himsdlf. | knew,
without aword spoken, that the biggest shoe of all time was about to squash usflat. | found mysalf
gripping my coffee mug until my knuckles showed white.

Pritchard finally spoke. "One of our trucks missed acurve; hit the trees doing sixty-five.”

The ensuing silence was broken by areverent whisper.

"Fuck . .."

"Rostti's got a busted skull and no teeth in front. Hill broke both hisarms. A couple of guysinthe
rear broke damned near every bone you can break. —Shit!"

Hed spilled coffee on his shoe.

"Gonnabe hdl on you guys, 'til we get afull complement again on the other relief."

Pritchard till wouldn't meet anyone's eyes—he had moreto tell, and didn't want to spill the redlly
bad news. Memory of Seipnir standing taller than the trees, something grasped in hiswicked teeth, hit
me hard. | felt sick, didn't want to think it, wanted to throw up, rather thanask . . .

"Gary Vernon?' | barely recognized my own voice.

Pritchard looked up again. He met my eyesfor asecond, then let his gaze dide away.

"He bought the farm, Barnes. Dead before the pieces quit bouncing. Sorry."

| dammed my fist down on the table. | never noticed the hot coffee that doshed over my hand as
the mug | was holding shattered. | just sumbled outsde. The gtiff breeze from the north compounded the
effect of the sub-zero temperatures to freeze the moisture on my cheeksingantly; but after the skin froze
| hardly noticed.

Theair smelled like more snow. | didn't care.

He'd comefor awarrior, bloody goddamned monster.

Hed gotten one.

Chapter Six

| heard water long before | found it. Sound travels dmost forever in acave; and this sound wasn't a
quiet dripping splash, it was arunning, rumbling roar, loud and wet through the darkness. The floor
began to dope sharply downward; | had to brace with both hands as | picked my way carefully along a
sixty-degree dope.

Thear was moist, and the walls were damp to the touch; but there wasn't any visible seepage yet.
Just the noise, much louder now, beginning to sound amost like the roar of awaterfal—athough aslong
asit had been since | had heard anything but the sound of my own footsteps, my perspective was,
perhaps, suspect.

Finally the walls began to curve around in atight, |eft-hand, downward spird; before | was
completely around afinal, sharp corner, cold, wet spray hit my face. | dug in aong the very edges of the

dope and stopped.
Itwas awaterfdl.



A dark spout thicker than my torso shot straight out of ahole in the "cliff face” fifteen, maybe
twenty feet above my head. The water tumbled down into the same crevice where | stood, pouring
away downdopein an honest-to-god underground river asit followed the bend. Wet stone glistened in
the lamplight. The surface surrounding the fals rippled in a beautiful formation Bjornssen had identified as
flowstone, which glistened in the light with stunning shades of ruby and fiery orange from whatever
mineras had been dissolved in the water. The opposite wall remained the dirty, ugly grey that had
characterized the rest of this passage so far.

And then | saw that agood-sized side passage led off to theright, also doping down, just thisside
of thewaterfal.

For amoment | just stood there, staring stupidly from one passageway to the other.

Crossroad.

Finaly my brain kicked in like arusty carburetor, and | got busy doing first thingsfirst. | unstrapped
my pack and broke out the filter pump. Since the water was moving fast enough to pick up al kinds of
dudge, | didn't want to risk drinking it unfiltered, despite araging thirst. | filled both canteens, daked my
thirst, refilled the second canteen again; then repacked my gear and contemplated the two possible
roads.

Therewas no tdlling how far this"river" flowed, or how deep it got. If the floor continued to dope
down much farther at this angle, the water would be above my head in no timeflat.

Scuba gear was one item | hadn't brought with me on my journey to hell.

On the other hand . . .

| took off my helmet and held it asfar down the right-hand passageway as| could. | flashed the
light around, and studied the opening. Thefloor fell away at adightly smaler angle of dope. It appeared
to be completely dry, and it didn't appear to narrow down at al.

It looked like amuch easier route, and probably asurvivable one. | jammed the helmet back onto
my head and studied the river passage again. My Sunday-school teacher had always said the road to
hell was an easy passage; but | didn't think Christian ideals necessarily applied here.

As| squatted there at the very edge of the black river, | felt an dmaost sublimina humming adong my
caf. Theknife strapped to my leg seemed to quiver in anticipation.

That wasn't necessarily agood sign.

Involuntarily I glanced down; then wished | hadn't. | spat and watched the tiny blob of spittle vanish
asthetremendoudy swift current swept it away.

Hell, | fill didn't know what to make of that knife.

And, though part of me wished bitterly that I'd never laid eyes on it, another part of me knew that
nothing in the known universe could have prompted meto refuse accepting it. Call it guilt; cal it
cowardice. Hell, a case could even be made for compassion. . . .

| wondered what Gary's grandmother would make of meif she could see me now. | snorted.
Probably ask to borrow the knife back, then call the cops to come and lock me up once | was unarmed.
She'd seemed an extraordinarily capable old lady. Granted, we hadn't met under the best of
circumstances. But then, they do say stress and grief tend to bring out a person'srea persondity. Which
said alot about her—and even more about me.

Even through the numb shock and the sick anger that had gripped me, once | had met Gary's
grandmother, I'd discovered | envied my dead friend every minute of the time held spent growing upin
her house. I'd never met anyone quite like her and knew | never would again.

Either the Vernon family had been arare breed, indeed, or my life had been emptier than even |
hed thought.

| rubbed my eyes with thumb and forefinger, then tried to ease acramped knot in the back of my
neck. If I'd had any doubtsbefore the funerd about Who—or What—had killed Gary Vernon, |
certainly didn't have any afterward. | probably shouldn't have been surprised; but the last placeI'd
expected to encounter more of Odin'slegacy was at Gary's funeral.



Thewesther & the cemetery wasn't any better than Germany's, just warmer. Thick, drizzling mist
threatened to become cold rain a any moment. I'd flown hafway around the world—threatened to let all
hell looseif | didn't get the leavetime | was owed, and get it rightthen —only to get rained on at my best
friend'sfunerd.

| watched the grim procession crawl through the rusted iron gates and move toward me. Nothing
could have induced meto set foot inside the funeral home; it was bad enough out here under the
miserable sky, with the miserable mountains glaring down a me through the miserable migt.

This stretch of godforsaken Oregon coast ended at a cliff, dropping a sheer hundred fifty feet into
crashing surf. The cemetery clung to the edge of the dliff, shivering in heavy, cold fog. The few markers
were granite, some very old, three with the same date of desth.

The Vernon family was dmost completely reunited.

| didn't haveto wait long for the line of carsto crawl through the gates and stop near the open
grave. Smdl towns didn't have many mournersin them. | stood at some distance while they gathered,
and knew | was dmost invisible to the mourners through the fog, which suited my mood. Then, when the
minister took hisplace, | shouldered my way closer. Friends of the family stared, wondering who the
slent uniform belonged to. | was obvioudy too late an arriva to be amember of the honor guard who
would give Mrs. Vernon that terribly expensive flag after they lowered Gary's box from under it.

The mist thickened, cregping between the tombstones and around the mourners, until | could barely
make out the casket. It wasn't theright sort of mist; not tangy with salt air and the fresh seascents of a
living coadtline. It stank of blood and bodies |ong dead. The cold, dimy fed of it clinging to mewasthe
fed of the grave, thetouch of Seipnir'scold eyes. | shuddered, wanting to tear at the smothering mist
and rip it to shredswith my fingers.

The preacher droned on about the mercy of God and | ground my teeth. There was no merciful
God; just abloodthirsty old bastard with one eye who wouldn't be satisfied with the dead he dready had.

No one here would believe what had really happened; but the memory of that tiny shape swaying in
the grip of Sepnir's massive teeth was 0 strong, it was dl | could do not to fling open the coffin to seeiif
Gary's body bore teeth marks.

The sharp report of thefirgt rifle volley snapped me back. Two more followed, echoing off the
shrouded dliffs.

The woman beside me closed her eyes; but didn't flinch. I'd seen Gary's photographs enough times
to know thiswas Mrs. Vernon. Gary's grandmother was a solid woman, built to live forever. Inthe
wreck of aface made old by more than time, | could see she'd once been beautiful.

Gary's grandfather must've been crazy, to leave her to go off to war. Her hair was silver and
diamondsin the migt, and her chin wasfirm and high.

The only movement anywhere about her |eaked from the corners of her eyes. She never sobbed
once; but the tears didn't stop or even dow down, and there wasn't enough courage in my whole body
to meet her eyes. | wasn't sure she'd even noticed my presence when 1'd nudged my way between her
and adisapproving neighbor.

The bugler began taps amidst an unexpected grow! of thunder from the Pacific. The service wasn't
over yet when aviolent squall swept in off the sea and shredded the mist, sending it flying before asharp,
salty wind. Rain tore a the mourners, cleansed the casket; the stars and stripes draped over it blazed
when the lightning flashed. | pulled off my overcoat and held it above Mrs. Vernon's head whilethe
gathering broke and ran for parked cars, leaving a mere handful to finish out the graveside service.

Rain and wind dashed through the graveyard, battering at us. My arms shook dightly, holding up
the sodden coat. | peered intently through the storm, half expecting to see the monstrous, deformed
shape of that eight-legged hellhorse rise up out of the stormy seato tower above us.

Except held already come and gone, his dirty work done.

| found mysdlf standing between Gary's grandmother and the wind, shivering, but determined to



protect Mrs. Vernon. She wasthe only bit of Gary left divein the world.

"Y ou'd best go on now, Ingrid."

One of the gravediggers had appeared. Mrs. Vernon was holding the folded flag. The service had
ended while | waswatching the rotten storm. Mrs. Vernon and | were the only two mournerseft at the
gravesite.

"I'll go when my boy's home, none sooner.”

Not aquaver; but her tears came fagter. Either that, or the wind was crying, too. | edged closer to
her side, not quite daring to put an arm around her, and faced down the gravedigger. Helooked at my
bedraggled dress uniform and shrugged.

They lowered Gary into the earth, their grunts and oaths barely audible above the ssorm. The
splunk of mud againgt dark, wet sted settled al argument. A moment later we turned to go.

Mrs. Vernon looked me up and down, and my heart jumped into my mouth. | was agood
half-a-foot taller than she was, for al that she wasimpressive; but she could've knocked me into the mud
with alook.

"You'll be coming to the house." It wasn't aquestion, but I made noncommittal noises.

"Mr. Barnes, you've come al the way from Germany, as none of the rest of them have, and I'll not
seeyou turned out into astorm for thanks. Y ou follow my car back.”

For amoment | was puzzled that she knew my name; then it occurred to methat | had no idea
what sort of |etters and/or pictures Gary had sent home. | nodded and hel ped her back through the mud
and rain to thewaiting limo.

The limousine dropped Mrs. Vernon off on atree-lined street, in front of asmall ssone home. |
parked my rented Mustang and stepped out into a deep puddle that soaked coldly through my already
drenched shoes.

Mrs. Vernon ushered me onto the porch and into an unfashionable living room filled with
unmatched, comfortable old furniture, and family picturesin heavy gold and wooden frames. | dripped
muddy water onto her throw rug, and tried not to look at the laughing faces in those photos. Acrossthe
room afew brown pine needles and a stray "icicle" on the carpet showed where a Christmastree had
stood until recently.

Merry Christmas, Ingrid Vernon.

She spoke then, while pulling off her coat. " Sit down, make yourself comfortable, Mr. Barnes. Il
be just amoment.”

She disappeared into the back of the house. | stayed where | was. I'd already ruined the seat of the
rental car.

She returned sooner than | expected, having left the sodden coat somewhere, but she still wore the
muddy shoes and bedraggled black dress. Her hair dripped onto her shoulders. She held before her, on
outstretched hands, along narrow box wrapped in an old, faded bit of gingham cloth.

She glanced down at it for along moment; then met my eyes.

"Y ou were specid to my boy."

| didn't know what to say, so | kept my mouth shut.

She unwrapped the gingham and held out adim wooden case. "The men who carried thisare dl
gone. Gary wouldn' take it with him over there; he said it would just get stolen some night. And maybe
—maybeit would have, at that. Therearethose . . ."

She faltered; her eyes closed briefly, then opened. Her chin came up resolutely and she stared into
my eyes, apparently searching for something—and whatever it was, | couldn't have explained why, but
right then, for just an ingtant, 1'd have been willing to dieto giveit to her.

And then the moment was past. Mostly.

Softly Ingrid Vernon said, "'I'd be proud if you would haveit. It was meant for Gary, at least I'd
hoped it was; but that wasn't to be. None of what I'd hoped for was meant to be. . . ." Her eyesheld



unshed tears. Her expression, while utterly bleak, somehow conveyed an impression of frustrated rage
and asense of persond betrayd. "But lifeisasit will be," she continued, and finished grimly, "regardless
of pan."

Barely intime, for achange, | managed to bite back my response. It would have been entirely too
heartfdt—I'd heard the same line from Gary too many times. But however much | wanted to rage at her
—totdl her it was her fault; that sheld made him the way he was, and that'swhat got him killed—I
couldn't have said athing like that to my worst enemy, let done this proud, stubborn old woman trying
not to inflict her grief on her grandson's friend.

Reverently she handed methe box. "Y ou arechosen ."

| blinked but carefully said nothing. It seemed likely that she would explain further. (And oddly
enough the progpect sent achill up my spine)

"For generaions, it has dwayschosen its kegper from the males of my family. Now there are no
more. Y ou are the one it wants."

| opened thelid. For along moment, my eyes refused to focus on the object inside. Black as
Sepnir'seyes, along, somehow menacing shadow crouched between folds of crimson velvet. From
needle-pointed blade tip to end of pommel, absolutely no light reflected from the knife. It wasn't coated
or plated to look black; itwas black—even the razor-honed edge, which should have reflected silver;
but didn't. A dragon's-head guard and tail-shaped haft curled into abelt or thong clip. It might have been
gaudy—should have been—but it wasn't.

Not at all.

Without quite knowing how it got there, | found my fingers closing about the haft which lay on my
abruptly sweating palm. It was soft and warm to the touch; it felt amost like living flesh. Something, no
doubt feedback from my inexplicably pounding pulse, crested a sensation within my fist that felt oddly
likethe purr of asmugly self-satisfied cat.

| looked at it more closaly. From its appearance, | couldn't hazard a guess asto what it was made
of. Obvioudy it was very old (possibly even ancient). It was certainly utterly unique, and unmistakably
priceess;, somehow | knew ingtantly that the last place it belonged was amuseum—or maybe, as|
became aware of my surroundings once again, the next-to-the-last place. . . .

Hadtily | dropped the knife back into the velvet, snapped thelid closed, and met Ingrid Vernon's
unfathomable gaze.

"| can't accept this!" | sputtered.

She held up ahand. | shut up.

"ltchose you," she dated flatly, "and that's dl thereisto be said. Keep it, Randy. For his sake."

| gave up. Briefly (and without notable success) | tried to say something appreciative. Eventualy |
fdl dlent.

Presently she said, "It was good of you to want to come.”

"l dwayswanted to meet you," | fumbled.

She offered awan smile. "Thank you, | see you mean that, and | wanted to meet you, too. But |
didntwantittobe..."

| couldn't answer. She seemed to understand.

Findly, after atimelessinterval, | broke the quiet that had settled over the room. "I, uh, guess|'d
better be going. Have to get back to Portland, to the airport. . . ."

Hushing, | made an awkward farewell.

| could fed her eyes on my back all theway to the rented car; then | was aone with the knife. |
opened the box again, and stared at the dead black shape for amoment. It occurred to me that Gary
probably had been right. Thislittle number was thief-bait. Evenif | hadn't had ajob to get back to—
Uncle Sam gill wanted me—I probably wasn't going to want to look at it again for quite sometime. If
ever. Too many memories. It would have to get used to its dark little box until my discharge.



| experienced an inexplicable flash of anger at the thought. The feding grew stronger as | snapped
thelid shut and rewragpped the gingham. It intensified further as| began to think about getting back to
duty. The feding persisted dl the way back to Germany, where | asked that it be logged in and locked
up safely inthearmsroom. As| waked away, | received an indelible impression of frustrated rage.

Chapter Seven

A dark swirl of water raced away from me, down into the heart of the mountain, as cold as my gut.
The next choice | made might well be my last. | had to decide not only whether | went |eft or right; but
aso whether or not to trust the knife which now hung poised dong my calf. A grimacetugged a my lips.

Theimmorta Juliet had begged Romeo not to swear by the "inconstant moon” lest hislove prove
just as changesble; therisk that thisknife would be just asfickle loomed in the foreground of my
awareness.

| eyed the blade uneasily; then reached down and felt the grip dide smoothly into my hand. Instead
of holding it by the haft, | smply laid the knife across my pamsand stared at it. It was heavy and
reassuringly solid to the touch; but—as | had learned shortly after acquiring the damned thing—I had
amplereasonto bewary. | glanced at theriver again. Thefal of black water churned its surface with
endless boiling motion.

Black knife, black water . . .

Theknife lay cold and dead against my pams, giving me no clue. But then | didn't really need the
knife to make my decision. The Christian hell might be notorioudy easy to get into; but | was betting the
Norse onewasnt. | thrust the blade back into its sheath and came briskly to my feet. | cast onelast
longing glance down that dry passageway. . . .

Then strode forward into black spray.

Gingerly | tested the footing aong the edge, asfar away from the cascading waterfal as possible.
In seconds | was drenched to the skin, and the bottom continued to dope away, leaving me hip-deep
and sinking in next to no time. Thewater wascold , nearer the temperature of an ice cube than liquid
water. | gritted my teeth and kept going, trying unsuccessfully not to shiver astheicy water filled my
boots and chilled my bones.

The bottom dowly leveled out, and | found myself waist-deep, struggling to stay upright in swift
current that tugged at my pack and threatened to drag my feet out from under me. Gradualy the current
dowed asthe wallswidened out. Unfortunatdly, that made hanging on more difficult. Soon | couldn't
reach both sdes a once. After theroar of the waterfal died away, the only sound was that of the river
itself, softly hissing over and around rocky protrusions.

| began to shiver in earnest as my frozen body tried to warm itself. Dying of hypothermiahadn't
occurred to me; but it was entirely possible. Somehow | didn't think freezing to desth quaified a hero for
admissoninto Vahala Not that | felt much like ahero; | was just too goddamned mad to lie back and
enjoy what most people would have considered inevitable.

| actualy laughed aoud. The sound skittered across the black river and vanished downstream.
Odin was probably very unhappy that | wasn't most people. | hadn't been, even before Gary's death,
and afterward . . .

Afterward, | had felt abitter kinship with the poor guy in Heinlein'sThe Unpleasant Profession of
Jonathan Hoag , who had started deeping nights handcuffed to hiswife. But that guy's solution to his
persona nightmare had been to run away and hope it didn't get any worse.

| didn't do thingsthat way.

It had eventually occurred to me that Gary's murder had been—mythologicaly spesking—
impossible. Gary Vernon had been "collected” by Seipnir, Odin's persond courier for fetching to the
Vahdl thosewarriorskilled in battle .

Gary Vernon had died in atraffic accident.



Seipnir did not collect—and never had—traffic-accident victims. Those who died accidentaly
ended up in Niflheim, not Vahalla. That redlization had stopped me cold in my tracksfor acouple of
days, fortunately, they werequiet days, because an entire division probably could have rolled through the
fences next to my tower and | wouldn't have noticed. 1'd been too busy with thoughts that leapfrogged
acrossal the old stories I'd ever read as| tried to make sense of something even more impossible than
theimpossible.

And then, when | couldn't make sense of it, I'd gone out and done additional research. Lots and
lots of additiona research. My new obsession might have made me the butt of endless jokes; but
nobody razzed me much. Of course, Rosetti's new orthodontia, compliments of Uncle Sam, might have
prompted some of that reluctance. Somehow word had gotten around to leave me and my pagan gods
grictly done. . . .

Benesth the trappings of glory and drinking and whoring it up, the old Viking religion was damned
vicious. Three old hags caled the Norns made dl the rules—including the ones the gods themsdlveslived
by. These three witches made the Greek Fates|ook like Sieeping Beauty's Good Fairies. Their rulesfor
living—and dying—were ugly, crud, full of blood and torture and desth. Nobody, including Odin, spat
without those three old hags by-your-leave, andnobody broke the rules.

Warriors—those who died in battle—and accident victims did not share the same afterlife. Not
ever. And yet there Odin was, gpparently throwing everybody into one stewpot, willy-nilly. Odin wasn't
allowed to collect victims of accidents—or disease, or old age—for hisgreat battle hdl. But hed
collected Gary. And apparently the Norns were letting him get away withit.

That had left me with two possibilities. Either the army had lied about the accident—which was not
only entirely possible, but highly probable, if ragheads had been involved—or something redlly screwy
was going on here. Why would Odin start stealing men wherever he found them? And why would the
Nornslet him?

To answer my first question, 1'd collared Hill, the driver, and Rosetti—separately—and had done
my best (or worst, depending on your viewpoint) to get the real story out of them. They had agreed on
every detail. Gary had died in aplain-and-smple truck wreck. No raghead ambush, no sabotage of the
truck, no nothing. Just one blind-drunk muther at the wheel and one dead GlI. | think they had to
rehospitaize Hill after | got donewith him. . ..

Meanwhile, Odin had gotten awvay with murder. And probably would again—maybe even mine. |
bitterly acknowledged that fact, and, somewhere in the process of getting drunk and ripping up a
German bar and afew dozen of the Paestinian "Turks' who hung out there, | felt like | finally understood
why Oedipus—who had aso falen afoul of adivine joketoo crud to bear—had stabbed out his own
eyes.

And then, quietly and clear-headedly, | had vowed that Odin would pay. No matter what it took.
Which left mewith figuring outhow . A morta doesn't just hop abusfor the home of the gods. . . .

Not even dying was a surefire way to get to him. Most of the dead went to the goddess Hel's hall
in Niflheim, and afull haf thewarriorskilled in bettle were clamed by Freyjaforher hal, wherever that
was. Besides, | didn't want to diefirst just in order to get to Odin. Dead men don't get much done, and |
had alot to accomplish.

The only reliable way to get to Odin without dying wasto cross the rainbow bridge Bifrog, into
Asgard. Problem was, it bypassed Earth without stopping. Besides, no mortal could crossit anyway; it
wastoo fragile. | had to come up with another way to get to Odin.

A redlly convoluted, arguably crazy way.

According to the old stories, aman could find hisway into the underworld—uwithout dying fird—by
locating avery deep cave, and following it down to the echoing bridge that led from Earth into Niflheim,
the "underworld"—not precisdly hdll (sncethat was cdled Niflhel); but certainly not heaven, either.

The old stories so said that Loki was chained in the underworld as punishment for killing Baldr,
Odin'sfavorite son. He would remain there until the twilight of the gods and their fina battle at Ragnarok.



Sepnir—through abiologicaly improbable series of events—was Loki's son.

And Sepnir—bless hisbig black heart—was the only creature in the combined nine worlds able to
cross between any two of them at will.

Voila: All I had to do was catch Sleipnir and ride him to Asgard. Once | got Odin within arm's
reach, | would wring his cursed neck for him. Piece of cake. Always assuming a human being could kill a
god, of course. . ..

Theonething I couldn't do wasjust sit and do nothing. 1had to believe one man could change what
was happening, because to believe in predestination—that everything was fixed and immutable, that
nothing you did meant spit in thelong run—wasto believe that Gary and |, the rest of humanity,
everything we'd accomplished as a species was worth nothing. 1t meant we hadn't done anything more
meaningful than run headlong down Somebody's el aborate rat maze. | wouldn't buy thét.

| might be an asshole; but | sure ashell wasn't arat.

The gods were morta, after afashion. They wereall dated to die at Ragnarok. If everything were
foreordained, and ran according to rules asimmutable as the physics that governed nuclear fission, then
Fenrir would kill Odin, Thor would die of poison blown by the Midgard serpent, and traffic-accident
victimswould dways end up in Niflheim, not Seipnir'steeth.

But if everythingweren't foreordained . . .

| didn't know if | could kill agod; but I knew | had to try. If he could snatch victimsfrom
insgnificant traffic accidents, who could guesswhat bigger and better "accidents' he might arrange? It
wouldn't take much meddling to blow the lid off the uneasy peace we had going at the moment. That
would sure as hell give him a steady supply of bodies. He had to be stopped; and there just wasn't
anybody elsel could think of in any position to stop him.

The Norns—hiding under the roots of the world tree, where the great rainbow bridge spanned the
gap between Asgard and the Norns shadowy hall—made the rules Odin had been breaking.

| didn't much care.

| was not only going to break therules, | was going to play another game atogether. Which left me
waist-deep in afreezing river somewhere in the middle of aNorwegian mountain.

| don't know how long | dogged through the cold water, putting one booted foot carefully ahead of
the other and forcing my shivering body to keep moving. My watch had tritium-coated hands and
numbers, which meant | could see them even without the carbide light; but my brain wouldn't register the
time properly. | knew | had to get out of the water soon or | would freeze to degth.

Unfortunately there was no end to theriver in Sght. The walls began to narrow down again, causing
the current to pick up. My legs were so numb | was having trouble keeping my footing, and the only
thing that saved me from fdling a couple of timeswas grabbing for the wals. The rough stone cut my
hands, o | braced myself long enough to dig apair of wet gloves out of my butt pack. They were cold
and soaked; but saved the skin of my pams severd times during the next few minutes.

| was shivering o hard now, it was a race between the numbness and convulsons asto which
would dunk mein theend—

My footing disappeared without warning. | dropped off ashelf and floundered, choking withicy
water up my nose. The weight of the pack dragged me under. My waterlogged boots hampered my
effortsto kick toward the surface. | flailed desperately and managed to get my face above water long
enough to gasp.

| stared wildly into utter blackness. Not only had the carbide lamp hissed and gone out ingtantly;
but the current had dragged my helmet away into the darkness, gone before | could even think of
grabbing for it.

A low rumble grew ominoudy in my ears. The current—which had picked up sharply—dragged
me mercilesdy aong. Blind, haf frozen, | flailed both arms, and scraped my hand againgt thewall. | tried
to grab hold; but only managed to scrape up my arm without finding purchase. Kicking hard dewed me
sdewaysin the heavy current, then smacked me hard into the wall, sooner than | expected. | tried again



to grab hold, scrabbling with hands and fest.

Theroar grew louder and the current picked up more speed. Try as| might, theriver scraped me
aong thewall (Ieaving bits of cloth and skin behind) toward a dropoff—adliff, or chimney, no doubt—
which certainly lay ahead. When my feet bumped into something, it took my brain acouple of seconds
to register the impact.

When redization sank in, | kicked hard. There was ashelf of rock, very narrow, under my feet. |
tried to brace mysdlf on it; but the current was too swift. | ended up diding Sdeways on tippytoes, trying
to maintain contact with the ledge.

Theroar had grown to adesafening thunder, and the current dragged at my clothes and pack, trying
to drag me bodily off thetiny shelf. My head bumped into something extremely hard and | ducked
indinctively.

| amost logt my baance, and flung both arms upward. My hands smacked against the ceiling.
Primate ingtinct took over from the lizard brain. | jammed my feet againgt the bottom and braced my
hands hard against the ceiling, and halted my dide toward doom. Thus supported, | was able to hold my
position; but | wasn't sure how long | could maintain my stance, shivering as hard as| was.

There was obvioudy onemutha of a hole somewhere up ahead—and very close, from the sound
of it. My tunndl was narrowing down so fast I'd be completely underwater soon—if | didn't get dragged
down the holefirst. | was so cold | couldn't think what to do; trying to reason fdt liketrying to swimin
Jdl-O. The only coherent thought | could dredge up wasn't particularly useful. Towit, if | let go of the
caling, | was going to drown, assuming | didn't first hit the bottom of the hole into which the river was
pouring.

The germ of athought percolated into my numbed brain and | braced mysdf carefully, letting go
with one hand to fumble insgde my shirt pocket. Sure enough, my emergency cyaume stick was il
there. Ripping thefail off with my teeth, | held one end againgt the ceiling and applied pressureto the
other end. The plastic outer tube bent until the glass vid floating indde snapped. | shook vigoroudy, and
was rewarded with acool, chemica glow which lit my surroundings.

| stood jammed against one wall of a six-foot-wide tunnel, with dark water racing by so fast it
made me dizzy to watch. The cave ceiling arced down to meet the water some fifteen feet ahead. Either
that, or that was where theriver dropped off into the hole, and the tunnel dropped off withiit.

Somewhat desperately | scanned the wall and saw aroundish patch of darkness maybe two feet
thisside of the dropoff point. A sde tunnd? Big enough for meto get into? Or just asmall hollow that
led nowhere? Evenif it were atunne, could | hang on against the current long enough to drag mysdlf into
it? Not that | had much choice either way.

With nothing to lose but my life—which | figured was long since forfait anyway—I clenched the
cyadumein my teeth and inched forward, fighting the drag of the current, until my arms ached with the
grain of pushing against the celling. The current tore at me so strongly, | didn't dare raise my feet.
Instead | shuffled aong, scraping my boots against the rock riverbed.

Closer, and | could see the opening: hole, dl right, and big enough for me to squeeze into, even
with the pack. The edges and inside surfaces were rounded and worn smooth from water, suggesting
that the leve of the river was congderably higher at times, bleeding off part of itsflow into thissde chute.

The side passage floor was at chest level. Could | drag mysdlf up into it, with muscles frozen stiff
and trembling from exhaustion, before the current dragged me into that bottomless pit? 1 didn't give
myself odds on that one; but again, there wasn't much choice. | thought briefly about easier roadsto
Hell, and muttered something obscene around the lightstick clenched in my teeth.

| wasnot going to dive down that waterfal.

| reached the opening and braced mysdif. | was going to haveto let go with my right arm. | shut my
eyes, and drew a deep breath around the cyalume; then grabbed the edge of the hole. The current
dammed me sideways. | bashed my elbow against the side of the new tunnel; but | wasn't svept away. |
fought to shuffle back againgt the current, while pulling againgt the edge of the tunnd ashard as| could



with my right arm. | gained about six inches, which put me more or less back in front of the hole again.

Waking my fingers dong—while maintaining pressure againgt the calling with my padm—allowed
me to reach the edge of the tunndl. | tensed and tried to ready mysdlf for alunge that would be my one
and only chance. Bearing in mind Y odasimmorta words, "Thereisnotry . .." | emptied my lungs, filled
them again, and emptied them once more (which wasn't easy with acyaume stick in my mouth). |
attempted to cadm myself and closed my eyesto concentrate. . . .

Water yanked my feet sdeways. | |landed with nearly rib-cracking force against the right wall. My
breath dammed out in aguttura grunt and | dmaost dropped the cydume stick. My right arm was
crushed againg stone. | dragged mysdlf forward half an inch, aninch, twoinches. . . .

Theriver pulled madly at my legs, dragged me back again. | clung Sdeways, face jammed againgt
rock, left hand scrabbling for purchase, and thought wildly about the knife in my boot sheath, whereiit
didmenogoodatdll. ...

| cursed; then dragged my right leg painfully up out of the water. | worked my knee up along the
wall while| tried to find some sort of toehold with my other foot, and did it the hard way. | clung with
my left hand; then made agrab for the knife—

My fingers closed around it. And as | twisted and dipped and started to fall back into theriver, |
jabbed the blade into solid rock. It sank straight into the wall. And held.

| pulled mysdlf up two inches; got my other knee out of the water; felt the Strain in the knife asit
began to bend under my weight. | collapsed forward onto the ledge with startling suddenness. My feet
hung out over space, clear of the water.

| rolled flat onto my stomach across the cyaume stick, and felt my hand drop. The haft quivered as
my fingersdid away. | lay in utter blackness, my feet barely clear of the water.

| was dill dive.

| tried to smile. Good old knife. . . it had even managed to get rid of Johnson for me. My eyes
closed dl by themselves. Poor, stupid Johnson .. . .

The day had begun decently. It graduated to miserable in short order, and left me convinced to my
socks that Somebody Up There had taken very serious notice of one otherwise insignificant Gl.

It was supposed to have been a classc ambush. Things had started out well, in fact, despite the
conditions. After abad blizzard, the westher had turned clear, with bitter temperatures and worse wind
chill. Hauling sixty-five pounds of gear, | had dogged through snow that drifted knee-deep in places.
Johnson stumbled ahead of me, muttering incoherently. After the rainy warmth of Oregon, returning to
Germany's biting cold had been a shock.

With Lieutenant Donaldson in charge of the exercise, Staff Sergeant Myers as our squad |eader,
and Wally as acting fire team leader, we had experienced, trustworthy personnel running the show.
Which was something of arelief.

Donadson barked ordersinto the freezing air and we got moving. Setting up the ambush beat
standing around freezing to death. We positioned ourselvesin a crescent-shaped deployment back upin
thetreeson afairly steep hillside.

Below usasmall road snaked dong the edge of the hill; we centered oursalves on the outside of a
ninety-degree turn, far enough from the crest not to be visible againgt the skyline if we stood up, but
close enough to the top to scramble over it quickly. Wed spring our hit-and-run ambush on the convoy
expected through sometime during the next two hours, then melt away over theridge.

Onthefar side of the road, twenty yards or so distant, was another stand of woods. On our side, a
snow-and-stubble covered field stretched away to the right, toward another woodline. Wewerein a
good position; Donadson knew what he was doing. Down on the far end of the crescent, Simpkins
sguad had set up their M-60 machine gun to command aclear view down the road asit departed from
the corner. At the other end, the weapons squad was setting up another M-60, positioned to rake the
road in the other direction.



The result was the classic crossfire pattern, which in combat would have forced the enemy off the
road in our direction, right into the fire of four eight-man rifle squads lying in ambush between the
machine guns. In addition, my squad had two 90mm recoillessrifles, which looked like old-time World
War |l bazookas, but had more range and carried alot more punch.

None of thisimpressive array of weaponry was, of course, loaded for our training exercise. The
brass, in their wisdom, had determined there was enough chance of us dumb troopies hurting ourselves
on atraining maneuver, without the added risks of live ammo. Given the presence of troopieslike
Johnson, | was, for achange, inclined to agree.

All of which meant the three guys carrying 40mm grenade launchers attached to their M-16s didn't
even have dummy grenades with them. The only "weapons’ we had with us were blanksfor the M-16s
and the M-60s, a collection of pocket knives, and the ubiquitous entrenching tools that infantrymen since
the days of Julius Caesar have carried with them in order to dig fortified emplacements. (Which wasthe
only way to get your ass out of the hand-to-hand stuff without succumbing to cowardice.)

Themgjor complaint | had about the setup was being ordered to take cover in two-man positions.
Under battle conditions, one man would rest or deep while the other kept watch. But . . .

I'd been teamed with Johnson.

To give him hisdue, Donaldson probably didn't know.

For my position, I'd chosen atangle of bushesthat concealed me from both the road and the
hilltop. About ten feet to my Ieft, Monroe fed a bt of blanksinto the M-60's tray with a minimum of
clanking and rattling. Then as he and his partner concealed themselves, | settled into the shallow trench
I'd dug between my chosen bushes. Since I'd carefully distributed the excess dirt and snow smoothly
benesth the bushes where it wouldn't show, | was nearly invisible from every direction.

Johnson was directly to my left. | could just see Wally and Crater over beyond Johnson, between
him and Monroe. Gradudly things got quiet as everybody settled in; within ten minutes the only sound |
could hear was the wind and Johnson squirming in the snow.Moron . We waited, got colder, then colder
gill. At momentslikethis| understood why Uncle Sam wantedme . Nobody with brains would confuse
this sort of thing with the patriotic satisfaction dl the recruiting posters prate about.

That made methink of Gary again. | felt like abroken record, stuck on "raging mad." But if | let
myself dwell onit, they'd end up locking me up in Leavenworth for life, because Johnson wouldn't come
out of the ensuing brawl dive. That misbegotten littleidiot had actudly protested that the relief would be
too short-shifted if | |€ft for the funeral. Amazing, how strong nine hedlthy infantrymencanbe. . . .

I'd dmost gotten to histhroat anyway.

Johnson shifted around again, so that snow crunched loud as arifle report under him.

"Keep ill!" | hissed vicioudly.

Heflipped methe bird, but subsided.

| forced my concentration back onto my job. No convoy in sight. No trace of advance scouts
anywhere. | hedinasgh.

Damn, it was cold.

Aswe lay there, waiting for that stupid convoy to show up so we could shoot the theoretical shit
out of it and then get moving—and somewhat warmer again—I found mysdf uneasly wanting to glance
over my shoulder. For reasons | couldn't fully explain, the skin on the back of my neck prickled, and my
right palm itched. Asthe fedling worsened, | began wishing | had aloaded pistol, or even adecent knife.
| would even have welcomed holding that weird black thing Gary's grandmother had given me.

| tried to shake mysdf out of my mood. Maybe | should have taken more leave time, after al. Here
| was on routine winter maneuvers, and | felt as jumpy and disquieted as the night Sleipnir had—

Snow crunched, from somewhere behind us. | giffened. Then it came again: astedthy footstep,
amogt slent, from behind and to my right, in the treesfarther up the hill. . . .

| swore under my breeth. Wouldn't it figure the aggressors would come scouting through the
woods ahead of their column? It occurred to me that—since | seemed to have more acute hearing than



the rest of the guys—probably no one else had heard it.

| did alightning-fast review of our tactica Stuation. Our primary objective had been conced ment
from the road; but asfar as| could tell, we were concealed from the direction of the hilltop, too, unless
someone moved, betraying our position. We were pretty good at what we did.

Abruptly I swore under my breath. Archibald Johnsonwasn't . . . . Then | had two of themin sight,
al but invisble in snow-and-winter-tree-bark camos. They were moving down between the trees,
toward thefield. My glance fell acrosstheriflesthey carried—

—Ahh,shit .

Those weren't rubber training AKsthey were carrying. They were asred asthe sudden fear-stink
inmy nogtrils. | focused my gaze, and saw dark faces, thin noses, black Paestinian eyes. . . .

Ragheads.

They were dready among us, till without having seen athing. From my position | could see
Waly's eyes; but only because | knew exactly whereto look. I could tell he'd seen them, too; he looked
asscared as| felt.

| glanced a my rifle—loaded with nothing but training blanks—and speculated upon the kind of
stopping power blanks might have if things got hot. The M-16 didn't even produce auseful muzzle blast;
most of the gas vented to the Side. | eyed the entrenching tool lying close beside me, and swore under
my breath. Grest, a usaless gun and ashovd. That made me fed much better.

Intent on their own movements, they still hadn't seen us. | uttered atiny prayer—butnot to Odin—
that they'd just keep going, never seeing or hearing athing, like shipsin the night.

And they might have; but for the contribution of Mr. Model Soldier. Two feet away, Johnson
shifted again. Snow crunched under his damn belly. The ragheads spun, crouched—and Johnson saw
them for thefirs time.

| held my breath. Johnson gave a grunt of surprise and—

HIT

—made areflex grab for hisM-16.

Bark exploded from the trees. Bullets tore past my head and a cloud of snow erupted from the
ground. | heard Crater ydl, and suddenly Johnson was cowering behind atree trunk. | fired the blanksin
my rifle, with exactly the results I'd expected—none. The M-60 was blazing away, too, with no more
effect than I'd had. If it had been closer to the bastards, the bigger blanks might have done some damage
—Dbut thiswasn't horseshoes.

The only cover between me—flattened out in the snow—and ahail of live bulletswas an
all-too-thin screen of low bushes. Fortunately, on full-auto, their fire only lasted about two endless
seconds; then their last hot brass sizzled into the snow.

| took aquick persond inventory.

| wasn't hit.

| knew | was going to be surprised about that when | got around to it.

Instantly, | launched toward the nearest raghead, entrenching tool in hand. He saw me coming and
tried to hurry home another magazine but jammed it. He didn't get another chance.

Midspring, something warm—somethingthatfel tlikeflesh—wrapped around my wrist. Before |
could reect, the desth-black blade of Gary's knife had buried itself in the raghead's belly. It diced
upward through cloth and flesh like so much soft cheese. A scream split theair—

Followed amost instantly by a curse from the other raghead. In his haste, he/d managed to drop his
second magazine in the snow. | grinned in hisface and the knife dashed out. A greenish auraswirled
within the very substance of the blade asit severed the raghead's hand. His rifle—and hand—dropped
to the snow. Without dowing, the knife continued upward through the raghead's throat, and cut short his
scream.

| whirled and stopped. It was over. There had been only two. | found mysalf on my knees, panting



hard, staring in abrupt amazement a the impossible knife clutched in my pam. The heavy blade was
streaked with red against the snow; so was most of my uniform. Only now did | redlize that the long,
curved "tall" of the haft was somehow wrapped snugly around my wrist.

Twice...

Likewise—now that it had my undivided attention—I could tell that the flesh-textured surface of
the haft was indeed radiating a perceptible warmth against my frozen skin.

| looked more closdly. Cal it ahalucination, but those damned eyes weretwinkling , visbly—and
the haftmoved within my grasp. Somehow, from somewhere, | was getting the impression of laughter. . .

But even as| stared, the eerie glow died away, and the knife wasflat black again. | yelled and
shook my hand violently, trying to shake the thing loose. It fell to the snow, and blurred—or maybeit
wasmy vison—

| shut my eyes. When | opened them again, abloody entrenching tool lay in the snow before me.

"Hey, Randy—"

A hand fell on my shoulder. With ashout | convulsed sideways. | landed sprawled in the snow and
my cheek touched something warm and wet. | jerked away and looked down. It was the raghead's
severed hand. Still twitching in the snow.

"Man, you okay?' Monroe looked scared and worried and awestruck at the sametime.

"uhng...."

The guys crowded around. | sat up dowly. Someone was yelling for the lieutenant, and someone
esewasydling for the medic. Everyonewastaking at once. | felt Sck and dizzy; it was difficult to
follow what was going on.

Sergeant Brown shouted for order and formed usinto acircular defensive perimeter—fat lot of
good that would do, but itfelt right—while Lieutenant Dona dson radioed Captain Jonesthat weld had a
redl incident, somebody trying to steal weapons, and that shots had been fired. The L-T was a so bright
enough to cdl for another platoon—anarmed one—to search the areafor other terrorist patrols.

"How many down, Sergeant?’ | heard him call.

"Two enemy dead; one of our boys down."

Donddson relayed that and requested an ambulance. Wally was yelling for the medic to shag his
butt. Crater swore nonstop, propped against atree, his pants covered with blood. Wally held a
compress againgt the wound. The medic pushed Wally out of theway and took over.

"Crater," | cdled shakily, "you okay?"

"Y eah, dammiit, | took one acrossthe back of my effin' thigh—ahhhh!" The medic had ripped his
pants open. "Keep that asshole away from meor I'll kill the son-of —ahhhh—" He yelled again asthe
medic did something elseto hisleg.

"Clamit, Barnes" Brown barked. "Watch the goddamn perimeter!" He then turned hiswrath on
Monroe, who'd left his position.

Chuck stood over Johnson and clutched his useless M-16. Chuck made agood show of watching
the perimeter. He was d o effectively holding Johnson down. That worthlessdildo lay shivering inthe
snow, looking utterly wretched. No one had to ask Crater who the "asshol€" was.

The ambulance showed up seconds before three jeeploads of M Ps skidded to a halt. It would
have been hard to decide which we were happier to see. The ambulance meant help for Crater; but the
MPs hadbullets .

They landed spitting orders.

"Get these men out of here”

"Anyone touch that evidence?'

"Search everyone—I don't want any goddamned souvenirswalking off thissitel”

"Who was directly involved in this?'



The latter question was from the MP Captain in charge of the investigation. Lieutenant Donadson
had the two ranking MPsin tow, moving purposefully toward Sergeant Brown. The M Ps patted down
the platoon for souvenirs, then sent us out of the areathey had aready roped off asthe "crime scene.”

Brown reported succinctly who had done what to whom.

Donadson glanced at me, then looked at the ragheads closdly for the first time. His eyes widened.
Then heturned on me, his expression grim, and noticed the condition of my uniform. " Spill it, son.”

Not wanting a court-martia for insubordination, | chose not to reply that | aready had spilled it. In
quantity. Not wanting a Section Eight, | was not about to mention Gary's knife. | did describe Johnson's
giveaway of our position; then toe-danced sdlectively through the details of my rolein thefight. The MP
Captain listened intently. | watched him even more so. My blood pressure began to subside asit became
apparent that he was not more than normally suspicious.

"Thisisthe weapon?' Donddson asked into the silence that ensued when | finished. He pointed
toward the bloody entrenching tool with the toe of one boot.

"Yesdr. It wastheonly thing | could think of grabbing, sir, when the blanks didn't have any effect.”

The MPs examined the dead terrorists while Donaldson eyed the severed hand. "And just how did
you inflict thiskind of damage with an entrenching tool, soldier?”

| opened my mouth on empty air when Johnson broke in. His voice was shaking amost as hard as
therest of him.

"It waan't the shovel—he had aknife , dammit, ahuge knife! | saw it—it was about afoot long and
black. . . ."

He gulped and shut up under the L-T'swithering stare.

Donadson regarded me quizzicdly. | shrugged, forcing mysdlf to meet hiseyes. "I don't know what
he'staking about, Sir. | haven't got anything more than a pocket knife on me. And"—I indicated the
entrenching tool with ajerk of my thumb—"ther€'s blood al over the shovel. | keep it sharp, ar. | just
swung hard and thought about it afterward.”

"Maybe Barnes used shovel judo,” Chuck suggested helpfully into the silence.

Donaldson glared a him; then had me strip in the snow. Of course there wasn't aknife anywhere to
be found, other than my little three-inch folder.

"Therewill beaninquest, soldier,” he said, Skewering me with hisgaze while | got dressed.
"Everyoneinvolved will be questioned by Captain Plunkett.” He nodded toward the MP Captain
concluding his notes on my report.

Plunkett finished scrawling in his notebook and looked up. "I want this site left untouched, and |
want al of you back at the base immediately. Out into the road, dl of you. Detriech, make sure you get
al the brass. HaAlf of it's going to be under the snow.”

After being dismissed, we trudged down to join the rest of the platoon on the road. There we
waited for the truck Lieutenant Dona dson had radioed for. We stood around in the snow and carefully
avoided meeting each other's eyes. Especialy me. | had more reason not to want to talk with anyone
than dl the rest of them combined. Being ahero isembarrassing. Plus, | really needed to get back to the
base armory and look inside that damned box. It was there, of course—it had to be there—buit |
needed very badly tosee that it wasthere.

Though | wasn't certain | could trust my own eyesanymore. . . .

Severa hours of intengve grilling later, the MPs were satisfied and | wasfreeto go, the last
member of our squad released. The others were waiting outside, questions written al over their faces.

"l dunno,” | said. "They pumped mefor al | wasworth; then shut up like clams. My guessisthey'll
hushit up likeusud."

Wally nodded.

"How's Crater?" | asked.

"Okay. The medics are holding him at the infirmary overnight; then helll be back with usfor light



duty. They're sending us back to thefield, | guess.”

Wally didn't sound pleased.

"At least we're il around to go back," Chuck said quietly. "I never saw anything likeit, man," he
added. " Jumping them like that, with nothing but agoddamn shove. We were lucky they didn't hit us
worse before you got them. How'd you do it?"

| looked off into the distance, uncomfortable over the awein hisvoice. | had pulled a
suicidal-seeming stunt with ashove and they al figured | was some kind of hero who'd saved their lives,
or something.

Wdl, maybe | had at that, but it sure wasn't because | was fearlessin the face of death.

Asforhow I'd managed it, | couldn't admit to them or anyone else what'd redlly done the killing.
Only Johnson had seen that knife, and heldd been ridiculed for blurting it out; would probably get
cashiered on a Section Eight, if he stuck to his story. Not that 1'd be sorry to see him go.

"I don't know. Honest, | just don't know. Blind dumb luck, | guess. Have | got time to head over
to thearmory?'

"Armory?" Chuck laughed. "What're you going to do; ask if they've got any more of those deadly
entrenching tools?*

"Or something." | forced agrin.

Wally nodded. "Okay, meet usin twenty outside the mess hall. Truck's supposed to be waiting

there”
| left them and made my way reluctantly back to the armory. The armorer looked annoyed at my

request; but went and got the box. He tossed the wooden case onto the table between us with asolid

thunk, and buried himsdf againin hisspy thriller.

It hadn't changed in the twenty-four hoursit had sat in the locked safe. It was ill adim wooden
box, sill wrapped in faded old gingham. | stood for along moment just looking at it; then made my
hands open thelid, quickly.

It was dill there. Thelight from the overhead bulb glinted coldly dong the nonreflective black
blade. Irrationally, | had thefedling it was|looking up at me. There was no trace of blood anywhere. The
curve of the haft was precisdy the same aswhen | had first laid eyesonit. | attempted to flex the "tail”
with both hands. Reason told me that nothing that solid could bend.

Butithad. . ..

From somewhere came an impression of unheard laughter.

| glanced up at the sergeant. He was till obliviousto the world. Okay. Symptom or fact . . . wed
See.

| picked up the knifeand held it in abattle grip. It fill felt warm under my palm. Feding alittle
foolish, | dared it to move,

Itdid . Faster than my eyes could follow, the tail whipped around my wrist and gripped firmly.

| bit off an exclamation and forced myself to stand till. Nothing further happened: no glowing green
light, no glittering eyes. Theknifejust lay quietly in my hand, itstall curled impossbly around my arm.

Astheinitiad shock wore off, it dowly occurred to methat this could be ared heluvauseful knife—
if any of thiswereredly happening, as opposed to awarning that my load might be shifting.

Gary's grandmother had said this thing hadchosen me. | had dmost talked myself into believing that
was her way of saying, "l want you to have this." Now | wasn't so sure. How in the nine worlds had a
little old lady in Oregon gotten hold of thisthing? Had she known what she had?

It struck me, stlanding there in the armory with a supernatura knife wrapped around my arm, that if
Gary'd had thisknife with him the night Sleipnir showed up, Odin might have been short one world-class
champion for hisband of not-so-merry men. Or could the knife have come to Gary from Oregon when
he redlly needed it? Not, | realized dowly, that it would've done much good in acar wreck. Besides,
there was something & se clamoring for attention in my forebrain.



Who had sent thisknife to me?

Firg Odin kills my best friend, thensomebody sends me asupernatural knife by way of the grieving
family? 1 narrowed my eyes, and tightened my grip on the warm haft. Didn't the one-eyed god of battle
often present certain warriors with special, magica bladesjust before. . .

The knife seemed dmost to squirm in my grasp.

Thisreeked of Odin'stouch. | didn't trust the knife—or the Situation—any further than | could
throw ether of them. Even if the knife had just saved my ass, | wasn't about to make any more deals
with Odin Oath-Breaker, much less accept his bribe. I'd seen what happened when men made a pact
with Odin. He broke faith, and killed them.

| eyed the knife. It eyed meright back. | wondered if it could "hear" me.

"How about it?" | asked silently. "Y ou know how | fed. Whatever you are, if you think I'm going to
be agood little human now, you might aswell go back where you came from."

Surprisingly it purred in my pam. Briefly the tail squeezed tighter.

Now what the hell was that supposed to mean?

| studied the—carved?—face of the dragon, and was forced to admit that there were exciting
possibilitiesto owning such aknife. It could follow me anywhere, disappear when | couldn't afford to get
caught with it, and in afight wrap itself so firmly around my arm that no blow short of cutting off my hand
would didodgeit. Why, with aknife like that | could even take on agod in one-to-one combat—

| caught my breath sharply.

Then stared at the weapon in my hand.

It fairly purred.

Alarm flooded through me, so deep | couldn't keep my hands from shaking as| released my grip. |
didn't know what to think as | laid the thick blade across my other palm. Thetail unwrapped obediently,
resuming almost instantaneoudly itsformer rigid shape. Gently | returned it to its box and closed the lid.

"Put it back, will you?'

| thought that had come out sounding fairly normal.

The armorer glanced up, nodded, and put the book down.

"Thanks"

"Surething, bud."

Uneasily | watched him return it to the locked safe; then | retreated back out into the cold. | was so
distracted, | damn near walked past the waiting troop transport. The guys gave up attempts at
conversation well before we got back to the maneuvers site.

Chapter Eight

When | findly stirred, | was momentarily confused. | blinked a my surroundings for whet felt like
whole minutes until memory returned; then glanced automaticaly a my wrist. Thewatch gave mean
utterly meaninglesstime; but | had afeding I'd been adeep for severd hours. | was so cold | could
barely move. An angry, vibrating whine made itsalf known somewhere above my heed, grating like
fingernailson date, just at the edge of hearing. That must've been what'd wokenme. . ..

Groggily | rolled over. The cydume still glowed brightly. Higher up, another greenish glow caught
my atention.

Uh-oh.

| dragged mysalf up onto hands and knees and peered at the knife. It was embedded nearly to the
guardin stone.

Theeeriegreen light which I'd seen swirling through it during battle was back. A high-pitched
sound resonated through the very rocks. | reached out hesitantly and touched the haft. Thetail grabbed
my wrist with scalding strength. | yowled and jerked back. It felt like1'd tried to move the whole



mountain with my wrig.

"Ungh—"

There wasn't room to stand up, so | shrugged out of my pack, and sat with both feet braced
againg thewall. | grabbed hold with both hands, andpulled . Several vertebrae popped cregtively; then
the blade wrenched loose from crumbling stone and my head cracked hard on the opposite tunnd wall.

When the stars disappeared, | shook myself and sat up.

The knife lay quietly in my grasp. The blade wasn't even scratched.

It figured.

| rubbed my skull gingerly and didn't fed any blood, athough there was alump growing beneath
the skin. Having determined that | wasrelatively undamaged, | sheathed the knife and retrieved the
cyalume gtick, then took aquick ook around.

This passage was low and very narrow. Beyond the glow of my lightstick it seemed to end inthe
utter blackness I'd learned to associate with deep passages. So far so good. | eased up onto my knees
and established that there was just enough clearance to crawl with my pack in place, so | strapped it
back on and began to explore.

Presently the tunnel opened out into alarger chamber. Walls, floor, and ceiling had been smoothed
from centuries of flowing water. Soft green cyalume light showed avast circular pattern worn into a
bowl-shaped depression below me. Looking up, | saw amatching pattern on the celling, forming adome
above my heed. It looked asif awhirlpool had formed where the tunnel opened out, carving the dome
above and bowl below. Beyond the depression, the passageway continued on, wider and higher,
through ablack holein the far wall.

Good. That boded well. But first, | had alittle urgent business to attend to. | was shivering so hard
my elbows wanted to collapse beneath me. First came dry clothing. Fortunately, 1'd packed my spares,
including underwear and socks, in waterproof bags. | stripped off my wet stuff, shucked on dry clothes,
and spent the next fifteen minutes doing caisthenics. When | stopped shivering and findly began to fed
warm again, | sat down to dedl with the rest of my soggy gear.

The degping bag was hopeless. | set it aside to form an "abandon” pile. Insde the pack, | found a
waterlogged lump of former hardtack biscuits glued to the inside of their paper container. My stomach
rebelled; but I'd esten worse. | patted the messinto alump, and divided it into three smaler "loaves.”
These | put to one Side, dong with my remaining bits of dried fruit and the last jerky stick.

Most of my spare ammo was wrapped in plastic againgt the dampness of the cave. | was pleased
to find it till dry, despite my recent immersion. | set the wet plastic carefully asde and stacked ammo
into anest little pile, then removed the magazines from my belt pouches. They were soaking wet, of
course, dong with the ammo in them. | hoped the individua roundswere well sedled. | emptied the
magazines and set the wet roundsto one side.

My meager supply of carbide was completely useless now, of course, sincel had no way of
burning it without the helmet lantern. | stacked that on top of the deeping bag.

| then emptied every pouch and pocket of my gear, and spread everything out. | frowned and
pulled a my lower lip. Two of my four twelve-hour lightsticks had broken their vids during my bout with
theriver, so | had plenty of light at the moment; but 1'd run out one day sooner than 1'd anticipated. |
was down to two twelve-hour sticks, four six-hour units, and seven haf-hour shorties, for atotd of two
days, three and ahdf hours of potentia light.

Something told me | wasn't going to sumble across the gateway to Niflheim during the next two
days and three and ahaf hours; but there wasn't much | could do about that. Spelunking in the dark
ought to be about as much fun as scubadiving the Titanic.

Having established the condition of that gear absolutely essential to my survival, my next priority
wasto dry and clean the guns. They shouldn't have begun to rust yet, of course; but it didn't pay to take
chances. Rummaging through my supplies, | found thelittlefield cdleaning kit | carried with me
everywhere, and took the guns apart one at atime, drying, cleaning, lubricating, and carefully ingpecting



each part before reassembly. | checked the AR-180 auminum magazines for damage. Thankfully, |
found none, so | dried them and the rounds they had contained.

| took more care with the P-7 magazines, drying and very lightly oiling each one, both insde and
out; then | dried each individua round thoroughly before returning it to the magazine. The only
ammunition | had been ableto buy for the P-7 had been some World War 11 German surplus 9mm
Parabellum, which had stedl-jacketed iron bullets rather than the civilian hollow-points | would have
preferred. The caution | used in drying them out was well advised; thereés always arisk of iron rounds
rugting in sted magazines, even without submersing them in minera-rich water.

Then, hungry enough to eat nails, | bit into thefirst of the three "bread loaves.”" It was awful: wet
and doughy. But | choked it down and washed the taste from my mouth with water.

After drinking my fill—half emptying the canteen in the process—I grabbed a cyalume stick and
crawled back to theriver. Refilling the canteens|eft me with afull supply. | wasreatively warm,
relatively dry, and rdaively fed. All indl, | fet relatively marvelous—only mildly battered, bruised, and
bashed. Not bad for a guy who ought to have been dead a couple of times over.

Once everything was dry, | threaded the chain that held my gold Thor's hammer through carrying
holesin the ends of my three functioning lightsticks. | couldn't afford not to have both hands free; hanging
from my chest was agood place for them. Then | snugged the magazines back into the pouches on the
web gear, repacked everything | was taking with me, and carefully strapped therifle to the pack frame,
with the stock folded so the barrel wouldn't scrape on thelow celling.

The P-7 hung reassuringly a my waist, and the knife seemed to hum a pleasant little tune against
my calf. My footsteps echoed above the distant sound of theriver. | even whistled a Sousatune, feeling
remarkably well pleased with the world.

Which was probably agood indication that the bottom was about to fall out again.

It was Crater'sfault we visited Frau Stempd in thefirst place. I'd never been to afortuneteler in
my life, dthough I'd been to the circus as a kid, and had blown plenty of pop-bottle money on the
Sgdeshows. Crater got thiswild ideathat afortunetdler could warn usif the ragheads were going to hit
us again, so after an argument, and severd bets and counter bets, we decided to visit Frau Stempel. She
had a place in the village, nice and discreet, and made aliving saling books, candles, and advice. She
could've been my grandmother.

Asluck would haveit, | drew lotsfor thefirst sesson.

"Sit down, won't you?' she asked with asmile.

Her "gtting room" smelled like a bakery, warm with scents of gpples and cinnamon. Therewas no
trace of mumbo-jumbo knickknackery, just acozy little parlor for two, with comfortable, overstuffed
chairs, and alittle table with Belgian |ace draped over it.

"Y ou do not believe in what you have comefor, do you?'

| glanced up, and met bemused blue eyes. | started to answer, reconsidered, and finally said, "Frau
Stempd, | don't know what | believe.”

Her eyeswidened dightly; then she smply patted my hand, and sat down across the table from me.
Shedidn't pull out tarot cards, or put acrystal ball between us. All she did was move a candle holder to
the center of the table, and fish out a box of wooden matches. The candle was white, and covered with
little squiggles and cramped words. Shelit the new wick, fanned out the maich, and smiled.

"Now, what would you like to know, my young friend? Thereisagirl, perhaps, or do you have a
soldier'sfears?”

What did | want to know?1 didn't redlly give adamn about ragheads anymore, so long asthey
kept to their sde of thefence. Eveniif they didn't, | could handle mysdlf in afight. Still, that'swhat we'd
cometo find out.

| opened my lipsto ask about the ragheads, and said, "Tell me how to find Niflheim.”

Her eyes shot wide, and her facelost color.



"What?' Her voice was bregthless.

"Niflheim," | said with growing conviction. | leaned forward, with my elbows propped against
Bedgian lace. "If youre any good, Frau Stempe, tel me how to find Niflheim, without dying.”

Sheblinked severd times, and closed her handsin folds of the lace, then swalowed. "You. . . are
playing with me, yes?'

| held her gaze. "I'm not crazy,” | said softly. "And I'm not making ajoke.”

Frau Stempel wet her lips, then excused herself and poured a glass of water from a pitcher and
drank it down intwo rapid gulps. Then she returned to the table, and proceeded to ignore me
completely. She concentrated on the candle flame, and whispered words, too softly for meto hear. The
room seemed to grow darker, despite afternoon sunlight pouring through the curtains and the candle
flame between us. The back of my neck crawled, and | found mysdlf wanting to glance over my
shoulder. Maybe this hadn't been my best ideaever. . . .

The candleflared wildly in the ill air. For an instant, | thought someone must have opened the
door on us—

Then afour-foot column of flame shot upward from the table. Frau Stempel screamed and | found
myself on my feet, backing away from searing heat. Someone was yelling outside, trying to get the door
open. Frau Stempel ran for the door, hersdlf, but it wouldn't open. She whirled and faced the thing that
was growing out of thefire. | had never taken my eyesfromit.

It had fangs, and wild, angry eyes, and the lean, hungry shape of ahunting dog. Belgian laceignited
under its paws. Fire spread to the carpet, the chairs. Snarlsfilled the parlor, and the sdlivadripping from
its mouth as it advanced ignited new fires. Frau Stempel screamed again, and beat on the door.

Therewasn't adry spot anywhere on me, and | was having trouble breathing. . . . | hurled myself
between Frau Stempel and the thing locked in the room with us.

It lunged.

| yelled, and threw one arm up—

A warm haft did into my hand and wild green light flared brighter than the hellhound. Heat engulfed
my whole body, and | yelled again. Momentum carried the blade right through the fiery apparition,
muzzletotail. | heard asizzle asit parted to passon either sideof me. . . .

Then it wasgone.

| stood panting in the middle of the rug, and clutched Gary's knife. The green glow vanished. . .
and so did the knife. Little fires scorched the rug all around my feet. | stamped them out, and grabbed
the pitcher of ice water. That took care of the smoldering chairs and tablecloth. A moan reached me
from near the door, then the knob smply turned, and the whole gang piled into the room.

"What the hell happened?’

"Get Frau Stempd!" | snapped. She was seated on the floor.

Waly picked her up, and carried her out of the room, while Chuck wrestled with the windows.
The parlor wasfull of smoke. | followed Wally, who had found a couch in the next room.

"Frau Stempel? Areyou dl right?"

She looked up, and moaned. "Go away. . . ."

| crouched beside her. "'I'm very sorry, Frau Stempel. | ... hadnoidea. . . ."

She closed her eyes. "Please, go away."

Her face was somewhere between grey and white, and she was shaking uncontrollably. Wally
covered her, and found a telephone. We waited until the doctor had arrived. | explained that the candle
had overturned, and the room had caught fire, then | left him with some money to cover the cost of his
vigt and the damage to her home. | felt like aworm; but it wasthe best | could do.

Crater never did get hisanswer; but 1'd gotten mine.

Therewas only one hellhound in al of Norse mythology. Its name was Garm. The caveit guarded
was the entrance to Niflheim. Somewhere, that cave existed, and Odin didn't want meto findit. Inless



than three weeks, 1'd have all thetimein the world to hunt. Just three weeks. . .

If 1 could keep Odin from killing mefirg.

For the next three weeks, | watched my back and dept with one eye on the door, and generdly
was as edgy as an addict three days after hislast blow. At any rate, | watched my step.Every step.

By thetime my last shift on the towersrolled around (although | didn't knowthen it would be my
last), | was beginning to wonder if maybe Odin wasn't saving up for ashoe the size of Manhattan to
drop on me. Conditions had gotten back to relative norma —although nobody ever talked about Gary
Vernon or Frau Stempe —and the guys had started in with the jokes about my being so "short” I'd have
to sart standing on aladder to unzip my fly, and other equally crude quips designed to get me through
my last few weeks asaU.S. infantryman. They were agood bunch of guys, and | knew I'd miss them.

It was aquiet shift from the start; but there was a new moon, which meant it was black asthe
insde of acave beyond the lights. Bright sunshine the day before had started to thaw the frozen ground,
leaving rlatively warm, wet earth under ablanket of cool night air. Spring wasn't supposed to arrivein
Germany until April, but the weether these days was every bit asweird as everything elsein my life had
been |ady.

The nice part was not freezing to death in the towers, or having to dog through two feet of snow on
patrol. The bad part was, cool moigt air hitting the warm earth asit chilled had resulted in a sea of
ground fog siretching across the whole countryside and hiding the terrain benesth alayer of thick white
nothingness.

Asluck would haveit, | was stuck in Tower Three, facing the worst spot on the perimeter, a
belly-deep washout that ended just outside the fence. It ended there only because we'd shoveled haf a
truckload of dirt into it on thissde to keep it from running right into the compound. | couldn't see
anything of the washout tonight, though. The fences rose from drifting fog, floating eerily above the wet
earth asthough wed invented antigravity.

| hated nightslike this. There was no way to see what might be crawling around out there, and |
didn't have much backup from either direction if things got hot. Butler was over on my right, nowhereto
be seen through hiswindows. Our resident doper was stretched out on the floor again, dead to the
world, leaving me with double terrain to watch.

Atleast | didn't have to worry about watching over to my left. Johnson had really cracked that day
| cut up the ragheads. Brassd had to strip him of his security clearance and pull him off the towers. HEd
kept babbling about "that knife. . . ." They'd given him ajob filling ketchup bottlesin the mess hall. At
least hewas off the guard towers and out of my hair.

(Every time| asked Sergeant Brown about the ragheads I'd cut up, he just said, "We're working
onit," or, "TheMPsarehandling it." | finaly quit asking.)

There hadn't been any more incidents since then, either. Wed put the fear of Allah into them; or at
least made them more cautious. | hoped we hadn't made themtoo cautious—they'd ways left traces
before, warning usthey were in the area; but things had been so quiet lately, everyone was getting too
reaxed. | didn't likeit; but there wasn't athing | could do about it, except swedt.

| glanced over at the tower to my left, where Stanley was wide awake and fully aert. No; more
like nervous and wound up tighter than my old childhood Timex.

| snorted. He still wasn't talking to us. Hisfirst day in the platoon—aweek after Johnson left us—
the guys had generoudy told him LAD meant Launch And Die, and the moron repeated it in front of the
artillery officer. Five minutes of the best ass-chewing it had ever been my pleasure to withesswas
followed by fifteen minutes of intense one-on-one ingtruction on Launch and Dispersd tactics. . . .

| till marveled at Stanley'stota lack of brains. He wasn't dangeroudly stupid, like Johnson; just
amazingly gullible. The gods aone knew we had needed afew laughs by then. Hed been such an easy
hit that first day, Chuck had really outdone himsdlf, devising aplan to put Stanley to the test. And Stan,
blesshisteeny little brain, hadn't et old Chuck down.

The very officid-looking orders required Stanley to attend the " Pershing Missile In-flight



Maintenance Non-Commissioned Officer's Course," and included atyped description of said course,
complete with parachute training, éectronicstraining, promotion to sergeant, and extra pay for
hazardous duty. All that was required of Stan wasto show up with al hisgear at the First Sergeant's
officeright before morning Physica Training (afull haf an hour beforerevellle).

Firgt Sergeant Pitt was One Serious Mutha from South Chicago. HeE'd been with us exactly one
week longer than Stanley, and he already had arep as someone you didn't, and | mean not ever, screw
around with. So naturdly, Chuck sent our lamb right into the new Firgt Shirt's gentle care. Ritt read the
orders, and asked Stan if he was ready to begin training, then opened hiswindow, and tossed Stanley
out throughit. Into the middle of morning PT.

Poor old Stan. He promised to give the guys endless entertainment. | was almost sorry I'd missit.
Almogt. Stanley just might make these last few weeks of mine more bearable than the months behind me
had been. Brass had dready told uswe had to pull duty ninety days straight, so athough | had leave
coming to me before my discharge, | wouldn't be able to useit. We were short nearly haf ashift, and
there was no chance of getting any more new recruits security-cleared before summer. | had no idea
what they'd do when | rotated out. No matter how you looked at it, it was going to be along spring.

| Sghed, watching the heavy fog stir into wisps and tendrilsin the faint breeze, and tried not to think
about the brunette I'd met on my last pass for the whole season. Ready, willing . . . and | was stuck with
oneraging appetite and no relief in sight. | glanced at the sky, and frowned at the heavy overcast | could
just barely see. It might rain before the shift was up, and that'd be just great. Warm, wet—

| wouldnot think about that brunette.

A hint of motion caught my peripheral vison and | looked sharply left. So damn dark out there, and
with that washout running right up, hidden in peasoup . . .

The commander of the relief walked into sight between the fences on the far Sde of Stanley's
tower, moving toward the washout. | relaxed. Stan yelled "Halt" and Corpora Brunowski called back
the proper response. | wondered if Stanley would remember—or care—to follow custom and telephone
usthat the commander of the relief was headed our way.

A quick look right confirmed that Butler was still out cold. Of course. And—of course—there
wasn't apeep from Stanley on the phone. Obvioudy he was way too pissed off to let anyone else know
the corporal was making hisrounds. | picked up the phone to warn Butler aswell as the next tower
down from him, where Monroe was on guard. Wally and Crater and the rest of the bums| normally
hung out with were sacked out over in the bunkhouse between shifts. Lucky siffs.

| got no response on the phone. | frowned, ringing it afew moretimes, till with no results. It was
live; but no one was responding. Must be Sergeant Baker on the switchboard. 1t would be just like him
toturnit off, to see who tried to cal and who was sound adeep. Butler was till down and out. Well,
Chrig, | had to do something.

| went out onto thetiny back "porch" of the tower and dammed the door a couple of timesto
wake Buitler up. Nothing. | glanced over to see how close the corpora was—and saw nothing. Aw,
nuts. He must've run past to get under my tower. The whole guard mount was playing stupid games
tonight.

| peered under the tower—and found nothing. A prickle ran down my spine. Where the blazeswas
Brunowski? He'd been moving toward the washout. . . .

Thoroughly irritated, and more than alittle worried about gigantic black hellhorses and one-eyed
godswith aredly perverted sense of humor, | dung my rifle over my back and climbed up onto the roof.
| needed to gain an extrafew feet of angle. With adight grunt, | hauled mysalf up over thelittle walkway
that ran across the back of the tower. The earlier faint breeze had picked up alittle and felt cool in my
face as| bely-crawled through roofing gravel over to the edge. Fog was blowing into eddies and clear
spots, leaving the washout partly visible. | looked down between the fences. . . and found Brunowski.

Flat on his back, sorawled with armsand legs a al angles. Dark blood was till spurting from his
throat.



They'd got Brunowski.

Goddamn.

A knot of something between fear and rage took hold of me, even as my eyesfound the hole in the
outer fence. Someone just outsde the wire was holding the hole apart. Two guyswere crawling
belly-flat past the corpora, toward another man pulling gpart aholein theinner fence. Of al thetimes
for sergeant of the guard to screw around with the phones. . .

| scooted back and pulled my rifle free, then eased back the bolt to cock it as quietly as | could
manage. | checked to seeif the magazine had fed properly, started around in the chamber, knocked the
forward assist into place. . .

And started to swest.

Jesus God, let me not screw up. . . .

| put the rifle on semiautomatic, stood up, and took aim at the s.0.b. crawling through the holein
theinner fence.

Two shotsrent the silence. Both caught the leading terrorist in the neck. He flopped awkwardly
and did backward to disappear into a stray patch of whiteness.

"HALT! DO NOT MOVE!"

| fired another quick burst of six rounds, two of which caught the second man in linewhen he
jumped up to return fire. He dammed backward and | heard yells coming from Stanley's tower. Two
down, eight shots gone; that left ten shots loaded. If the magazine had been full.

| caught motion with the corner of my eye and turned to see afifth man running through the grass
sraight at us. | centered him and fired four times. He disappeared. | cursed. I'd hit him—whered he go?

A burst of full automatic fire raked my postion. | returned fireinto the woodline, five shots, then
dropped to my knee to change magazines. | heard fireto my right and saw flashesfrom Stanley's
position, returned by fire from both the washout and the woodline. Jesus Christ, how many were we up
againgt? | dropped the spent magazine, grabbed afresh one from my pouch, and dammed it home.

| saw the flashes an instant before the roof exploded beneath me. Pain tore through my |eft foot and
arm. Something dammed into my chest as| stared stupidly at a hole punched clean through the
magazine. The carrying handle of the M-16 shattered in my face—chunks of flying shrgpne caught my
jaw and cheeks with the force of knives shot out of acannon. | think | yelled. Then | staggered
backward, gasping, as pain and shock caught melike afist.

My feet hit empty air as| plunged backward off the tower. | yelled like a stabbed sow, and
windmilled stupidly al the way down. Twenty-eight feet isalong way to fal. Especidly when you've just
been shot multiple times. Thefirefight was ill loud in my earswhen | smacked into cold, wet muck.
Sound vanished, and sght went withit.

When they came back, pain held me like anet, and tangled my armsand legs so that | couldn't
move. | felt anicy breeze. A shudder shook my wholeframe. | tried to get my eyes open. | could fed
the ground, soft and 0ozing, under my back; but | couldn't see the stars that ought to be above me.
Something blocking them? Another shudder tore at me and | tried to get my eyesfocused. All | could
see was avague blackness. A thrill of horror nearly made me throw up.

Sepnir had dready comefor me, dragged meto hell. . . .

| got myself to one elbow. For an ingtant, it was touch and go whether the vomit in my throat came
up, or went down. Then | saw blurred motion in the fence not four feet from me. Someone in blackface,
trying to get through—or two someones—

| groped for my rifle, but couldn't fed it. Couldn't begin to seeit. | heard guttura cursesin what
sounded like Arabic. | tried again to focus my eyes, and saw two blurred hands trying to jam two
magazinesinto tworifles. . ..

| groped wildly for my own rifle—then remembered it was shot to pieces—

DAMMIT—!



Sweat poured as | tried to summon that demon-bladed knife into my hand. Nothing. Son-of-a—

Goddammit, | wasn't going to just lie there and die while Odin laughed! | lurched upward. Two
faces swiveled. Two rifles came up, two barrels centered me. . . .

Then nauseatook hold and | collapsed onto my side, retching into the mud. | couldn't think with the
pain in my head, and the knife hadn't come, damniitsevil little black soul. . . .

| felt atug on my shoulder. Sheer terror galvanized muscles| thought I'd lost use of permanently. |
grabbed wildly—and found therifle. | swung upward, hard. It connected with ameaty smack as
someonetried to shoveit asde.

"Randy, don't shoot—dammiit, get hisfingersloose—don't shoot—it's us—Crater and Wally—"

| finally managed to get my eyesfocused. Crater'slong frame leaned dizzily over me. The lower
part of him seemed to be drifting in lazy whitefog. . . .

Rage—sudden and terrible—spread a bloody film across that innocent white fog. | struggled to get
up. Goddammit, if Odin wouldn't comefight me, fair and goddamned square, 1'd show the bastard, I'd
get up and walk dl the bloody way to Vahala—

A wave of intense nausea hit about the same time my head exploded in atwenty-megaton burst. |
doubled up, and decided being dead would be agreat deal more pleasant.

"Hey, man, don't move, you musta broken something—you shouldn't move 'til the medics get here.”

They were pushing me back down. Pain drained the strength anger had brought. | sagged back into
the mud. Then dowly | redlized | didn't hear any more gunfire.

Crater blurred again. | muttered, "Hold still—you got two heads, dammit—"

"What'd he say?" Wally's voice asked from somewhere off in the fog.

"Shut up!” Crater hissed. Then, "Just hang on, Randy; the medics are coming.”

"Did we get 'em?’

Had | actually got that out?

Crater answered, so | must have.

"We stopped the s.0.b.'s, Randy. We stopped 'em. There'saguy with aloaded riflein hishand
and four holesin his chest hanging right there in the inner fence, dead as adoornail. There's another dead
one behind him, down in the outer fence by the washout. We found ablood trail off into the woodline.
Sergeant Baker's out there with the rest of therelief, tracking it. Even Stanley got one, down by his
tower."

Sanley?Good God.

"Did—you—qget any—7?" | tried to keep my eyesfocused on aface that kept blurring out of shape,
and heard Crater laugh.

"Hell, Randy, | got onein the head but you'd aready killed him. He's the one who crawled off and
got stuck in the outer fence. And Butler went nuts. Fifteen, twenty rounds out into the trees. | think he
even hit acouple of rabbits, poor little bastards."

The laughter |eft his voice then. "Brunowski's dead. Stanley's deed, too. One hole in the front
window, onein the back, and one clear through his head. Hisrifle jammed. Y ou were one lucky s.0.b.,
man. There's holesin the floor, the desk, the radiator; not to mention the roof. Damn lucky al that wood
and crap dowed 'em down. Medics ought to be here any minute.” Then, dimly, "Dammit, Waly, aren't
they hereyet?"

| wasn't lisening anymore. | wasfloating on afoggy sea.of pain, thinking about agood noncom's
death, and a newbie's usdless one, and cursing a cowardly god who wouldn't show hisface in an honest
fight. The pain intensified. | wondered absently what they'd tell Stanley's wife back home—not that it
made any red differenceto me or anyone ese—then | dipped into darkness and mercifully left the pain
behind.

We never did find out who'd shot us up that night. Most of them got away, and the ones that
stayed as corpses just disappeared, same asthe ones I'd cut up with Gary's black knife. Nameless,



faceless, they'd dipped away into the night to regroup somewhere e se, while our officersfigured out
waysto keep the whole mess quiet. | never did find out what they told Stanley's widow.

| ended up in Frankfurt for awhile, in the main hospita for the forces based in Germany. Actudly,
I'd been damned lucky. I'd been hit four times, and faling off the back of that stupid tower had netted
me a concussion and severa assorted nasty sprains and bruises. It was severd days before | stopped
seeing double images; but then, it was several weeks before | could walk on my shot-up foot, and even
with crutchesit hurt like bloody blazes.

One bullet had grazed my arm, just aflesh wound, not much deeper than a scratch. The second
round had punched through the tower itsdlf, then through my rifle's magazine before hitting my flakvest,
leaving nothing more serious than a good-sized bruise, although it had hurt like 1'd been kicked by a
horse. The baby coronary 1'd had in the ambulance on the way in had convinced me I'd been shot
through the heart itself—and was just too dow on the uptake to go ahead and die.

Thethird round had shattered the handle of my M-16; quite abit of flying debrisaswell asthe
gpent round had dammed into my face. The stitches had | eft some very interesting scars that had proven
surprisingly successful in rousing the nurses sympeathies. (So I'm an asshole—I'll take the attention of
beautiful women any way | can get it.)

Of course, | wasreally lucky that my jawbone hadn't been shattered—uwhich wouldve left me
wired shut and Spping pizzathrough astraw for months—or that none of the shrapnd had hit my eyes.
Onehandicap | could not afford was blindness. | figured Odin was going to be hard enough to find asit
was.

Theround that hit my foot had shoved dl the bones asde on itsway through, drilling through the
boot sole, the fleshy musclesin my foot, and the top of my boot through the laces. Because of the
concussion, they hadn't dared give me any morphine in the emergency room; but they had managed a
local anesthetic in my foot while they cleaned leather and wool scraps out of it.

Asfor fdling off thetower . . . | could easly have killed mysdlf, or at the very least have busted up
aleg or ankleto the point of being permanently crippled. My therapist—asadist if ever | met one—hed
taken great gleein telling me about severa of the guys held worked on, who'd falen out of various
buildings from the same height. | figured 1'd gotten off one helluvalot luckier than | deserved.

By thetime | was rleased from the hospita, | was officidly out of the Army. Mogt of the guys|
would have wanted to say goodbye to had called one afternoon from apay phonewhilel was ill inthe
hospital. They took turnstelling me which Frankfurt whoresto look up once | got back on my feet.
Chuck even mailed me abox of rubbers, and aget-well card signed by everybody. A good bunch of
guys. ..
When they findly pronounced me fit and discharged me, | packed up everything | owned, headed
for the far north—toward good caving country—and hunted up aspelunking guide. | told Klauswhat |
needed, and good old Klaus outdid himself. He led meinto a cave that had been discovered three
weeks before my discharge, when afreak rockdide broke open the fissure. Professional spelunkers
were dtill pushing it, and they hadn't found bottom yet. The first man to set foot in the cave had dmost
died in anasty accident. When loca kids saw him carried out, they said he looked like held been mauled.

Within days, everyone was caling the cavern " Garm's Cave."

Chapter Nine

My last cydume stick was close to going out. So close, | very nearly didn't find the only way out of
theblind end | had stumbled into. | had begun to hyperventilate, spraying sweet in every direction,
before | finaly noticed the opening. It was barely three feet high, down on thefloor, solow | passed it at
least twice.

| got down on my knees, shook the cyaume vigoroudy to coax the last of the light fromit, and
thrust the lightstick asfar as| could reach. Although I couldn't see much, the hole didn't seem to narrow
down any.



It was the only opening available.

For amoment | sat down outside the crawlway and stared into the darkness. No more light. Damn
little food. Damn little weter, either. If | went on, | risked getting stuck somewhere down that rabbit's
hole. My fingers played with the flgp of my holster, rubbing the smooth butt of the P-7.

—Will, if | got stuck, | could alwaysend it quick.

| had an eeriefeding | wouldn't get stuck. | dragged Gary's knife out of the sheeth on my calf and
fdt thewarmtail wrap itsdf firmly around my arm. That was strangely reassuring; dthough | wasn't
certain it should have been.

"Well?" | asked.

The blade tugged my hand toward the narrow opening.

"Huh." I cut anarrow headband from the hem of my shirt and tied it around my forehead. Then |
resheathed the knife, stuck the nearly usdless cyalume into my headband, rolled onto my hands and knees
—and began crawling.

Within the hour, the damned crawlspace had gotten so narrow, | had to back up and unship the
pack. From that point on, progress was dow. Shoving the pack asfar forward as| could reach, | would
dig in with fingertips and toes and painfully drag mysdf forward six inches a atime, flat on my belly, until
| was close enough to the pack to shove it forward again. | had only scant inches of clearance above
and beside me, leaving a space through which | could barely wriggle forward. | felt an aching sympathy
for ants stuck in an antfarm.

The tunnel ran steadily downhill, at an angle of maybe ten degrees, so that my head was lower than
my feet. The dope was painfully uncomfortable, with theincreased pressure of blood in my head. My
gloveswerein ribbons and my hands were bleeding, and the rest of mewasin little better shape. Since
there wasn't adamned thing | could do about wrapping or even washing my injuries, | just suffered and
kept inching forward.

Acute hunger pangs had finally subsided to adull ache. God, but that last bite of rubbery gpricot
had tasted wonderful. | groaned and pulled mysdlf forward another inch. I wouldnot think about food. |
had no idea how many days | been hiking, sumbling, and crawling through this accursed cave. | had lost
track sometime after Bjornssen's death. Unfortunately my tritium watch did —greet for teling time, lousy
for seeing anything but the glowing numbers on the watch face—didn't give anything fancier than a
sweep second hand.

Atleast | didn't have to worry any longer about finding water. Thefissure | dragged mysdlf through
literally oozed water. Provided | could find awide enough spaceto get at them, | could fill my canteens
again anytime| wanted.

| hoped to blazes the fissure widened out soon. | had dropped alot of weight these past few days,
or | wouldn't have gotten even thisfar. If | got stuck now, it was all over but the waiting. My hands were
trapped above my head, and like adolt | hadn't thought about shifting knife or pistol until it wastoo late
even to think about scraping out backward and correcting the mistake. Therifle, strapped to the pack,
was pointed barrdl first, away from me. Of course.

The pack weighed aton—severd tons, in fact—and | was having trouble gripping anything with my
hands. | didn't remember my last real deep. | felt asif an invisible sadist had dumped awhole shaker can
of Comet into my eyes. Even if there had been enough light, | probably wouldn't have been ableto see
where | was crawling. The fina blow was having to pee worse than a Russian racehorse, in aspot so
damn tight I'd soak mysdlf in stinging ammoniaand foul my drinking water at the sametime.

Surdly the fissure would open up soon. That old Greek guy, Atlas, had nothing on me—at least
he'd been made of stone, o he couldn't fed the weight. | was flesh, and atogether too much blood, and
was very much aware that the entire European continent rested on my back.

It was heavy.

I must have been shoving a the pack for afull five minutes before | redlized it wouldn't budge.
Frowning, my mind gtill dull, I pulled it back, rearranged it alittle, and tried again.



Then said something profoundly foul.

| squirmed up asfar as| could, hissing when I bumped my soreright knee, and shoved my hand
over and under and around the sdes until | found alow, sharp point in the roof (with amatching knobby
bump on the floor). These had snagged the pack. | squirmed backward again, fumbling with the
closures. In acouple of minutes | had managed to shove through the unstrapped rifle, ammunition, web
gear and butt pack (which I'd been bright enough to take off when the tunnel narrowed), canteen, pump,
and findly the empty pack itsdlf.

| squirmed again, exhaed until | was asflat as| was going to get, and pushed. My arms went
through, and my head, sdeways, and my shoulders; but then the point of the stal actite stablbed painfully
into my butt and the stalagmite bruised my belly just abovethe groin. | pushed forward and the pain ate
deeper. | backed off enough to get the jagged point out of my flesh and lay ill.

Once my pulse stopped racing, | squirmed far enough back to fed dl the way around the fissure;
then tried breaking off the offending projection. My efforts earned me two new dashes across the palms
of my hands, right through what was | &ft of the gloves. Grasping first the pump, then one of theammo
magazines, | tried hammering it loose.

| failed to didodge so much asasingletiny chip.

Obvioudy it wasn't going to be that easy. | concentrated, and tried to summon the knifeto my
fingers. Sweat trickled—with agting of slt—into the cut on my backside. | ignored it and gritted my
teeth. The knife pouted in its sheath and refused to cooperate.

"Goddammit .. . ."

My throat was so dry | couldn't even swear out loud. | coughed, spat, and tried again to summon
it. No go. The blade would not come; and the hard stone point was till intheway. All right. If the knife
wouldn't cooperate, I'd do it another way.

| dragged therifle backward toward me, made sure by fedl that it was |oaded, and placed the end
of the barrel againgt the stone projection. Easing back afew incheswhile keeping theinvisble sghts
lined up onit asbest | could by guesstimation, | eased off the safety and squeezed thetrigger.

For the next severd minutes | was deaf and blind. The flash brought involuntary tearsto my eyes,
and my earsrang painfully. Squirming forward again, | felt for the projection. Therewasatiny scraich
wherethe bullet had hit and ricocheted off. Emptying the magazine got no better results than the first
round; it just left me blind and deaf longer.

All right—scorch his one-eyed hide—Odin hadn't won yet. If the blasted rock wouldn't be broken,
I'd do this thereally hard way. | shoved my stuff asfar through the narrow spot as | could reach, and
hyperventilated until | was dizzy. Then | exhaded and tried again. The point gouged agonizingly into the
open wound it had dready leftin my flesh. | bit theinside of my cheek until it bled, while scrabbling and
clawing at therock like a crab pursued by apredatory fish. Shortly | was jammed in so tightly my balls
weretrying to retreat up against my spine. | shoved again and the stone point hit bone. . . my tailbone.
Something like asob stuck in my larynx. Just alittle farther . . .

My muscles spasmed and gave out. All | could do was moan until multiple cramps aong both legs
and arms eased away. My fingertips were touching the pack; but the contents might as well have been
on the surface of the moon.

| managed to squeeze backward just enough to ease my backbone free of the intruding stone point;
thenlay dill. Thear—damp and still and stde asit was—tasted sweet in my lungs. But breathinghurt
and blood was soaking into my pants, running down my hipsfrom my back to mingle with the blood
from cutson my belly.

Maybe. ..

| shut my eyes, and let my muscles go watery. No. By thetime | lost enough weight, I'd be too
weak to move. | was dead. | just hadn't stopped breathing yet.

A crack above my head dripped steadily. Water splashed onto my nose and trickled down my
cheek to mingle with arivulet snaking past my fingers. That was what had caused it, of course. The



blasted, innocent water, dripping and building aminiature sta actite and stalagmite that would eventualy
close off the tunnd atogether. The only tunnd Ieft open to Niflheim—and it was closing steadily even as
| lay here.

The knife could have cut through the stone; | was sureit could. But it wouldn't. Odin had thrown
every obstacle he could think of in my way, and he'd findlly found one | couldn't get past. Hed won. |
swore softly. | wasjust too tired to fight any longer. Maybe I'd just go quietly to deep, and the dripping
water would gradudly include my skull in the stone formation it was building so petiently.

Sleep nibbled a my consciousness. | couldn't remember what deep ft like. | had no idea how
long I'd been pushing myself without it, driven by the terror of not waking up. | sank into addicious
lethargy, my mind curioudy dert. Thefaint sound of dripping water echoed down the impassable fissure.

I'd been injured before, lots of times—cut in fights, laid up in car wrecks, shot by terrorists—and
I'd damn near drowned once, back in the glory days before | grew up and joined the Army. I'd been
close to dying more than my share of times, even before swearing an oath no mortd in hisright mind had
had any busness swearing.

But it had never been like this, waiting quietly in the dark for death to sneak up and say "Hey, what
took you so long?' Exhaustion leached out of my bones and my brain fogged over, until my heartbest
had blended into the memory of angry waves crashing against the Oregon coest. . . .

| think | swore again into the stony darkness. | know | tasted salt on my lips.

Gary'sknife grumbled now from my boot sheath, sending little tremors aong my caf muscle. That
made me angry. It had let Gary down, and now it had let me down, too. Maybe the cursed blade had
played this sametrick on other soldiers down through the ages, gathering more victimsfor its bloody
master. Nicetrick, neatly executed . . .

No, | hadn't been tricked into anything. I'd been the one to decide on thisjourney, every step of
theway. I'd known the odds from the outset, and hadn't trusted the knife any more than I'd have trusted
arabid pit bull. None of that had stopped me from coming anyway. | didn't have much to be proud of,
but | wasn't stupid, and 1'd gone down fighting this battle on my own terms.

Admitting defest |eft me feding restive. | didn't like being besten. Even asakid, 1'd been alousy
loser. Thelonger | lay there, the angrier | got, stuck like afat roach in askinny crack, dl because | was
too spindlessto put up with afew seconds pain. Meanwhile, somewhere beyond my fingertips, Sieipnir
stood guard over the pawns of Vahala—poor bastards like me—caught in eternal combet.
Undoubtedly he was laughing through his greet, wicked teeth, while men fought and died, only to stagger
up and fight and die dl over again.

And down in the worst stink of it was Gary, branding me coward. . . .

| hurled mysdlf at that jutting stone point, and cursed the darkness, cursed degth itsdlf. If Odin
wanted me dead, then by God, et him come and get me. Pain hit, and intensified until | floatedina
reddened mist. | exhaled, forced every molecule of air out of my lungs. | gritted my teeth, gripped the
rock beneath my hands, strained forward; and cursed the cold, wet darkness that rose and swallowed
mewhole.

Chapter Ten

My hands twitched. Cool air poured into my lungs. It seemed an odd sensation and took severa
minutesto register. | stirred in surprise, wondering if I'd died, and discovered that my cheek rested
solidly on therifle butt | had thought till lay agood foot ahead of me. | managed to flex my fingersand
when they closed, one of the canteens was under them. For amoment dl | did wasliethere, touching
first one piece and then another of my gear, foolishly, while sat water dripped off the end of my nose.
Then | sniffed haf sheepishly and forced my handsinto action.

It took me fifteen minutes, by thefitful, faint glow of my watch'stritium did, to stuff my gear back
into the pack, and fumble with the closures. For severd moments, | lay gtill again, gathering my strength.
Theinitia euphoriahad worn off. | didn't fee much sense of accomplishment, and thought | should have.



All | felt wastired. Grateful; but so deadly tired. At least | was till dive and crawling. All | could do was
keep moving.

Which | did, endledy.

And then, maybe an hour, maybe aday, |ater, the pack teetered and began to dide beyond my
fingertips. For asplit second | was caught by surprise; then | lunged forward and grabbed at a strap—
only to have the whole floor skitter away beneath me.

For an awful moment | dug in with my toes and clutched at the pack while hundreds of tiny
somethings bounced and did and dragged a me in the dark. None of them seemed to be crawling,
which was too bad, because | was hungry enough to eat anything that didn't est mefirst. | had hoped to
run across some of the blind fish or crabs I'd read inhabited deep caves; but so far had found nothing of
the sort. Maybe live animas couldn't survive for very long in Niflheim's outer reaches?

The thought did not comfort me.

The movement around me findly skittered to astop and | reached out atentative hand. A shallow
dopeféel away directly infront of me, ending in another gonefloor. This, inturn, fdl at asharp angle off
to my left, and climbed just as sharply up past my right. Both surfaces—the little dope and the angled
floor—were littered with chips of sone.

Squirming carefully onto my sde, | felt for the roof that had lain fractions of an inch above my head
for days. It wasn't there. | eased forward until | could roll over and brace myself; then sat up dowly,
clenching my teeth asweight settled onto atailbone that had seen entirely too much abuse. It felt like |
needed stitches. | just hoped infection didn't setin.

Once my gear was secured, | crawled to my knees and braced myself with widdly planted fedt.
Strapping on my butt pack hurt. | washed my cut knees and bandaged them with strips cut from
underwear rescued from my pack.

A refill of the canteens daked my raging thirst, although | was careful to drink gradualy, to avoid
bloating myself and getting sick. | findly refilled both canteens again and put them back in their carriers.
Then| aimed asfar out as possble to keep from contaminating my water supply and emptied my aching
bladder.

My immediate needs taken care of, | sat till and listened. All | could hear waswater trickling away
downdope.

First question: Wherewas| now?

Second question: How big was the cavern I'd stumbled upon?

Third question.. . .

No, better take things dowly and in order.

| scrounged for abit of stone and tossed it straight up. It arced up through the darkness, then—
much later—hit ground dightly downdope. Severa more tosses—thrown much harder—aso faled to
disclose the celling. Just how big wasthis cave? Another barrage placed an unbroken wall opposite me,
sixty feet or more away. Chips of stone tossed downdopeto my left arced in silence for along way;
then fdl dithering into more stone chipswithout hitting another wall.

| turned to my right. And very nearly did off my perch.

Light! Just aflicker, blue, and incredibly faint, but unmistakably—

Gore.

| closed my eyes and reopened them. Nothing. | swore shakily. Grest, my vison wasgoing. |
closed my eyes again, letting the musclesrelax, and looked again.

Three pinpricks of whitelight . . .

Jesus, what was going on up there? | started to crawl to my knees, still watching, and two of the
lightswinked out. A moment later areddish flicker gppeared. | sank down again, staring until my eyes
dried out so painfully they began to tear over. During the secondsiit took to blink and rehydrate, the
lights vanished atogether.



Either my eyeswere completely out of kilter, or there was something weird as perdition going on at
thefar end of thiscave. | dlowed my eyesto rest for over two minutes, then whilethe lids were ill
closed, unholstered my HK P-7, brought it up into firing position, and looked. The tritium sights glowed
eerily right where they were supposed to be, not flickering, not winking out, just Sitting there doing
exactly what they were supposed to. Nothing glowed anywhere el se near them except my watch face.

| reholstered the pistol and gazed up at the far end of the cave, where everything remained dark.
Had | sumbled into amine shaft, maybe? Bjornssen hadn't said anything about minesin this area, and
I'd never heard of blue or red carbide lamps. Besides, | didn't hear athing, and mining sounds surely
would carry over agreat distance.

| thought about trying to hike up the dope, and even started out in that direction, but discovered
amog immediately that climbing uphill through those stone chips was essentidly impossible. For every
step | took, | did backward three. Then | noticed that my knife was rocking in severe agitation. | turned
back, diding carefully with one hand on thewall until | was back at the exit of my little tunnd. Weird
lights or no, my journey apparently led deeper into the cave, not toward the surface.

Which only made sense. Niflheim had to lie farther down. And the knife was tugging insstently on
my boot, urging movement in that direction. So | turned to my left, and noticed that the darkness wasn't
quite asintense lower in the tunndl. There was no discernible light source, or even ahint of one; just an
amost imperceptible lessening of the blackness.

All right.

| hauled mysdlf to my feet, grabbed hold of the wall, and took an exploratory step.

Moving downhill proved dmost asimpossible as struggling uphill, with one notable exception. |
quickly discovered that shuffling worked better than striding or even gingerly mincing dong, afact |
discovered only after dipping and riding on my ass down a sixty-degree rock dide for nearly thirty feet.

That was the unhappy exception. | could dways dideinto Niflheim, solong as| didn't mind being
dashed to ribbons by thetime | got there. The whole floor was carpeted with stone chips, boot-lace
deep in places, and each one was as sharp as an obsidian scalpel. My butt pack and trousers were
dashed dl to hdl by the time | managed to stop that first wild skid. At thisrate, I'd be bare-ass naked by
thetimel found Sepnir.

| stuck closer to the walls after that, where the chips were shallower than out toward the center.
Thewalswere nearly smooth under my hands. There was no noticesble variation in the angle of ether
thefloor or the walls. | was moving down a near-perfectly straight, sharply angled chute through the
heart of amountain.

What were the odds againgt such atunnel exigting?

| supposed vol canic action might account for it; but | wasn't sureif thereld ever been volcanic
activity around here. | wasn't aphysicist, and certainly not ageologist, and | was far too exhausted to
figure any of it out evenif I'd had relevant data. At this point | was lucky to add two and two and come
out with four.

—Heéll, inthis cave twenty-two might be the correct answer.

Thetunnel grew steadily lighter as | pushed deeper. | had no clue asto where the light source might
be. The darkness had taken on adefinite grey quality, vaguely reminiscent of the light on a hazy, overcast
night, out away from any big cities. Not quite black, but not quite light enough to see anything clearly,
ether.

Who'd said Hell was murky? Probably Miss Wilkes, from sophomore English.

At lead, it sounded like something she might've said.

Fifteen minutes later | could actualy seethe wdll. It didn't look hewn or cut by any method I'd ever
heard of; but it was straight as you please, and there was hardly abump or snag anywhere. | stood il
long enough to catch my breath and ease leg cramps; then pushed on, my curiosity building even more
rgpidly than thelight.

A short time later awide black crack appeared. Another fissure; only thisone ran verticaly,



whereas mine had snaked in horizontaly. | stood still and rested my hand on the smooth edge. | was
awarethat | wasincredibly lucky to be out of that fissure dive.

Glancing back briefly, | saw moreflashes of light. Blue, yelow; then darkness. | shrugged and
started to turn away when anew set of flashes appeared, brighter than the others. The air began to
vibrate, as with a half-sensed thunderstorm still out of sight over the horizon.

Bemused, | stood transfixed. The lights teased my retinas, dancing, swaying, flaring steadily
brighter, whilethe air beat at my eardrums. Even when my ears popped it wasn't enough to cope with
the rgpidly building overpressure. The lights were a ka eiddoscope gone mad, shifting down the long dark
tunnel, rushing closer asthough space itsdf were collapsing.

The back of my brain whispered awarning to the front, and an urgent tugging at my caf clamored
for attention; but | wasn't listening. What the blazes could it be? Landdide? Earthquake? \olcanic
eruption? No, that'd have to come from below, not above. Wouldn't it?

| stood there beside the fissure with my mouth hanging open, staring as the flood of lights and noise
rushed at me out of the darkness, and didn't have the sense to get out of the way. My ears popped again
and afreight train noise roared in my ears, itsthunder shaking the very walls. My teeth rattled and |
squinted againg brilliant light. It legped off the floor as high as my head, showering in fountainsand
spurtslike molten sted!.

With thear asolid wall of sound beating at me, ingtinct finaly took over and shoved meinto the
fissure, bruising ribs and tearing open my injured back and kneesagain. | yelled and heard nothing but
the roar permeating the rocks. | found mysalf panting asterror took hold. Then | forced mysdlf to face
whatever it was that was sweeping down the cave.

Thunder hurt my skull. Stone chips stung my face.

Then | saw the eyes.

Thunder, lights, cave—all vanished into an ice-filled night, with those eyes gouging my soul asthey
hunted fresh prey. . ..

Thunder crashed back into my awareness. The bottom dropped out of the air pressure as Sleipnir
tore past. Every footfal struck explosions of sparks. | stuck my head completely into the open, Staring,
whilethewind sucked air out of my lungs.

He wasimmense ; yet hewas out of Sght dmost immediately, disappearing into the gloom
downdope. The thunder gradualy receded and the flying sparks vanished with it. When thewind of his
passagefindly died away, | took along, deep breath and released it dowly.

Wel ...

The cave's ceiling had to be at least two hundred feet high, didn't it? Then | snorted. That wasa
supid, irrdlevant thought, for damned sure.

| chewed my upper lip thoughtfully, gazing down the tunnel after Seipnir. Too bad Bjornssen
wasn't hereto seethis. Niflheim couldn't be far away now, and at least | had graphic confirmation that
Seipnir did, indeed, visit the underworld.

| looked back up that impossible tunnel, which ran through a cave where physica laws didn't work
quite properly, and saw moreflickers of light. | knew now that | could never have climbed up out of this
tunnd, evenif I'd fought the dope and the boot-deep stone chips until my lungs burst and my muscles
gave out. Thiswas Seipnir's private passage to Niflheim, connecting the branches of Y ggdrasil with the
World Treesgrest roots, in alink that only Sleipnir could cross.

Briefly | wondered where the fissure into which | was now jammed might lead; then decided |
didn't care. There were nine worlds atogether, and not dl of them were friendly to human life. Hell,
some weren't even on spesking termswith thegods .

| glanced back up Sleipnir'sgreat tunngl. The moist chill of the cave sank into my flesh and settled
inmy belly. How had | found my way into Seipnir's private passage? Had | redlly gotten past that
gdactitein the fissure? Or had Odin heard my angry challenge and answered it?

The chill degpened and | shook myself vigoroudly. It didn't bear thinking about. Besides, for a dead



man, | hurtin ahell of alot of places. | watched another light flicker into life at the top of the tunnel and
wondered if those tiny lights were the stars, slent in the vault above the World Tree. It didn't matter.
Nothing mattered, not even degth. Dead or dive, 1'd found my way into Niflheim.

Sepnir waswaiting.

Chapter Eleven

The glow that grew out of the darkness was green.

Not the warm, earthy green of gardens and manicured lawns, but anasty, weird color somewhere
between emerad and sickly yellow. Once, when | was about seven, 1'd seen the whole sky turn just that
color. When the storm was over, and the tornado gone, pieces of our tool shed, a neighbor's house, and
three big live oaks were distributed al over one end of the county. | noticed that my feet had dowed and
stopped by themsalves, and after amoment'sthought | decided they wereright. | sat down in the stone
chips. No sensejudt rushingin . ..

Not awaver of movement, not ahint of sound. Everything was utterly dead both behind and before
me. Even the trickling of the stream was subdued; the water did noiselessly dong thewall. So what was
| waiting for? An engraved invitation? | chewed the end of my thumbnail and rubbed my other hand
pam-down againgt my trousers. It didn't do any good; sweat had already soaked what was left of my
clothes.

| spit out bits of ragged thumbnail. I'd worked harder to get where | was now than I'd ever worked
at anything inmy life. I couldn't just St on my assnow that | was so close. Maybe driving for agoa was
alot better than reaching it. Now that | wasthisclose. . .

Bull. The only thing wrong with me was a case of nerveslike | hadn't had snceMary Lou
Meyerson first showed me what the backseat of a Ford wasfor. | looked at the green glow ahead and
discovered that | didn't have the faintest ideawhat to expect out there. Despite al my "research,” | really
didn't know what | was going to find. Fighting thirst and underground rivers and even terroristss—I was
trained for that kind of battle. But how much would my training be worth in Niflheim, where even the
gods went when they died?

| reached down into the stubborn core of mysdlf, where I'd found the strength to haul my assup
out of that icy underground river, and lurched to my feet. Then | ssumbled forward into the green light. |
was barely aware of the hum againgt my caf where Gary'slong knife rode patiently. The dope of the
floor gradudly leveled out until it was nearly horizontal again. The distant calling had long snce
disappeared into green gloom overhead. Muted echoes of my footsteps bounced back. The walls began
to curve away aswell, dthough not nearly asfar asthe celling.

The eerie glow brightened until | was bathed in ghastly green. Then | emerged from the tunndl onto
the verge of agrave beach. My feet stopped of their own accord and my eyes widened. And widened.
| stood there long enough for both feet to go to deep, just staring, and feding awfully smal. . ..

The cavern which stretched before me hadJourney to the Center of the Earth beet al hollow, as
it were. The"celling" was miles overhead; parts of it were dark, most black, with streaks and splotches
and whorls of brighter color just the shade of the green light. Bright patterns glowed with cold
phosphorescence, like fireflies, or those deep-seafish I'd seen inNational Geographic . As| watched,
entranced, | could see the patterns moving, changing, diding into darkness while the darkness blossomed
dowly intolight.

An odd sense of familiarity niggled at the back of my mind, but | couldn't placeit, and soon gave
up, lost in the eeriness on every sde. The whole landscape was it by that unearthly green glow, even my
skin and fingernails. My skin looked like algae, while my fingernails were adarker olive shade. My knife,
peeping out of its sheath, still looked dead-flat black.

The rocky beach extended five yardsin front of me. Beyond stretched abody of what looked like
oil but smdlled like water. The surface was asflat black as my knife, with peculiar green glints. Not a
ripple disturbed it, asfar asmy eyes could see. It reminded me of something, aplace I'd read about,



where oily pitch oozed to the surface of the ground to snarethe unwary. . . . Heavy mist hung like
curtains across patches of it, in places obscuring even the "sky." Whatever it was, it Sretched off into
infinity to both left and right, while directly across, o low it looked no more than adight thickening of
water, adark smudge suggested a headland jutting toward me.

Just at the—water's?—edge stood a ruined structure of some sort, rising from the beach in agentle
dopeto extend fifteen or twenty feet out over the lightlesswater. 1t had broken off—or something had
broken it—leaving jagged edges to project above the smooth black surface below. The posts and ramp
might once have been adull gold; but now only hints of muted color clung to the grey stone. A bridge,
maybe, that had collapsed?

Gauging the distance to the far shore, it must've been one hell of aspan. | didn't see any sign of
support pillars out there. Silence hung heavily in my ears. | could hear my breath rasping in my lungs.
When | took astep forward to get a closer look at the ruined bridge, echoes of the loud crunch seemed
to continue forever, disappearing across the misty horizon.

| stopped again, uncertain in the aftermath of that first loud noise, and scuffed atoe while
deliberating on courage.

Blood frozein my veins, leaving my face stiff and cold. | kndlt, and ran adisbdieving hand through
the "gravel." Bones. Millions of them. Billions of them. Finger bones. Toe bones. Vertebrae. Wing
bones. Tiny rodent skulls. Claws. Dull, greenish-white, and brittle as sha e, the bones ran dong the shore
until it curved out of sght into the mist.

| thought some more about courage, wondering what it might fed likeif | had any, and heard afaint
sound, dmost like asigh of wind.

| looked up, glanced up and down the beach, then out acrossthe water. | don't know what |
expected to see; but when | saw it, | went very ill. There was movement on the black surface, far out
but approaching rapidly. | watched it come for some moments; then decided that staying on my knees
would make melook entirely too overawed. Not that Iwasn't ; | just didn't want to give that impression.
So | stood, and noticed | was breathing hard—and much too fast.

My fingers were gritty, so | brushed bone dust off my hands, wiping it onto my pants, whereit
clung like glue to the sweaty cloth. My boots were thick with the stuff, which coated the damp leather
where 1'd crushed brittle, dry bonesinto powder with my living weight.

Meanwhile, the object out on the water gradually took form, detaching from the black backdrop as
it approached on a collison course with the ruined bridge support nearby.

Soon | could tell what it was: aflat-bottomed skiff, propelled by nothing | could see. A series of
gentleripples patently at odds with its speed ran from the front, along the sides, and out behind the back.
The prow rose into twin poles topped by human skulls. The sides were black, writhing with the
intricately twined bodies of carved black snakes. Eyes and fangs gleamed silver throughout the hideous
pattern.

Standing in the bow was a gaunt old woman with long, greasy hair that no comb in theworld could
have untangled. Her cheeks were hollow, her eyes were hollow, her whole body no more substantial
than the bones I'd ground into dust. Her skin looked like the flaky piecrust froma TV commercia —but
| didn't think a starving Ethiopian would've touched apiecrustthat color.

The skiff stopped just short of the beach and we stared at each other across the intervening stretch
of bones. Her eyes swept me at a glance, noting the bloodied knee wrappings, the weapons, the
battered pack and heavily laden web gear, and stopped only when they caught my gaze. An expression
that might have been the beginnings of ascow! or alaugh crossed her face, gone before it could really
regiser.

"Youredive" shesad. Her voice produced not even the whisper of an echo.

| repressed a spontaneous shudder and waited.

"Only the deed find their way here. Why have you come?"

The ball wasin my court and abruptly | felt like a peewee-league runt going one-on-one against



Kareem Abdul-Jabar. Confronting a pack of gods on their home court suddenly didn't seem like the
great ideait had once been. . . . Under her penetrating gaze, | felt dl too morta, standing as| was on the
bones of what might've been my own ancestors. | managed to check my virtually gavanic impulses, and
—for achange—didn't answer flippantly.

Therewas no telling what this—woman?—might do or know.

"I'mlooking for Odin." | winced at the thousands of echoes which bounced from water to "sky"
and down again.

A grin split her face. She raised ahand and pointed to a spot behind me.

"Warriorslooking for Odin find him by hanging on thetree."

| turned, aready knowing what | would find but compelled to look anyway. A lightning-blasted
oak had risen from the bone beach right behind me. The shattered trunk was rotten with the smell of
death. Corpses swung from every twisting branch, ropes knotted tightly around decaying necks, spears
plunged between the exposed bones of rib cages. Some had decayed until only the furs and helmets of
Viking warriors clothed the bones; others had been strangled only last week, ill clothed in flesh under
uniforms of khaki, black, and olive drab. The congeded blood staining their chestslooked black.

A moment ago thered been nothing on that pot but beach, and now the stench sent me stumbling
backward, trying desperately not to think about Hohenfels and Gary.

"And what will you say to Odin when you stand before him, human?' The old woman's voice caled
my attention back to the shore. "Will you ask to see Loki, where he lies bound?”

Loki! How in seven hells had the old witch known that? | stared down at my knife, suddenly aware
of thefocus of the old woman'skeen interest. The knife lay quietly in its sheeth, pretending to ignore me.
Was the damned blade amind reader? If it knew, Odin knew, and had maybe warned this disgusting old
hag—unlessshe was the mind reader? Damn . . .

| tried to look unconcerned, and knew | failed utterly. Meanwhile, the old crone just watched me,
and her eyesglittered.

How had she known | was after Loki? Loki—who, for the sheer reckless fun of putting the rest of
the godsin his debt, had turned himsdf into amare to help the gods weasdl out on adeal they'd struck
with afrost giant. Odin and his crew had broken their contract, and Loki ended up giving birth to a baby
horse—Sleipnir. The biology wasimpossible, of course; but I'd decided, not long ago, that | would
never again say anything wasimpossible.

| glanced up. The old witch was watching me with eyesthat glittered like polished bone. She might
or might not know that | needed L oki's help to catch his son. Right?Right .

"Yes" | answered, meseting the old crone's eyes. "I do seek aword with Loki."

Hollow eyes narrowed to dits. | could smell the stink of my own fear sweat and hoped to god—to
God?—that she couldn't smell it, too.

"And when you spesk to Loki," she said, her voice bitter aswormwood, "will you tell him of life's
pleasures?' Oddly her eyes had the look of aperson who knows heisgoing to die, and is determined to
take as many of hiskillerswith him as he can. Fever-bright, they burned like codsin the deep black
hollows of her face. | found mysalf clutching the P-7.

"Yegh. Sure”

A laughran likeice dong my skin.

"It isworth thetrip to see that one squirm,” she cackled, my presence dmost forgotten in her glee. |
stood swesting on the beach. "Come, human,” the old woman commanded, gesturing imperidly. "Loki
awaits your pleasure.”

| glanced over my shoulder to look back up Sleipnir's great tunnel. Then | drew aquick breath,
forced mysdlf to let go of the pistol, and climbed over the broken bridge. | dropped carefully into the
skiff. To my surprise, my weight didn't cause the craft to so much as bob in the water.

A chill crawled dong my spine asthe skiff moved silently away from shore, heading for the distant
blur on the horizon. My hair lay glued to my head from what felt like (and might have been) weeks of



accumulated swest, oil, and dirt. The remnants of my clothes flapped loosdly on my frame. The bow
churned up no froth in the black water, just gentle ripples that caught the far-off green of the ceiling and
flung it back into my eyes.

| turned to look at the crone. She waswrapped in afilthy black cloak. The tattered edges of the
garment writhed in thewind like living snakes. A shudder caught me unawares, and | hadtily turned to
sudy theingde of the skiff.

It was black inside aswell as out, and completely watertight. None of the strange black water
found itsway inside. | wondered what they'd used to waterproof the wood, and if the substance had
caused the black coloration. That wouldn't explain the Slver eyes and fangs, though, unlessthey'd been
added afterward, applied like gold leaf.

Besde the ancient woman's fegt, rolling dightly on the floor, rested abowl made of dried, whitened
bone. It looked like ahuman skull case. There were afew disksinsde that gleamed dully metdlicinthe
green light. A long pole lay beside it, one end decorated with awicked iron hook and the other with the
polished skull of awolf, the dark brown color of museum bones. | hoped the old woman used the hook
for mooring the skiff—it had lethal potentias| didn't even want to think about.

"Wheat thoughts arein your head, morta?"

Her raspy voi ce—snake scales dithering across dry rock—reached over the sound of the wind,
gpparently without effort. | turned reluctantly to meet her gaze.

"Thissea—what isit caled?' | gestured out to the horizon.

Her cacklefilled my ears. "Thisisno sea, human. Thisisthe River Gjoll, flowing out of the greet
wellspring Hvergelmir, which feeds dl therivers of Niflheim. Gjoll isHe'sriver—it flows past her gate.”
Shelaughed again. "Living men are not welcomein her hal, little man. Hel prefersthem newly dead.
Shdl we oblige her?"

Before| could even try to frame an answer, she wastalking again.

"Loki'skin, sheis, full blood daughter, and sent here by Them above as don't trust her. Give Hel
the dead to satisfy her, They said, and shewon't look to Asgard with greed in her eye." The old
woman's laugh wheezed with every sentence. ""Comes the hour when the sons of Muspell ride, and Hel
will have Asgard; aye, in flames. And I, Modgud, will stand and watch as I've done through these long
centuries”

Just when | thought the bombast had ended, Modgud's eyes caught mine and held them.

"I'll wetch for Loki'sfdl inthe Find Baitle, | will, the great Ragnarok, and I'll laugh when | seehim
down. Hisgroaning and fighting to be free of the Rocks shook the earth and broke my lovely bridge. . .
" Her thin shoulders were shaking, with visble rage. Spittle flew from looselips. "Once | was Queen of
the Golden Bridge of the Gjoll and now—noathing!—nothing but adave, chained to this wretched boat.
I'll watch him bleed and die on Vigrid's plain and I'll laugh as Surt burnstheworld. Aye, itll be afine day
for vengeance when the sons of Muspdll ride.”

Modgud's eyes were glazed, my presence forgotten.

And | thoughtl was out for vengeance. . . ?

| hoped to hell—or wasit Hel?—I did nothing to anger the old witch. Enemieslike her | could do
without. She began crooning to hersdlf in alanguage I'd never heard, so | turned my gaze back out to sea
—or rather, to theriver. Chrigt, they didn't do things on asmdl scalein Niflheim. The opposite shore
was closer; but not much.

What would | find on that inhospitable jut of land? Niflheim was where the old, the sick, and the
accident-prone came when they died. From everything | could gather, it was supposed to be a pretty
dull place. All thered funwasin Vdhdla; athough if Vahallawas supposed to be fun, maybe I'd settle
for boredom and Niflhem.

The only thing | heard waswind in my ears. Given the way sound carries across the water, |
couldn't imagine there'd be much happening over there. Maybe I'd find Hel's Hall, like Modgud had
said. Would Loki's daughter tell me whereto find her father? Or just casually squash the life out of me



for daring to intrude into her kingdom? My fingers caressed my pistol and | thought | heard the old
crone's snicker at my back.

A movement far off to port, dmaost on the horizon, caught my eye. The water was boiling. Great
waves rolled off some disturbance. Plumes of spray shot into the air like arow of uncapped oil wells—
angry foam bubbled and hissed for nearly amilein ether direction from the disturbance's center. A brief
gleam tantalized my retinas, gone before | could name color or substance. The water continued to boil
and spew for several moments more, then gradualy subsided to flat black again.

| turned to look at Modgud; but she hadn't noticed or didn't care, and after her responseto my last
question, | didn't much fed like asking. Thefirg rolling swell caught up with the skiff, lifting it dightly
before the stern dipped into the trough. | thought the next wave would surely swamp us; but the skiff
only repeated the gentle, lifting motion. Or was Modgud doing the lifting to keep her craft afloat?

| wondered if Death liked wet feet any more than the rest of us. Except she wasn't redlly Death;
Hel was. . ..

| shook my head to clear it. Maybe it was something in the air, or just exhaustion; but my thought
processes were beginning to resemble awell-scrambled egg. | turned my eyes back toward the far
shore, which to my astonishment suddenly was only a hundred yards away.

There was no repetition of the bone beach. Instead, the ground was an odd, indefinable grey,
somewhere between green and black, undercut at the water's edge to form asteep clay bank ashigh as
my waist. The other side of the bridge had collgpsed into stony rubble. From the river's edge, the land
rosein sharp ridges, each higher than the last, blocking further view inland. Strewn across those ridges,
and hdf buried in them, were jagged boulders, somewhat lighter grey in color, ranging from no larger
than my fist to massive blocks that would've dwarfed athree-bedroom house. Some glinted oddly in the
light, with occasiona bright flashes of genuine color that made me wonder if they, too, were
phosphorescing.

| didn't see anything that remotely resembled buildings. There was no sign of vegetation; but aswe
neared the bank, | could see that the top six inches of soil were extremely dark, forming alayer that
looked richer, more organic than the clay below. The whole sweep of land was barren, utterly deserted.
| wasn't sureif | should be relieved or apprehensive at the lack of habitation.

| had no more than these few moments for an impression of my destination because the boat had
stopped dead in the water. The silence of the cavern rushed into my ears, replacing the roar of wind. We
were till agood twenty yards from shore. | turned to look at Modgud. What now?

"You must pay thetoll," she said softly, her eyes dancing.

| glanced at the intervening yards of water. | was apretty good swimmer. A cackle interrupted my
thoughts. She had picked up the braincase bowl and was scooping out ahandful of silver coins. Modgud
dipped the skull into the water, filling it; but carefully kept her gnarled fingers dry. Sheraised the
braincaseto eye level. Seconds later, water poured out the hole it had eaten through the bottom. |
swallowed.

"Y ou must pay thetoll,” she said again, with agrin that lingered as her eyes measured my braincase
againg the ruined bowl in her hand.

"Uh..." | fumbled through my pockets, fingers shaking despite my effortsto remain cam. | dug
out a scant handful of change and saw mostly pennies, plus acouple of old "lucky" dimes| was never
without.

| didn't have any gold, except thelittle gold Thor's hammer on achain around my neck. | was
awfully fond of thet.

"l—uh—haven't got any gold coins—"

Modgud spat over the Sde. There was aquiet hiss as spittle struck the acid "water." Her lip curled.
"Goldisfor trinkets. Junk. Silver was the price of the bridge, and silver isthe price of theferry.”

| scooped up both dimes and started to hand them over.

A disembodied voice reached across the water. "1 wouldn't give her both, if | wereyou.”



| spun. Penniesdid al over the bottom of the skiff. A man wasrising to hisfeet, from acomfortable
sedt againgt aboulder.

"What?" | knew | sounded like a ViennaBoys Choir soprano, and didn't care. I'dlooked at that
piece of ground, and hadn't even noticed him.

"I'd give her only one," he repeated, with agenia smile. "How esewill you pay for theride back
across?"

Good point.

If I lived thet long.

| handed Modgud one dime. She curled bony, claw-tipped fingers around it.

The boat swept silently toward shore, and grounded gently a moment later. The owner of the
disembodied voice had come down to the shoreline, and now stood looking into the skiff. Blond, with
laughing blue eyes. He was surprisingly short, but compactly built and muscular. There couldn't have
been an ounce of fat anywhere on him. Even at my best—which | hadn't been since getting shot full of
holes—I was nothing but flabby standing beside him. And this guy was dead as adoornail. Dead people
were supposed tolook . . . well . . . decently dead.

He baanced lightly on the balls of hisfeet, armsloose, ready to grip my hand in friendship, or heft a
wespon, whichever was called for. He wore along sword, in ablack scabbard worked with silver. His
torso was protected by aring-mail shirt, but he wore no helmet. Cautious, but not overtly threatening.
Did hework for MistressHel?Or . ..

A bloodstain had dried acrossthe front of hisshirt, just visible beneeth the mail. A curiouslittle
green dart was embedded in his chest, having struck between the circular links.

Green dart?Thefirgt dead person | met in Niflheim was agod ? The " coincidence’ made me
swest, despite the cool, damp air. The dart that had killed Baldr was L oki's doing. Though someone else
had thrown the weapon, Loki aone had known that the mistletoe dart was the only thing in the nine
worldsthat could kill hisfoster nephew.

My next—irreverent—thought was how extraordinarily short Badr was, for agod. | hadn't exactly
pictured myself asagiant; it hadn't occurred to methat | might actualy tower over any of the Norse
gods. Vikings were supposed to have been tall people.

"How long are you planning on staying?" he asked, nodding toward Modgud.

With difficulty, | turned my attention back to the silent old crone. "I'll be finished here by thistime
tomorrow, or | should be, anyway, so how about you pick me up then?"

She just looked a me with those weird, hollow eyes.

My Nordic athlete spoke up: "Desth has no concept of time, friend.”

"Oh." Logicd.

"Well, then, how about tides? We're at the bottom of Y ggdrasil here, right? And Earth—I mean
Midgard—isjust above us here, soit'sal part of the sametree, right? And thisriver isbig enough to
havetides, right?’

| redlly was going to have to stop babbling like afoal.

The blond laughed quietly, a nice sympathetic chuckle that somehow put me at ease despite my
suspicions.

"Not necessarily; but it happens there are tides here. Two in about, oh, four-and-a-half songs.
Roughly the same as Midgard. Earth," he added, smiling in deference.

Songs? Did they keep track of time by how long it took to sing a ballad? Without day and night,
and no real need for deep, it made some sense.

"Good. Can you be here, at this spot, in two tides?'

She held my gaze, and smiled dowly. "Can you?'

"Just be here, okay?I'll have the silver with me."

| knew | sounded petulant; but that old witch made me nervous, and Baldr—the dead god—was



taking an interest in my affairsthat | could have done withot.

Modgud inclined her greasy head and | jJumped ashore. | dipped in the clay, and did toward the
acidriver. Before | could plummet feet-first into a messy death, my benefactor grabbed my arm, and
hauled meto the top of the bank. | panted my thanks, which he waved away, innately courteous,
athough | saw hiseyesnarrow dightly.

He was probably wondering—with sudden gpprehens on—whether saving me had been the
smartest thing he'd ever done. Given who hisfather was, | wasn't so sure—from hisviewpoint—thet it
had been, either. Persondly, | was pretty grateful. | had to watch my step triply now that | was squarely
inthe middle of Death'sdomain. | squared my pack and tugged my tattered shirt back down into place.

Hisfirgt question voiced what everyone must have been wondering, mysdlf included.

"What bringsyou here?’

The old woman's high cackle stopped any answer | might have formed.

"He's come to torment your uncle," she wheezed gleefully.

Badr's brows drew sharply down. My ingtinct was to dive for my knife, even as| wondered
whether adead god could bekilled again. . . .

The skiff shot out into theriver, disappearing into abank of mist, which left me no choice but to
face Loki's nephew—and Odin's son.

Chapter Twelve

It figured that Odin's favorite son—and one of Loki's worst enemies—would be on hand to greet
me.

He gstared out at the mist for amoment; then pulled himsealf together visibly. "I gpologize,” he said
with awan smile. "Thinking about my uncleisalittle upsetting. | try not to, at dl.” Helooked me up and
down, taking my measure. "Y ou didn't come al thisway to torment Loki, surely?"

"No. That was her idea." | jerked my head toward where the skiff had vanished. "I'm redly just
looking for some information from him."

Hisface clouded somewhat. "I wouldn't advise that. Loki is dangerous, and not exactly
cooperative." A pained expression crossed hisface. "l ought to know."

"It must be rough, huh?" | asked, trying to sound sympathetic.

He shrugged, and smiled ruefully. "Well, it isn't great, no, and the mold growing on your feet can
get to you; but it isn't so bad, redlly. Plenty of peace and quiet, no worriesto speak of, so long asyou
avoid Loki. Heskind of bitter about the whole thing.”

And Badr wasn't? If someone had murderedme and dumped me in this gawdawful placefor
eernity . . . Maybeliving in Niflheimdid scramble a person's brain, or maybe dying was akin to gelding,
because it was hard to believe thatany Norse god could bethis mellow, never mind ason of Odin who'd
beenmurdered .

On the other hand, madness did take avariety of forms. | was convinced that Odin himself was
'round the bend andgone , so it was entirely possible that Odin's dead son was cheerfully mad in hisown
inimitable way. But while my current ability to judge relative sanity might beimpaired (I wasin hell, after
dl), Bddr didn'tlook insane. He looked hae, hearty, and sort of wistful around the eyes.

"What can | bethinking?' he said with agrimace. "l can only excuse my manners by pointing out
that we get so few vigitors, it's easy to forget courtesies. Baldr ismy name.”

He held out hishand. | started to take it and he clasped my forearm instead, in afirm grip.

"Bddr," hesad again, "son of Odin, longtime resident of Niflhem. And you "—his eyestwinkled—
"are something of amydery.”

| glanced over my shoulder in the direction Modgud had disappeared, and wondered if Baldr were
lying. Everything I'd read about Baldr said he was the primal good guy. But if Modgud knew what was
going on, surely Baldr did too? Or did Modgud know simply because shewasin charge of theferry, so



it was her business to know? Or had she just made avery shrewd guess?

How the hell was | supposed to know which gods knew what?

| looked back a Baldr. "Y eah, well, everything that's been happening to melatdly iskind of
mysterious. I'm damned if | know how to explainit." | shrugged ruefully. "I'm Randy Barnes."

"Yes, | know."

My blood went cold and my eyeswent hard.

Badr chuckled and added, "L et me explain. A while back a Norwegian came through here,
wrapped in ropes, cursing something awful, bones sticking out odd places—one hell of amess; if youll
pardon the pun—and he said you were in a powerful hurry to get here. Of course, he thought he'd
spoken figuratively." Badr chuckled. "Then Hel heard your arrival—the living are so noisy in comparison
with us dead folk; your footsteps echoed al the way down Seipnir'stunnel and across the Gjoll—and
we redized the poor man had inadvertently spoken literd truth.”

Badr was till chuckling; but | remembered Bjornssen's death scream. | didn't like the casua way
these gods killed us off when it suited their game plan. Baldr'slaughter died away, replaced by
puzzlement.

"Why are you angry about this?'

"Why did you kill Bjornssen? It wasn't necessary.”

He looked more puzzled than before. "1 have never killed anyone."

"Yeah. Right. Tdl it tothebirds."

My knees had gone shaky—reaction setting in, maybe, or just plain rage—so | strode to the
nearest boulder and sat down before | collapsed embarrassingly in front of him. | was whacked out, and
bone-deep sore in more placesthan | wasn't, and standing there talking was a goddamn waste of time |
probably didn't have to spare. | had people to see, and Gary Vernon to avenge.

"Sorry," | muttered. "I keep getting al you gods mixed up.”

Badr squatted beside me, and studied my face for severa moments; then stared out acrossthe
Gjoll. When he spoke, his voice was distant, contemplative. "Each man's death is his own to meet, and
each man must face it alone at the time decreed for him. That is one moment no one can take from him
or assume for him. The fault of your friend's death cannot be yours, any more than it can be mine or any
of the other gods."

| glanced up; but couldn't tell whether he was talking about Klaus or Gary.

Badr was 4till talking. "The Norns decree dl that must be. They guided hisfootsteps up to the
moment of hisdeeth, as surely asthey have guided yours herewhileyou ill live"

Gary's death provedthat wrong; but | didn't fed like arguing the point with Odin's son.

"All I wantistotak to Loki," | growled.

Badr's eyes narrowed. "About what?"

"Sepnir.”

Bddr'seyeswidened. "What in the nine worlds has Sepnir to do with this?"

| glanced up from checking my P-7 for rust. "Got to do with what?*

He swept a hand around at the landscape. "Y our presence here. Obvioudy the Norns have
brought you here for areason, and avery important one; but Sleipnir is Odin's horse, not Hel's. He
doemt livein Niflheim.”

| met hisblue eyes squarely. "I saw him just afew minutes ago, in that big tunnel of his. Hewas
headed thisway."

Badr grinned, and shrugged. "'l didn't say he doesn't occasondly visit." Then hisexpression
sobered, and he pursed hislips. "Whatever's up, it certainly bodesto be interesting.”

"Huh. Y ou just ssid amouthful, friend.”

Living in interesting timeswas a curse | could've done without. | reholstered the P-7.

"Youll point out the way to Loki, then?'



He shook his head. Mistrust had crept into his eyes. Baldr was supposed to've been the trusting
type. Clearly, heéld learned caution in the eons he'd been stuck in this dimepit of aworld.

"No, | think not. This gameistoo serious for blundering about in the dark. My hostesswill want to
speak with you, at the very least.”

"| thought Hel was only interested in dead men.”

His smile was sincere enough. "True; but thisis her world, after dll, and we are but guestsin it. She
would not be pleased if you refused an audience. And believe me, no living morta within her sphere of
influence would want to anger her. | am not complaining, understand. She's agood hostess. But you are
out of place here, so the same rules don't exactly apply to you."

| didn't bother to observe that so far none of the rules had applied to me.

"Come, pack up your strange belongings and follow me; I'll take you to Hel."

| didn't carefor the sound of that; but didn't seethat | had much choice.

We struck out dong the shordline. Baldr said conversationaly, "1 couldn't help noticing thet the Sy
Biter iswith you."

"Thewhat?' | glanced around involuntarily.

"The Sy Biter. Y our knife. I'd dways wondered what had become of it. Somehow, I'm not too
surprised it wound up in your hands. It has away of turning up precisay when and whereit's needed.
How'dit find you?'

| started to comment; then shut my lips. | shouldn't have been surprised.

"Y ou recognize this thing, huh?' | dipped the knife out of its sheath and watched in stisfaction as
thetall wrapped around my arm.

"Of course." He sounded surprised. "I used to seeit frequently when | was younger. It
disappeared, though," he added thoughtfully, "right before | waskilled."

Interesting. Maybe | could finally get some answers.

"Whered it come from? What exactly isit?" Green light caught the blade and sang gleefully dong
theinvisble edge. The scaly haft waswarm againg my palm. It pulsed with an arcanellife.

Badr's voice warmed to his subject. "The Biter hasbeen since before | was born. Some say it was
carved from theliving root of Y ggdrasil.” He gestured toward the cavern "ceiling,” and the familiarity of
swirling light patterns clicked.

"Othersclam. .. Wdl, it jugtis . The Norns probably would know for sure where it came from.
My father had it for awhile; that's how | know it. But it's an odd creature, the Biter."

"Thenitisdive?'

"Oh, yes, without adoubt. Well, not perhaps dive in the sense you might think; but it isnot just a
soulless artifact. Itchooses those who will carry it, not the other way around, though I'm not terribly clear
onwhy or how."

He grinned. "Father was furious when it deserted him. It's said that when the Biter chooses a
mortal, only the morta's death will break the bond." He frowned thoughtfully, and gave me a disquieted
glance. "I'm aso told it turns up whenever the Balance swings precarioudy. When that happens, it acts
itswill on those who are destined to tip the scalesin the direction decreed by the Norns. Thuswill it be
until Ragnarok. The Destruction of the Worlds," he added, asif expecting me not to know what it meant.

"I know what Ragnarok is" | said dryly.

He smiled, unoffended. "Most of your contemporaries don't. It's sad, you know, being forgotten.”

"Yeah, lifdsabitch and then you die.”

"How very Norse!" He chuckled.

| wasn't laughing.

Instead, | stared at the Biter. Worked itswill on me, did it? Wed just see about that. Light sang off
itsblack skin, glinted in its black eyes. Something Baldr had said had begun to bother me. If the Biter
did its own choosing—and had deserted Odin—what, precisely, did that mean tome ?What did it



want? And just whose Side wasit on, anyway?Could | trust it or not?

Whatever the answer, Odin had been upset to loseit. | grinned. The thought that the Biter
preferred my company to hisgave meagreat ded of satisfaction.

"It'satemperamentd little bastard,” wasdl | said.

| carefully resheathed it. At Badr'srequest, | related afew of my adventures with the Biter, leaving
out key bits of information here and there. Baldr laughed merrily when | told him about the entrenching
tool and the ragheads. | managed to keep the conversation light and humorous.

Then, as hetook up the thread of conversation and began an improbable tale about the Biter and a
frost giant, abiting wind picked up, seemingly out of nowhere. | shivered hard. Whether | wanted to
admit it or not, | was just about at the end of my strength, and | wasn't dressed for freezing wind. Given
the state of my clothes, | was barelydressed . When | fell behind, wheezing loudly inthe cold air, Baldr
dowed and stopped.

"l fear | must gpologize again,” he said ruefully.

Badr asssted me over to alarge boulder, which sported flecks and speckles of glowing yelow
phosphorescence. It wasn't awarm phosphorescence, though, so | just sat wearily, shivering.

"Yeah?Whét for thistime?'

"You areinjured, tired, and undoubtedly suffering from hunger and thirst, and I've kept you walking
al thistime when there was no need.”

A gust of wind caught us, and | wrapped both arms around mysdif, trying to get warm.

"Andyou arecold, aswell. | really am sorry. . . ."

"I know, | know, it'sjust that the dead don't get tired and thirsty, right?"

"Well, yes, but that's no excuse when I'm responsible for your welfare. By the time you've caught
your breath they should be here."

"Who?'

He put fingersto hislips and emitted an extraordinarily shrill whistle. It was the loudest sound I'd
yet heard from an inhabitant of Niflheim, and | was surprised when it echoed off the distant celling.

| wasjust getting my wind back—and the racing of my heart under control again—when alow
rumble of thunder shook the ground. Before | could open my mouth to ask what was up, two enormous
horses burst into view from beyond a nearby house-sized boulder. Their sharp hooves churned up the
dark soil asthey did to ahdt in front of us. They were bridled, and saddled, and obedient as big, shaggy
dogs.

They didn't gppear to be breathing hard from their run. Infact, | couldn't detect any breathing &t all.
When | thought about it, | redlized that—except for drawing air to speak—Badr hadn't been breathing,
ether.

| eyed our mounts. "Dead horses?!

"What else? Severa of your ancestors were thoughtful enough to bury horses with themselves,
which has provided us with awide variety of excellent mounts and draft animals. These were once war
horses." He grimaced, and sighed. "Ther unfortunate masters died of old age in their deep. Poor souls,
no man deserves such afate—but we can't dl diein glory, canwe?"

"No," | said dryly, "I don't suppose we can. The specieswouldn't surviveit, if wedid."

Hegrinned. "l liketheway you think. It's. . . refreshing. Here, et me introduce you to your mount
so theréll be no misunderstandings. He hasn't carried alive rider in hundreds of years.”

Baldr urged one of the horses forward, and | wondered what | was supposed to do. I'd never
been onahorsein my life.

He glanced at my face—did a quick double take—then hated the animal severd pacesaway. He
rested one hand casudly on the animal's—shoul der?—and lifted one shaggy blond eyebrow in apparent
surprise.

His question came out sounding droll. "Not a horseman?'



"Uh, no."

He gave me alook that seemed to ask what the hell we learned on Earth these days. But he didn't
say anything; just patiently explained how to mount, steer, start, and stop. | struggled aboard, envious of
Badr's graceful legp to hisanima's back.

"Well go at adow trot," he said, urging hishorse forward. | followed suit, and my horse obeyed,
tossing itshead briefly inirritation before settling down to the job of nursng meaong.

Riding was marginally better than walking, except for the cold wind; but | couldn't grasp properly
with my injured knees, 0| just sat loosely, hanging on to the reinsand the mane, and flopped dong as
best | could. Each jolt sent agony through the tear across my tailbone. Gradually the seat of my pants
grew warm and sticky. I'd dmost <MI>rather have walked.

My horsedidn't like it much better than | did; but he was surprisingly cooperative, for awar
gdlion. Dying must've taken dl the spirit out of him. We got dong well enough, at any rate, and the
horse's longer legs covered the ground in mile-eating strides. We approached amassive bend in the
river, and Baldr turned his horse dightly inland, urging the anima up the flank of the nearest
boulder-strewn ridge.

| followed, having absorbed enough basicsto avoid diding off backward when the horse started up
the steep dope. My knees hurt from trying to grip; but | stayed on and, within moments, we reached the
crest. Our new vantage point revealed along, shalow valley, with headlands that jutted out on either
sde of the bend in the river. The result was an enormoudy broad, sheltered harbor.

| pulled up sharply. Baldr stopped his horseto let me look, innately courteous. Below us, Situated
somefifty yardsinland from theriver's edge, sood a building that would've dwarfed anything but the
Pentagon. A gate the size of afootbal goapost had been set in amassive wall that ran right around the
structure. Spread out asfar as| could see, squatting right up the dopes of the ridgelinesto either side,
were houses, mud streets, and what |ooked astonishingly like farms.

| felt like a high-desert plainsman astride my shaggy war horse, looking down from my barren
wagteland onto civilization.

We had arrived at Hel's Hall of Desath.

Chapter Thirteen

The panorama below was one of the dreariest I'd ever seen; it was dark and dull, in shades of
green, grey, and black, with avery little bit of dirty white and yelow shining up briefly whenever the
eerie phosphorescent lightplay in the ceiling flared brighter directly overhead.

There was movement in the "fields," and aong the narrow clay roads. | couldn't identify the crops
growing in the farm rows. There was no cheerful sound of bustle and activity, no warm firdight from
hearths or windows; just adow, ponderous sense of heavy, endless work to be done by people dead
long before I'd been born.

The farms and the miserable town must furnish Hel with foodstuffs and goods. She hadn't been
dead when Odin had banished her here; so presumably she still needed to eat, drink, and make merry in
her own gloomy fashion. In that context, it made sense to put to work the legions of dead under her
authority. | wondered if she gave them any choice. Somehow | doubted it; but even hard work must be
asomewhat attractive aternative to eternal boredom.

As| watched, acurtain of dull mist swept in off the river, obscuring the hall, so Baldr led the way
down thedope and | fought to keep from diding up my horse's neck. When wefindly touched level
ground again, we were near ahard clay road. It led from ablack dock on the river to the massive gate
of Hel'shdl. The dock seemed to be for Modgud's skiff—I saw no evidence of any other craft.

We rode toward the gate, and were swallowed by dark mist. | shivered under ablast of det,
which was condensing within the mist to fal on anything miserable enough to be caught below. The gate
was closed, and—judging from the looks of the fortress—probably barred from inside.



The closer we rode, the bigger it loomed, until | had to crane my neck, shielding my eyeswith one
hand againgt the deeting mist. Thewall itsdlf was built from massve chunks of utterly black stone,
mortared with what looked sickeningly like dried blood.

The gate was metd, dull and colorless until ablast of wind opened arent inthe mit, admitting a
glarefrom abright swirl directly overhead. The brighter light revedled it to be badly tarnished slver. The
surface was utterly flat, with no patterns; but the massive posts at the corners were topped by human
skulls, coated inside and out with silver, also badly tarnished.

The gate swung ponderously open at Baldr's gpproach. It groaned like something out of aredly
bad horror movie. | could've done without the theatrics. If | hadn't been sojittery, | probably would
have laughed out loud. Baldr rode straight through. | followed nervoudly, craning my neck to see what
had opened the massive gate so effortlesdy. There was nothing there, of course.

Ingtinctively | rebelled at theideathat it opened by magic; but | was dedling with gods and
goddesses, and I'd already seen severa sciences go out the window, at least partway. Gary's death
alone had tossed out physics and biology. It would have made me fed dightly better to believe there
were hidden weights and pulleys concealed insde that massive wall, the better to awe superdtitious
peasants. But | couldn't redly bring mysdlf to believeit.

However she managed it, the gates swung wide to admit us, then closed solidly again. The heavy
thud sounded muffled behind us. My horse shied, and | grabbed at his mane to keep from falling off.

"Stupid animd," | muttered, wondering why my rock-steady beast would turn abruptly skittish. The
fact that Badr was dso having trouble with his mount made me fed dightly better—until | thought
through theimplications. . . .

"Better dismount while you can,”" Badr cdled back, jumping lightly to the ground.

| tried to imitate his style; but my knees gave out and my feet dipped on theice coating the stone
road. | landed in apainful lump under my horse's belly, and the blow jarred the wind from me. The horse
snorted and bolted sideways, leaving me to scrape my much-battered self off the road.

Badr lent me awelcome hand. | swayed for amoment, feding asthough al my bones had jellied
under thislast insult. Badr kept me from faling, and | leaned on hisarm for support until the worst had
passed.

"What's got into them?' | wheezed, jerking my thumb at the horses, who stood huddled against the
gate. Obvioudy they wanted out again very badly.

"Even adead horse can smell desth.”

Oh.

We stood on a paved flagstone road that led to enormous double doors. Huge grooves, six inches
deep, dashed into the flagstones just beyond the gate. | remembered reading—somewhere back in the
world of yelow sunlight and warmth—that Sleipnir had jumped this gate, when the gods sent him to ask
Hél to return the newly murdered Baldr. Seipnir's hooves had cut those grooves, but his mission had
faled. Bddr was till Hel'sguest.

Héd's hall was made of extremely dense wood, coated black as Modgud's skiff had been. The
closer we gpproached, the harder the deet fell. | found mysdlf shuddering uncontrollably. | maintained a
tenuous grip on theice, which coated everything, and was glad I'd worn my combat boots. |
concentrated on not falling asecond time. | wastoo proud to ask Baldr for help walking thislast little bit
—adthough by the time we got to the doors, | regretted it.

A rectangle of blackness loomed:; | looked up to see the huge hal door swinging silently open.
Comeinto my parlor. ... Badr stood waiting. | tried to hurry; but just as | reached the threshold, he
grabbed my arm.

"Take care," wasall he said. He reached out with one toe and tapped the broad flagstone in front
of the door. It dropped dizzily out of sight, ingtantly lost into ayawning black chasm.

| swayed. He steadied me. "The entry stone of Hel'sHall is called Drop-to-Destruction—never
forget that.”



That wasn't bloody likely.

The stone did up out of the depths, grinding back into place. Baldr stepped carefully over it; then
turned and gave me assistance | badly needed. By thetime we were inside, | was|eaning pretty heavily
on his shoulder, pride be damned. The door swung shut with ahollow bang. | looked around Lady
Degth'shome.

"What'sthis place cdled?' | muttered, trying to adjust my eyesto the extremely dim light.

"Eljudnir,” Badr answered. "That means Damp-with-Slegt," he added, glancing at meto seeif I'd
take offense at the trandation.

"Huh. Appropriate.”

An enormous fireplace across the room boasted the oddest fire I'd ever laid eyes on. It flickered
eerily in the semidarkness, its flames an odd blend of greens and yellows as some unknown, glowing
vegetable matter burned on the hearth. | could feedl the heat from where | stood, though, and leaned
imperceptibly toward it, wishing | had the sirength to walk closer. Baldr guided me dowly acrossthe
room.

Theair wasthick, thelight foul and disturbing. It distorted the shapes of stone furniture scattered
around the immense room. | looked for the source of the strange lighting, and found—hanging fromthe
ceiling in enormous nets—twisted fungi. They glowed baefully in the shadows near the celling. Great
loops of chain ran between the nets, and held suspended in midair large, glowing boulders. Their rusty
red and orange phosphorescent minerals added atouch of dien color to the room.

| noticed queasily that the boulders had been carved into horrifying shapes. The impression was of
atorture chamber bathed in bloody light.

"Ugh, how can you bear this?' | muttered.

Badr shrugged, and hel ped meto astone chair near thefire. "It's better than adank hove out in
thedeet. And | told you, He redly isn't abad hogtess. Just alittle grim.”

Grim wasn't the word for this nightmare room. If her house werethisbad . . . Decor usually
reflected the owner's persondity. Well, shewas Desgth. At least the fire was warm. An extraordinarily old
man was making hisway toward us from a shadowed doorway, moving so dowly, it looked asif he
were swvimming through blood.

Badr addressed him before he could get very far into the room.

"Ganglati, pleaseinform your mistressthat her guest has arrived, and ask Ganglot to send my wife
tous”

The ancient man nodded, took five minutes to turn around, and dowly disappesred.

"Twins, heand hissster. They serve Hel, and do their best; but they're aptly named.”

| just looked at him, too tired and too busy swallowing back nauseato answer.

"Sow-moving. Both their names mean dow-moving.”

| nodded. Fortunately, the message reached Badr's wife faster than the old man moved—he
must've called ahead. The woman who swept into the hall was stunningly beautiful. A look of gentle
concern on her face made her presence the most welcomething I'd seen since arriving in hell.

"Badr, whatever have you been doing to this poor dear? Didn't you even think to take acloak to
warm him through the deet? Of course nat; it was never your worry to seeto such things." The words
were not accusatory, just solidly practica. Women took care of details like food and clothing, her tone
suggested, so how could amere man be expected to remember?

She touched my forehead with the back of her hand, reminding me of childhood and Mom standing
next to my bed in the middle of the night. Her hand was cool and gentle. She frowned.

"Fetch warm furs and go rescue some of that hot soup Ganglot was preparing for Hel'sdinner. It
should be nourishing for amortd.”

Badr surrendered meto her care without aword, and she smiled reassuringly. "My nameis
Nanna, if no one's thought to tell you. | understand you are Randy Barnes?”



| was beyond surprise. | just nodded.

She did the backpack off my shoulders, fussed with the web gear until | showed her how it
unhooked, and shortly had me out of my ragged clothes. Baldr returned with severa fur rugs, and
wrapped mein them; then handed over asteaming mug. | peered into it suspicioudy. | was revolted by
the thought of drinking anything that glowed that shade of green and had floating lumps of iridescent
ydlow init; but the stuff smelled wonderful and | was much too hungry to argue. | shut my eyesand
drank dowly. The taste wasn't bad at dl.

When | had finished the first mug, Nanna produced another, and | drank that; then | consumed an
entire loaf of dull grey bread spread with athick, crumbly green substance that tasted like cheese paste.
It waswonderful. | ate dowly and carefully until my shrunken ssomach would hold no more. Baldr
produced amug of incredibly potent ale, and shortly | sagged in the chair. My last thought was that |
redlly ought to remain on my guard.

Waking up took along time, with various parts of me clamoring for attention as| dowly became
aware of them. There was an ungodly burning in my knees, adull achein the muscles of my amsand
legs, sharp pain across my tailbone and back, and amatching pain across my belly. Other than that | felt
wonderfully refreshed. | even managed to sit up on my own.

| wasin asmal room with no windows, dimly lit by anet full of bloated puffball fungus. | accepted
theillumination gratefully; but avoided looking directly a the mottled "light fixtures."

Under fur coverings, | was naked and undeniably scrubbed. Even my hair felt squeaky clean.
Smears of ointment had been daubed on the worst of my injuries. | actualy blushed. Who'd bathed me
whilel was unconscious? | couldn't credit Baldr's doing it, and wondered if a goddess had the strength
to pick up and carry agrown man.

Someone had obvioudy given my battered wardrobe as much attention as they'd given me. My
boots stood on the floor beside me, cleaned and polished, and the remnants of my pants hung on a
nearby chair. While badly stained, they were patched and repaired with some sort of heavy grey cloth.
My tattered shirt was missing. It had been replaced by a coarse peasant-type shirt of nondescript grey.
Socks and underwear lay on top of this, laundered somehow. The rest of my gear was piled beside the
chair, and from here it looked like nothing had been disturbed.

Easing carefully out of bed, | found that someone had aso thoughtfully provided achamber pot. |
grinned. They might not be accustomed to living guests; but someone had remembered. | relieved mysdf
gratefully; then dowly dressed. | was hungry again, and wondered if | could wrangle another meal before
having to meet the mistress of the hall. A soft knock sounded at the door and | hastily zipped my fly.

"Uh, yeah, comeonin; | don't think it'slocked.”

The door opened and Baldr stuck his head in. He grinned when he saw me.

"Good, you're up and about.” He camein, leaving the door gar, and nodded in satisfaction. "Much
better. | hope you're feding better aswell aslooking it?"

"Much, thanks. When's supper?'

He chuckled. "Y ou redly must have been half-starved.”

"l was." | thrust my handsinto my pockets, and regarded him serioudy. "Do you have any idea
how long it took meto get here?"

He shook hishead. "No; | couldn't even guess. None of us can quite believe you managed it at all.
Hel ismost anxiousto meet you."

"Huh. I'll bet sheis.”

She had to figure Odin was behind this. | just hoped | could convince her | wasn't athredt, to her,
at least. Unpleasant asit sounded, she and | were mostly on the same side—against Odin. | hoped Baldr
hadn't guessed the truth of that.

"Let meget my knife, and I'll beready to go."

| strgpped Gary's knifeto my caf and felt ahum of gpprova go through my leg. Good—I wanted



the Biter's backup in case things got unpleasant.

Baldr led the way through immense corridors, past closed and barred doors, until we cameto a
wooden door decorated with silver filigree. | didn't even try to make sense of the ghastly scenes
depicted in that metalwork.

Badr knocked, and awoman's voice, low and gravelly, answered, "Enter.”

Baldr pushed open the heavy door and motioned for me to proceed. | stepped through, glad when
Badr followed. The room waslit by even ghagtlier carvingsthan the main entrance hdl. | carefully
averted my gaze, not wanting to spail her first impression of me by throwing up on her carpet. There
wereindeed carpets on the floor, knotted in intricate patterns from what looked like plaits of human hair.

The wadlswere hung with tapestries—a so woven from hair—and with heavy furs of animasl
didn't recognize. Strange carvings of bone and ivory stood on smédller tables and shelves, and one
massive piece of furniture seemed to be awardrobe for clothing. Briefly | wondered what Death wore.
Another ghostly fire blazed in afireplace which must've required regular harvesting of giant sequoias. A
heavy table stood besideit, laid with one place setting.

The centrd fixture of the room, however, was abed on araised platform. Silver skulls—humen
ones—topped stout posts at al four corners. Hangings of shimmering cloth obscured the occupant |
could just barely see. Desath reclined at her ease.

"S0, you are the man who dares enter my kingdom before histime.”

Her Bette Davisvoice didn't sound angry; just intrigued.

"Come closer. | would look at you."

Baldr nodded toward the bed, so | moved across the carpets and approached the shimmery
hangings, not without considerable trepidation. Unlike Baldr, Hel was very much dive. Her voice came
again, chill asthewind and deet outsde.

"My home appearsto distress you. What would you have me dwel in? A shining, fairy-tale paace
full of warmth and light? Once those things were mine; but those who banished me made certain such
were taken from meforever. Instead | wield aterrible power, and do not miss such trividities.”

She moved behind the hangings, nothing more than ashadow and avoice.

"My tableis set with Hunger and Famine. | repose a my leisure in the Sickbed you mortals dread.
My draperies—do you not admire them, the way they shimmer and lure you? They are Glimmering
Misfortune, shining with usive promise until you are ensnared. Come closer, mortal—or haveyou
aready cometoo near and tangled yourself forever?'

The hangings billowed out. For an instant, | was engulfed in asmothering cold stench, likea
daughterhouse. | lunged backward, and found the Biter in my hand. The stench vanished, and | wasfree.

"Very good,” she purred.

The draperies subsided. A dim white hand pulled them aside. A fetid smell of sickness assaulted
my nostrils and sent me back ill another step. The goddess rose gracefully and let the hangings drop
back into place. | tried not to stare. Then sternly repressed anidiotic urgeto grin. | serioudy doubted
she would appreciate being laughed at.

But. . .honestly . ..!

Shewas hdf black, haf white. The colors split right down the center, from head to foot. And—God
help me—she looked asif she'd stepped right out of the hammiestStar Trek episode ever filmed. Her
dark right side was the deep ebony of southernmost Chad, with long, black hair intricately braided and
knotted in an arrangement that fell to her waist. Her left Sde wasfairer than Baldr, with masses of
slvery-blond hair braided just asintricately asthe right sde. Where the two colors met at the crown of
her head the braids were interwoven, forming a banded pattern that reminded me unpleasantly of
snakeskin.

The gossamer thin vell shewore | eft absolutely nothing to the imagination, and was held in place
only by asnarling wolf's-head brooch a one shoulder.

Her gaze caught mine, and dl trace of amusement drained away, leaving me clutching the Biter with



aswesaty hand. Her eyes were crimson. They glowed hot like cods. When she smiled, her teeth were
sharp, white fangs. She was beautiful, in aterrifying, compelling fashion. | understood, deep in my gut,
why men throughout the ages had been repelled by—yet fatdly attracted to—the angd of desth. | found
myself wanting to embrace her, to stretch out on her palid bed and let her cometome. . . .

TheBiter flared in my grasp. A flash of brilliant green light reflected the anger that flashed abruptly
through my whole being.Hel was playing games, and | was cast in therole of toy . | blinked sudden
Swest from my eyes.

Hel smiled, and gestured asif to say, "Y ou can't blame me for trying.” | discovered that | was
shaking.

Her voice was aaultry purr, like a self-satisfied cat, and her eyes glinted briefly.

"Enough amusement, for now. | can seethat you are astrong hero, so thereislittleto gain by
deception. Come, St at my table.”

"Unh-uh." | stayed right where| was.

"Bddr," shesad, atriflewesrily.

"It'sdl right to St down,” he said from the shadows. " Just don't accept anything from her table and
youll befine"

She gave Badr apained glance; then gestured usto chairs. We sat; shejoined us. | kept my grip
on Gary'sknife, and it kept its grip on my arm. Hel lifted agoblet and drank deeply; then set it down and
contemplated me again. Her expression wasimpossible to interpret, shadowed here and highlit there by
the eerie glow of an orange scul pture suspended above her table. | glanced at it only long enough to
determine that the carving showed something utterly unspeakable being done to a pregnant woman, then
hedtily averted my gaze.

Hd'seyes narrowed dightly. "What | must know iswhy you have cometo Niflhem. Can you
answer that?'

| cleared my throat, and was irritated with myself for having to do so. "1 want to speak with Loki."

He sat back dightly, which left her face in deeper shadow.

"That iswhat Baldr said. | did not believe him."

Hd fdl dlent. | had no ideawhat to say in responseto that. 1'd only been telling the truth, after dll,
gtting herewas notmy idea. The longer she remained slent, themore | sweet. | caught aglint in her eyes
as her look sharpened, and the brief flash of sharp teeth as shelicked her lipswith thetip of a pointed
tongue.

"Precisdy what did you want to discuss with my father?!

"l have reasons for wanting information about Sleipnir.”

"And those reasons are?"

| had to clear my throat again. "Private.”

Her blond eyebrow rose. "'l see.” She picked up aknife—its handle was carved with scenes of
blasted crops, skeletal men and beasts—and cut into adice of meat on adish shaped like astarving
child'sbloated belly. My jawsworked. | clamped them shut on nausea when she bit into the bloody
meset and chewed thoughtfully.

"Youredizethat | amvitdly interested in anything to do with Loki?"

| was aware of the reasons, and nodded.

"Good. Y ou do understand why?"

| nodded again. Odin had imprisoned her father. He had aso imprisoned her and her two brothers,
smply because they were supposed to make trouble at some future, unspecified time. Given the gods
unshakable bdlief in predestination, | supposed it made sense from their point of view, despite the fact
that they themsdlves believed the action would prove futile. Eventudly the sblings—Fenrir and the
World Serpent—were supposed to escape. Their wretched treatment ensured awell-whetted appetite
for revenge. It looked to melike sdf-fulfilling prophecy; but then, given what | now knew, it was easy



for meto point out what looked like flawsin Odin's thinking.

Anideanudged the fringes of my awareness then; but Hel spoke again, and | couldn't devote any
atentiontoit.

"Y ou areindeed an odd mixture of signals and portents, mortal. | wonder whose side you choose
inthisconflict? Mine? OrOdin's 7'

The name was spat out. Her eyesflashed, daring Baldr to protest. He held silent. Wise man.

| sympathized with her, truly | did. The part of me on the side of justice cried out for the wrong
done her to berighted.

Unfortunately, the day Hel'swrongs were redressed, everything | had ever known and loved was
supposed to cometo afiery end; aconsderation that tended to push me toward Odin's side of the
bargaining table—where | emphaticaly did not want to be.

"Let'ssay I'monmy sde" | answered, forcing atight smile. Truth, Justice, and the American Way
... Gary would've been proud.

Shelooked at me with astonishment. ™Y our Sde?" she echoed. Baldr looked equally baffled.

"Well, my worldis caught inthe middle, isn't it?"

She started to speak; then stopped and looked thoughtful. Taking another drink from her goblet,
she studied my facefor along, tenseinterva before answering. What she findly said left me cold,
Swegting, and on my feet.

"I think," she purred, glancing up at me from beneath her eyelashes, "that you are entirely too
dangerousto leave running about loose. It has been along, long time since | took a hero of your strength
to my bed, mortd. | think you will find my hal . . . lessunpleasant . . . once you are dead.”

| knew she had a thousand ways at her disposal to do mein right where | stood. And the
wonderful knifein my hand wouldn't be the dightest bit of help against most of them. Y ou cant fight of
bubonic plague or a heart attack with aknife. Not even a supernatura one. | had to movefadt. . . .

"Look, Hel, before you kill me, theré's something you ought to know."

Shepausad in the act of lifting one dim white hand.

"Yes?' Her red eyesreflected morbid curiosty.

| wanted to glance at Baldr, and didn't dare. "Baldr,” | growled, "get the hell out of here, will you?
Thisisbetween me and her.”

He hesitated. Then went without aword spoken. | heard the door thud softly shut behind him. |
was donewith Desth.

Hel had risen to her feet. She moved around the table toward me; | backed up involuntarily, and
swung the knife up between us.

Her lipsquirked in amusement. "Y ou are certainly entertaining, morta, and uncommonly brave; or
perhaps merely foolhardy. It ishard to decide which." Her eyes actudly twinkled for amoment, looking
like flame-shot rubies. "What is o secret that you do not wish Odin's son to hear it?"

Cut the crap and get straight to the point. . . .

"l don't plan to dieyet, Hel, and it'snot in your best interest to kill me."

Both her brows soared thistime. "Oh?" That came out softly dangerous.

Swest dripped into my eyes. "Y ou want something | can giveyou.”

Her voicefilled the room with threat. " And what can you possibly know of Death's desires?”

| forced alaugh. It sounded one helluvalot braver than | fdt. "What does every goddamn god and
goddessin the entire stinking Norse pantheon want? Revenge.”

"Revenge?' Her eyes narrowed. After amoment, she turned away to pace toward the hearth.
Firdight glowed behind her, casting green luminescence through the filmy gown shewore. Firdight
highlighted exquisite thighs and hips through sheer cloth rendered virtudly invisble. | svalowed hard,
and tightened my grip on the Biter. It squeezed back reassuringly.

Sheturned without warning and fixed me with acold Sare.



"Yes," shehissed quietly, "I do want revenge. Odin tortures my poor brother Fenrir, who did him
no harm, and denies me my rightful placein the ruling councils of heaven. | have the dead"—she laughed
coldly, and the bitter sound made my flesh creep across my scap—"but the dead do not swell to near
burgting with the lust for life, as| do. Cold lot of miserable, ambitionlessdaves. . ."

She regained her composure and blinked in surprise for amoment. Then her brow furrowed
deeply. "Y ouare dangerous.”

She reminded me of acat about to pounce on a hapless bestle.

"Yeah." | grinned, dill swegting. "l do believe |l am. But not to you."

Her glance swept me from boot solesto crown. "Areyou trying to tell me you won't fight to the
end of your strength when | come for your soul?"

| managed anonchdant shrug. "Who saysyou are going to collect it? I've got severa detiesvying
for that right. Personaly speaking, I'm not donewith it just yet."

She actudly gaped. Then laughed doud. "Not done with it yet. . ." She wiped genuinetearsfrom
the corners of her eyes. "So tell me, littleman,” she sad, still chuckling, "just what isit you intend to do
with your soul whileit isgtill inyour possesson?”

She hadn't killed meyet. If | could just keep her talking . . . | remembered somewhat desperately
bargaining with Frau Brunner for that knife I'd given Odin. Gary'd told me, "I you could bargain that
way whenit redly counts. . ."

"Y ou want revenge on Odin. So do I. That makes us dlies, not enemies. Y ou're the goddess of
death, yes, but only death from accident and sickness and old age. I've got alot of fight left yet, which
means Freyjaand Odin both have a stake in me, too. Who knows, I've been so much trouble | might
end up getting thrown into Niflhel with dl thereal badasses.”

She amiled coyly. "That could be arranged.”

"Huh. I'll bet it could. My point—my firg point—isthis. Y ou've only got a one-in-three chance of
getting hold of me. And if I'm deed, | can't finishwhat | set out to do.”

She nodded impatiently. "Get to your rea point. Why should | Iet you live?"

"Because I'm going to kill Odin for you."

Shejust stared. Then blinked once. Then she said, very quietly, "Y ou aren't meant to be the
instrument of hisdeath.”

| smiled into her eyes. "Areyou sure?’

Hel frowned.

| pressed my dight advantage. "How many dead has he stolen from you aready? Dead he
shouldn't have been ableto take?"

Her eyeswidened, and she blurted, "How did you—?" Then Hel clamped her lips, and narrowed
her eyes. "All right. Y ou've made your point. Just how do you proposeto kill him?"

| grinned. "Areyou kidding? Tell you my planswith his son listening on the other side of the door?
Besides, those goddamned, tattletale ravens of his could be hiding anywhere.”

She started, and looked suspicioudly into the shadows for Hugin and Munin. Odin sent that pair out
daily as spiesto the various nine worlds, to learn what was going down. Then she scowled and turned a
baeful glareon me. "If you know so much, morta, you should redize full well that Odin will dieinthe
fina battlel My brother will devour him."

| murmured again, "Areyousure ?'

She paused. Then she licked her lipswith anarrow vermilion tongue, and chewed absently at her
lower lip with asharp white fang. | sweat some more, and waited for her to think it through.

Finaly she muttered to hersdlf, ™Y ou seek aword with my father about Sleipnir, and say you wish
to day Odin." Shelooked up and held my gaze. "'l can certainly guesswhy you need Seipnir." Her tone
wasdrall. I had no doubt whatever that she had. "And the Biter comeswillingly to your hand,” she
mused aloud. "1 am probably afoal. . . ."



She caught and held my gaze with aglittering ruby sare.

"Do you swvear to me on your immortal soul that you will harm neither of my brothersin thismed
quest of yours? Be warned—go back on this oath, and you are mine forever, regardless of the manner
of your death."

[, too, was probably afoal. . . .

Sowly | shook my head. "I'm not stupid, Hel. I'm not after your brothers, but no one can swear
that kind of an oath and be certain of keeping it. Accidents happen. Innocent bystanders get in the way.
I'll promiseto do my damnedest not to injure elther of them, but | won't swear an oath like that.”

| expected her to kill me on the spot. Instead she smiled.

"Y ou drive ahard bargain, morta. And you are shrewd." She shrugged her smooth shoulders,
which lifted her breasts tantdizingly beneeth the gauzy gown. "Can you blame mefor trying?

| snorted. "Not redlly. Lady, you're about the farthest thing from stupid I've ever seen.”

Her chortle was surprisingly warm. "Why, thank you." She reached out along finger toward my
chin. | stepped hastily back, swinging the Biter up between us. She halted, and looked hurt; then sighed.
"And you areavery wise man. | realy do regret this; you'd have been such funin bed.”

| wrapped my other hand around the wrist holding the Biter, not only to brace my arm, but to keep
both hands from shaking so badly. Damn her. . . .

But shedidn't kill me. Shesaid only, "It isabargain, then. | allow you to keep your life asyour own
—for now," she added with awinsome smile that |eft me dripping swest, "and you agree to spare my
brothers—if possble—" she amended gracioudy when | opened my mouth to protest, "when you go
after Odin on thismad quest of yours. Agreed?"

| reviewed the wording of that contract with microscopic care. "Y ou agree to allow meto keep my
lifeasmy own, period, no strings attached and no interference, and then you can haggle with me and
with the rest of the gods and goddesses for my soul when my timeto die eventudly comesaround inits
own due course. And | agreeto try not to injure or kill either of your brothersin the course of hunting
and killing Odin, but make no promisesthat I might not accidentaly kill or injure one or both of them,
sincel can't predict the course or outcome of any fight with agod or anyone or anything that might
support him." | thought about what 1'd said again, decided | was happy with it, and added, " Agreed?’

| saw her lipsmoving slently as she, in turn, reviewed the potentia contract. At length she pouted
in sheer annoyance and muttered, "Agreed.”

| began breething again; cautioudy.

Sheturned aside, and toyed with the scraps of food |eft on her plate. "1 suppose | should wish you
luck in capturing my traitorous haf-brother. Seipnir is notorioudy tricky. Of course," sheflashed agrim
amile, "heis our father's son.”

I'd never quite thought of Sleipnir in terms of Hel's haf-brother. | thought about the terms of our
agreement, and wondered which two brothers I'd ended up swearing to try not to hurt. Of course, that
knife cut both ways—I could dways claim that she hadn't stipulated which two, and therefore | wasn't
bound by any kind of oath regarding Seipnir. Of course, she could then declare the whole thing null and
void and kill meanyway. . . . | decided I'd better not hurt Fenrir, the World Serpent,or Sleipnir if | could
possibly help it. Who would we get to judge a contract dispute?

"| think perhaps youare none of my affair, morta," Hel was saying. "And since you wish to spesk
to my father, you are going to have to arrange for your own transportation to him." She glanced up at
me. "Heliesin Niflhel, mortal, not Niflheim, and no one enters Niflhel without the express permission of
the Nornsthemsdlves”

| didn't know whether or not she wastelling the truth. It didn't make sense that the goddess of
desath wouldn't have accessto that part of the underworld wherethe truly evil dead were sent. Even
psychopathic monsters sometimes died accidentadly, or of old age. But then, someone had to judge the
dead, and the Norns seemed as likely a candidate as anyone.

"I'd rather not make another detour,” | said dryly. "It's nothing persond, but I'd just as soon spend



aslittletime as possiblein thisworld of yours, and I've got other peopleto cal on. So why don't you just
give medirections—"

She dammed her fists down on the table. The plate jumped, and the knife clattered to the floor. I'd
never seen sparksliteraly fly out of someone'seyes. ...

"Impudent little man! | have been patient enough with you!"

The Biter flared wildly green in my hand. | snarled right back, "Going to forswear yoursalf so soon,
lady? Isn't that Odin's specidty?"

She bit down on whatever it was she had been about to say.

The next thing | knew—even before | could take in what had happened—I was standingina
driving deet storm, dizzy and shivering. The Biter wasin my hand; but | was utterly done outsde Hel's
miserable hall of death. And al my gear was locked behind doors and walls | could never hopeto
penetrate.

Chapter Fourteen

For along moment | stood gaping stupidly at the high, ice-coated wall; then rage swept through
me. What actudly went through my mind | don't know; but abruptly Gary's knife was glowing even more
fiercdly in the gloom. | launched mysdlf straight at Hel's tarnished slver gates. The Biter sank deep,
cutting agash downward like ablowtorch. The sllver on elther sde melted and dripped away, freezing
an ingtant later into sharp points and rounded globules.

The Biter cut deeper. Then a ponderous groan reached my ears above the deet-heavy wind. The
gates moved toward me. | ssumbled numbly back out of the way to avoid being crushed by severa tons
of solid dlver.

| did not expect the sight that met my eyes. Baldr appeared, riding one horse and leading another.
My gear was dung over the second animal's back. The Biter went dark in my hand. | blinked. The heavy
gates groaned shut behind him again and came together with adull thud. He glanced over his shoulder,
saw the damage I'd inflicted, and whistled between histeeth.

"Im-press-ive. Stupid, but impressve. What were you going to do if you got in?"

| gestured at the second horse. "I needed my gear.”

"Uh-huh. Ready to go?'

| didn't let go of the Biter, and was pleased when it remained poised for battle. "I have no intention
of going anywhere near the Norns. Likel said, I've got thingsto do, and I'm alittle shy ontime."

Badr shook his head. "For one thing, you're in no shape to reach Loki. One mea and afew hours
rest won't do it. For another, you haven't the faintest ideawhich way to go. —Wait, hear me out,” he
said as| started to interrupt.

"All right," | growled, "say your piece.

Badr inclined his head in mock thanks. Hisvoice came out alittleflat. "Y ourefindly learning
courtesy."

"I'm courteous enough,” | countered. "Tolerance for assholes, I've never had.”

Badr's brows shot into his hairline. Then he laughed—and, notably, his breath did not seam inthe
freezing air, the way mine did. "I've been called many things, Randy Barnes, but you are thefirst to give
Odin'ssonthat title”

"Huh. Good to know I'll be famousfor something."

He chuckled. "Indeed, you will. | am sorry, you know, but you really must see the Norns. Hel was
right. Y ou're none of her affair, which meansyou shouldn't bein Niflheim at dl. Either you're here by my
father's desgn—uwhich I'm serioudy beginning to doubt—or you're here because the Norns want you
here

"l wouldn't bet on that,” | muttered.

Badr frowned; but refrained from comment.



| wiped ice crystals off my eyelashes so | could see him better, and took my horse'sreins.
Mounting took only amoment, then | swung my horse's head around to face Baldr. | kept the Biter in
my free hand, between me and Odin's son. "If it'sall the sameto you, Badr, | don't need anursemaid.
Especidly not Hel's. Nothing persond.”

Hisfrown deegpened furrowsin his cheeks. "I am not here at Hel'singtructions.”

"Oh?"

For thefirst time, Baldr looked tired and . . . well, dead.

"No. I'm not." He paused; then met my gaze levelly. "It's clear | don't understand what's happening
here, any more than Hel does; but | rather like you, Randy Barnes, and you may believeit or not, |
admire you very much aready. |'d hoped to extend my hand in friendship.”

"You'l understand, | hope, if | have trouble believing that."

| expected him to get angry, and abandon me to my own devices—which was exactly what |
wanted. Instead, he paled, and |ooked troubled.

"l am not accustomed,” he said very quietly, dmost inaudible above the deet-filled wind, "to being
so mistrusted. Whatever drivesyou, it is clear you havelittle lovefor us." He glanced up from hishorse's
mane, and shivered in an errant blast of icy wind, the first indication held given that Niflheim's weather
affected the dead.

"Perhaps," he mused, "you have good reason. | would give agreat ded to know what you said to
Hdl. Inal my centuries here, I've never seen her in such atowering temper. Frankly, I'm astonished she
letyoulive™

"As someone e se has found out recently” —I smiled tightly—"1'm not so easy to kill."

He dared levely into my eyes. "That may be. But Niflheim isn't exactly hospitable to someone
who's till aive. Please believe me, if you want to survive much longer, you will have to accept some
help. Without food, water, or a sense of direction, you won't last another four songs.”

"Twenty-four hours, huh?'Y ou don't know what atough bastard I am. And the Biter can get me
where| want to go."

—Unlesswhere | wanted to go conflicted with its notion of whereit thought | should go, a
possibility | had to consider.

"It'syour funerd." He shrugged. "'I'd thought you were more intelligent than that. | would be more
than willing to guide you to Loki, and you would travel safely in my company. | swear that on whatever
you consder sacred; but only if wevigt the Nornsfirdt. |, at any rate, would like to know what I've let
myself infor, befriending you. Hel was not amused when | |ft her hal to come after you.”

| studied him narrowly; but found no hint of guilein histroubled blue eyes. Had Odin's son redlly
put it on the linefor me? It didn't seem likely. On the other hand, Baldr's reputation argued that he was
telling the truth. | found mysdf wanting to believe him. | liked this stocky, blue-eyed god who'd been
dead before mankind learned to turn iron ore into weapons. Baldr waited in silence, while | sat astride
my dead horse and tried to decide what to do.

| was aready ravenoudy hungry, especidly now that | was away from Hel's ungppetizing home. |
had no food of my own, and there wasn't much water left in my canteens. If the River Gjoll were any
indication, none of thewater in Niflheim might be drinkable. I might be able to sted some of theweird
mushrooms I'd seen growing nearby; but | couldn't be sure which ones were safe. Nanna had known,
and Baldr probably would, too, but I might end up poisoning mysdlf, especialy if they had to be
specidly prepared to get rid of toxins. I'd be no good to Gary dead of starvation and consigned to Hel's
hall for eternity.

On the other hand, visiting the Norns might not be such abad idea. If they called the shots—or
once had—I might get valuable information from them. The more| thought about thet, the more it made
sense. Predestination had gone screwy. So who better to consult than the three old witches who were
supposed to preordain everything? For dl | knew, maybe they'd gotten so senile they'd smply lost track
of what they were supposed to be arranging. In which case, | might be able to do ahdluvalot more than



I'd hoped.

| glanced over at him, and scowled. "Dammit, Baldr, you know | haven't got much choice.”

He grinned and tossed me afur overjacket dung across hislap. "Then get into that before you
freeze—and seeif you can guide your horse out of thisice storm without breaking your fool neck.
Whatever do they teach warriors these days?"

"Yeah? Wdll, I'd like to see you try and drive an M-113 armored personnel carrier,” | muttered. |
did the parka.on and closed it up, then turned in the saddle and checked my gear. Everything was there.
| dipped the web gear on; then adjusted the pack strapsto fit over the fur jacket.

"Okay, pa 0 mine, lead theway."

Badr smiled, friendly and relaxed again, then turned his horse's head and set off at awalk. |
wondered briefly what 1'd let mysdlf in for thistime, then wondered what Hel made of dl this. Probably
was gnhashing her pointed teeth. | shivered in astray blast of wind, and hoped | never saw Hel again,
before death or after.

We skirted the enormous wall and headed inland.

Once past thewall, Baldr glanced back curioudy. "What, exactly, did you say to Hel back there?"

"What Degth didn't want to hear."

Hefavored me with along, keen stare; then shut up. | heard him mutter to himself, "It's going to be
alongride”

Then both of usfel slent.

* % %

Hewasright—it was along ride. | developed saddle soresthe size of dinner plates on my butt and
thighs. He produced some sort of ointment that healed them into calluses. The food Baldr had brought
aong was edible—bardy—but it kept body and soul together, afact that undoubtedly displeased Hel
tremendoudy. | thought alot about Gary Vernon, and what Vahalamight belike. | hopedto God it
was better than Niflheim. If it wasn't . . . Wdll, that'swhy | was here, wasn't it?

Badr did most of the talking. He had an endless stream of storiestotell, but | no longer found the
exploits of murdering gods amusing. Letting him talk, though, proved easier than shutting him up, so | let
him ramble, and hoped | might eventualy learn something ussful. Most of the sorieswerelittle more
than braggadocio. At least most of them weren't about Baldr. My new friend redlly was a sdlf-effacing
kind of guy. Despite my vow to remain cautious of him, | found myself ever more grateful for his
company. For aNorse god, he was a decent guy.

The horses plodded on untiringly. It still bothered me that they needed neither food nor weter.
Therewas no way of telling time from the environment; the lighting never changed. Only my wetch
hands, moving faithfully around the luminous did, told metime was, indeed, passing. | was hafway
surprised my watch gtill functioned. I'd always figured Hell would be a place where time stopped. Not
even the dead were immune from the inexorable sweep of years.

Aswe continued riding, for what felt like days, | began to grow suspicious again. There was no end
to the barren wasteland we had entered upon leaving Hel's gates. The ridges had grown steeper, and the
valleys colder and more desolate. That was about it. We could have been riding across the surface of
the moon and found more life. There weren't even any more of the strange fungi Baldr had harvested
adongtheway.

With our supplies running low, and sources of neither food nor water in Sght, | was beginning to
wonder if Hel had sent Baldr to lead me into the desert to die. The opposite side of the cavern was il
lost beyond the horizon. The ceiling was unchanged, still swirling and flickering in random, abstract
paiterns of darkness and light. There were times when the overwheming aienness of Niflheim pressed in
like aboulder on my sanity.

Gary Vernon'sface, floating in my memory, and theimage of Sepnir'swild eyes, kept me going.

Eventudly—when we topped another ridge and | saw nothing except more of the same nothingness



—I| stopped my horse and planted my fists on my thighs.

"Okay, Baldr, don't you think this has gone on long enough?'

Heturned in the saddle. Surprise flickered through his blue eyes. "What do you mean?"

"Y ou know damned well what | mean. We're going nowhere. There's nothing out here but more
nothing, and pretty soon you're going to watch me die of dehydration. | let you talk meinto thisagaingt
my better judgment, so | guessit's my own damn fault; but | didn't comethisfar just to wander around
Niflheim’s Outback until | drop conveniently dead.”

The Biter came unbidden to my hand. | tested the edge casualy with one thumb. "I wonder how
dead horse tastes.”

My mount grunted in distress. He tossed his head, and danced sideways; but my riding skills had
improved steedily, and | not only stayed with him, | brought him under control. "Not you, Stupid, the
other one."

Thistime Badr's horse pranced sideways, avay from me. One eyerolled white at the Biter. The
dead god brought hisanimal up short, and said, "Randy, put the knife awvay. There's been no trick.
We'reamost there.”

"Y eah, and I'm the President of the United States. Try again.”

"Did you think the Nornswould st out in the open?”

| hadn't redlly thought about that. If | were aNorn, would | want eavesdroppers watching me
manage the Macrocosmic All?

"They're very private beings, by choice and necessty. Believe me, Randy, you could get within a
hundred yards of them and not know it. Unless you knew exactly where you were going, you'd walk
right past. | do know where we're going—I've been there many times, after dl—and we're truly dmost
there”

He seemed sincere, and held saved my ass before, dthough | still couldn't be sure of his motives.
Hdll, | couldn't be sure of anyone's motives, except my own. All 1 wanted to do was get on with my
hunt. Find Gary, kick cosmic buit . . .

Everything and everyonein Niflheim seemed to be congpiring to Sdetrack me.

"Thisisthelast time anyonedistracts me," | answered shortly. "We get this over with, then I'm on
my way. Not you, not Hel, not anybody el seis going to siop me. Got it?"

Hefrowned. "Asit must be, soit shdl.”

"Cut thefate crap. | don't buy it. Areyou ready?

His eyeswere troubled; but he nodded. "Yes."

He turned his horse and started down the steep dope into a much broader, wider valey than most.
| followed, and dipped the Biter carefully back into its shesth. My horse's hooves touched level ground.
Baldr, severd paces ahead, rode past an enormous rock, larger than any of the other gigantic boulders
I'd seen sofar.

His horse shimmered once, and vanished.

Minerose on hishind legs. He screamed; then lunged sideways and tried to bolt. | cursed long and
loud, and clung to his back while he sunfished and tried to hurl me straight into the jagged boulder.

Chapter Fifteen

It took longer than usual to get my spooked mount settled. When he finally stood quietly, | was
more than ready to find out if agod could be killed twice.

"BALDR!"

| wasn't expecting an answer, and was nearly unseated again when the head and shoulders of a
horse gppeared out of nowherein front of us. Baldr peered curioudy through ashimmer inthe air while|
struggled to keegp my horse from dumping me and bolting. Baldr placidly ignored the scalding stream of
obscenity | sent hisway whilefighting my mount.



"Finished?" he asked when the horse stood till and | sat panting for breath.

| growled something physicaly—and probably metaphysicaly—impossible.

"| told you we were close. Seeif you can get that nag of yoursto follow me through.”

He vanished again; but thistime | wasready. Grimly | forced my mount back to the ground. A
great ded of swearing and kicking later, | had him moving forward, toward the end of the great boulder.
| thought about al the times Gary'd told me horseback riding was fun, and glowered. When | found that
grinning idiot, | was going to tell him exactly what he could do with hisfun, hishorses,and hisgods.

Theair shimmered around us, and we stepped onto a carpet of lush, green grass. The horse
snorted, threw his head up, and stopped short. | let him.

The unrelenting, soulless green light had been replaced by thewarm light I'd known dl my life.
Color sprang up on dl sides of me, red color that soothed the eyes. Overhead, an unearthly glow, the
color of fire, caught my eye. Startled, | tilted my head back to stare, and nearly fdl off my horse's back.
Directly overhead were grest rivers of blood and fire, gold, sapphire and emerald, and aviolet so intense
it hurt theeyestolook at it. . . .

Arching up and up, findly vanishing from sight miles overhead, the ghosily, brilliant spans of Bifrost
radiated their colors across the whole sky. Only it wasn't ky; it was aroof, just like Niflheim's, broken
into three enormous arches by the immense crack Bifrost climbed through on itsjourney to heaven.

These were the three great roots of Y ggdrasi| itself, spreading out to encompass the netherworlds.
The unearthly green glow was gill there, but paed into oblivion under the brilliance pulsing out of
Asgard's sacred rainbow bridge.

| closed my mouth with an effort of will, and lowered my gaze back to the humble ground, wherel
sat even more humbly on my dead horse.

Below the bridge lay apool of shimmering white flame which at second glance resolved itsdlf into
shining water so bright it hurt my eyes even more than the rainbow bridge did. At the edge of that pool
was an incredibly beautiful young woman.

My mouth fell open again.

| hadn't expected themto be so . . .young .

Bd dr murmured unnecessarily—although | couldn't get my mouth to work properly enough to stop
hm—"Thisisone of the Three Sigters, the Norns, maiden keepers of the spring called Urd. | believe
you would trandate that as Destiny. Urd waters the three roots of Y ggdrasil"—he gestured to the
immense roof overhead—"the ash tree that preads its branches and digs its roots through al the nine
worlds, tying them together."

| knew about Y ggdrasil, and its branches and roots. Nidhogg, an immense snake, was supposed to
feed on one of the gresat roots; but | hadn't seen anything like that, thank god. Unlessthat disturbancein
theriver Gjoll had been Nidhogg?

Baldr added, again unnecessarily, " Some say the ash will wither, maybe even die, from the many
enemies conspiring to kill it; but others believeit will bethe only living entity in the nine worldsto survive
Ragnarok." Staring up at the immense roots above us, | couldn't imagine anything powerful enough to
harm it. Then | thought about the nuclear missiles Gary and I'd guarded for the past few yearsand
changed my mind.

| yanked my thoughts back to the Norns. They were more than the guardians of this spring and the
weavers of Fate; they were supposed to be the most powerful forcesin al the worlds connected by
Y ggdrasil. Even Odin feared them. | wondered what they would make of my pragmatic free-will
attitude. The only Norn in sight stared at me with an expression | couldn't begin to interpret.

| dosed my lipswith difficulty, and concentrated on reminding mysdf that these women were
dangerous . Theglorious cresture slanding in the spring didn't look dangerous. My gut drew in sharply,
and my hands started to sweat on the reins. | hadn't expected themto be so . . .beautiful.

Badr moved forward, and | urged my horseto follow. The brilliant pool that welled up from the
great spring lay directly beneeth Bifrogt. It shimmered like a sheet of molten silver; but aswe



approached, | saw that despite its gppearance it wasn't actualy flame; the surface danced inthe till air,
tricking the eyes like aheat mirage on an asphalt road. The play of light in the water had nothing to do
with Bifrogt's radiance. It somehow welled up from within the spring's crystalline depths, and reflected
off the underside of the surface then refracted into a thousand shifting, shimmering colors. | could dmost
hear those colors. . . .

Thefar shorewas|ogt in the trembling white light; but near our Side, the surface reflected the
brilliant bands of color from the greet bridge above. On asmal rise nearby stood a magnificent wooden
hall. Thelong, gabled roof was covered with gold, and rose to peaks at either end—peaks carved to
resembl e the reaching trunks and branches of golden trees. The Structure was enormous, dwarfing even
Hel'ssnister abode; but here there was no wall surrounding it, no gate, no icy blast of wind. In fact, |
found myself growing warmer by the moment, and stopped long enough to shrug out of the pack so |
could pedl off my fur jacket. | draped the coat over the horse's neck, and looped the pack over one arm.

The sdes of the Norns hdl were aive with intricate carvings that dmost breathed and moved
acrossthewadlls. | had the eeriefedling that if | looked too closdly at the patterns, I'd seeliving men and
animasin those desgns—or worse, mysdlf, walking toward the carved wall. Would that wall show me
where Gary Vernon wasright now? If the Norns carved men'slives on the walls of their hal, shaping
and reshaping the patternsto suit their aesthetic desires, that building had to be the ultimate sculpture.

—Or was my overloaded brain just imagining the movement in those carvings?

Reason reasserted itsalf. The walls would've needed to be milesthick, or they'd have been carved
to matchgticks by now. Unless, of course, the building itself was growing, like the tree arching aboveiit.
The hdl's heavy golden doors stood wide open; but the interior lay in deep shadow, hiding the contents
from sight. Close to the nearest corner lay what looked like rusty tools, piled into a discarded hegp. Rusty
tools? | wondered just how old the newest carvings on that building were.

Then, as| watched, another breathtakingly beautiful young woman gppeared from insgde the hall
and made her leisurely way toward us. Badr dismounted, and | followed suit, finding mysdlf ankle-deep
in soft grass. My horse swished histail nervoudly, so | placed one hand on his neck; then strapped the
pack to the saddle, in case | needed both hands to control the idiotic beast again.

The goddess nearest us—the one in the soring—eyed me steadily and ignored Baldr atogether.
That was smultaneoudy unnerving and flattering, sSince she was not only one of the true immortas, but
also the most radiant creature I'd ever seen. Sheld hitched up her smplewhite dressto reved flawless
knees. Spring water lapped a exquisite ankles.

Her hair was aswhite as her skin, aswhite asthe feathers of the swansthat glided up to nuzzle her
legswith long, graceful necks. Thetrailing ends of her hair brushed the surface of the soring. Y et she
didn't look pae; rather, she glowed with light, and when she moved, shining sparkles hovered inthe air
around her, dancing and glittering as brightly asthe spring in which she stood. | caught aglimmer from
ingdetheslver pitcher she held. The vessd's gently flaring lip dripped shining beads of water back into
the spring, reminding me how thirsty | was, and how hungry, and how filthy from head to toe.

Movement nearby distracted me. | looked up to see the second Norn walking toward us. She had
come down from the hdl, and when she moved, her stride was the essence of woman . My eyes—even
my nostrils—widened.

God. . .

Baanced on one hip was abowl of carved green stone, swirled like malachite. It wasfilled with
white clay, evidently dug from the earth at the edge of the spring. | wanted desperately tobe that bowl,
riding her hips. . . . Her emerald-colored dresswas cut low, allowing sight of the aureolae aswell asthe
swll of full, ripe breasts the color of new honey. But the materid hid what | wanted to see, clinging
tantaizingly to curved hipsand long, shapdly thighs. That Smple green dress teased more sensudly—and
far more mercilesdy—than Hedl's near-nudity.

Her glorious hair was the deep, still green of apool hidden in an ancient forest, and framed aface
of pale honey gold. While her sister's features were fragile asrare porcelain, this goddess exquisite face



invited aman to take it between his hands, to press hislips againgt her softly inviting mouth, to watch
those brilliant green eyes shift from sparkling laughter to the smoldering heet of passion. . . .

Her hair rippled with her movements, as till water rippleswhen aleaf drops onto its glistening
surface. Silky strands clung to her arms, her breasts, her thighs. . . .

She met my stare, and her lips dowly parted in aknowing smile of welcome. She returned my gaze
frankly, appraisng me as openly as| appraised her. When her eyes rested on my crotch she smiled
again. | suppressed agroan, and dug my fingersinto my horse's mane. Her eyes flashed with laughter
again. A low, sensuous chuckle reached my ears, compounding my agony. She had a voice men
dreamed of hearing in bed. | had to force my gaze away—

And saw thethird Norn.

She had appeared apparently from nowhere at all.

Shetook astep directly toward me, her stare intent—and when my eyes focused on her, the blood
drained from my face, the lust from my loins, and the courage from my bones. My horse screamed,
rearing high, and suddenly | was busy fighting to kegp him from bolting with everything | owned in this
world, or any other. | finally wrestled him down, and got him to stand till. Helaid his ears back, and
sweated down his neck, but he stood where | held him.

Reluctantly, | turned to face the third Norn. I'd rather have faced Hel again.

Her gown hillowed like windblown flame. It crackled hotly in the perfectly till air. The very earth
scorched where her bare foot stepped. Her hair was so bright, looking at it brought streams of tearsto
my eyes. Long strands of fire danced around her shoulders, and trailing tongues of flame brushed the
earth to leave amoking trailsin the soft white clay. Her whole body shimmered in the heat that hung
about her, distorting the dender figure, obscuring the features of her face.

She stepped closer and raised long, smoky lashesto look directly into my eyes. Herswere
smoldering embers, flashing with white-hot sparksthat shifted and glinted in their glowing depths. Hel's
eyes had disturbed me. Looking into this Norn's eyes made my confrontation with Hel seem likea
schoolboy's apprehension of ascolding.

Heat enguifed me. It stifled my lungs until drawing breath was agony. | tried to sumble backward,
tried to break the gaze that held me prisoner, but was unable to move. | was caught by her gaze likea
moth drawn to the very scorching edge of a candle flame. My horse screamed again; but | was
powerlessto stop him from lunging free and bolting asfast as he could run.

She reached out with dender, flame-tipped fingers. They crackled in the hot air. Swesat drenched
my clothing in rivers. | watched, waiting for the pain that would come when my skin blistered under her
touch, and wondered if the Biter would even cometo my hand. . . .

A smileteased her lips, blurred dightly by the heat haze between us. A smoky, sultry voice reached
through the heat roar in my ears. "No mortd has ever dared my gaze so long. Y ou are brave beyond
tdling.”"

Sheturned her gazeto Baldr. A draft of cool, sweet air rushed over me, filled my lungs. |
staggered, and just managed to avoid collgpsing to my knees. | was trembling from head to foot and
couldn't stop.

A cool hand touched my brow. | yelled, and jumped about three feet straight up. When | landed,
my knees folded, dumping me ignominioudy to the ground. I managed to ook up. The goddessin green,
her bowl of clay discarded, stood beside me. Her expression wavered between contrition and
amusement. She was holding the silver pitcher of water her Sster had been filling from the spring.
Wordlesdy, she placed it in my hands. When she curled hers around mine to steady them, a shock of
energy sped through me. Strength raced up my arms and spread throughout my whole body. My ragged
breathing dowed, my hands steadied, and the tremors eased out of my muscles.

When | looked down into the pitcher, | saw the same eerie play of light I'd seenin the spring. |
nearly dropped the whole thing in my lap. My benefactress caught it deftly. She wrapped my hands
around the Sdes, and overlapped my fingerswarmly with hers; then lifted therim tomy lips. | drank



deeply, and closed my eyes as the shining water sank into me.

The sensation was utterly indescribable. The shock of energy from her touch was nothing
compared to the feding that raced through me now. | could fed flesh closing, hedling over wounds that
until now had mended only with painful downess. Scars disappeared, and bitter, bone-weary exhaustion
vanished. My mind cleared. A sense of strength and energy | hadn't known in years flooded through me.
When | opened my eyes, the pitcher was empty and dark.

| stared at the beautiful woman beside me. She smiled, taking the pitcher from my hands, and
touched my brow. A flush ran through me. | reached out, unthinking, wanting only to touch her, to take
her in my arms and drown in the soft warmth of her. . . .

She placed afingertip againgt my lips and shook her head dightly. | kissed the warm flesh touching
mine; then closed my eyesin ecstasy when she traced the outline of my mouth with her fingertip. | felt her
lips brush mine; then shewas gone. | swayed drunkenly.

Something nibbled warmly a my ear. | opened my eyes. My horse stood over me, lipping my hair
and looking contrite.

"Goddamn stupid nag,” | muttered. Baldr had averted his gaze; but he was smiling. In an attempt to
regain my composure, | tightened the girth, and made sure my pack and its contents had suffered no
damage.

Sneaking a glance over one shoulder, | saw that the woman of my dreams had returned the pitcher
to her sster. Where her footsteps crossed trails of char—Ieft by thefiery Norn's fest—new grass
gprouted thickly, covering the blackened scars with a carpet of tender green shoots.

The white Norn refilled the pitcher, and where she trod, the earth withered into fine white ash that
blew away on the breeze of her passing. | noticed trails and patches of grass, char, and ash al around
the spring, crisscrossing each other dl the way to the open doors of the hall.

"Bddr..."

The fire Norn breathed his name into the smoky gtillness.

When | looked, Baldr was paleto the lips. He held the Norn's gaze with obvious difficulty.
Suddenly | didn't fed quite so bad.

"Skuld." He sketched a courtly, archaic bow which | suspected was designed solely to break her
gaze. It gave him amoment to compose himsdlf. "Pray forgive me for intruding on your private affairs.
My apologiesaswell to Urd," he bowed to the white Norn, "and Verdani." Each nodded in turn,
acknowledging the apology.

| wondered briefly if Urd was named for the spring or the spring for her. Destiny. History. How
were maiden and spring interwoven, | wondered, these two who watered the Tree of the Worlds? |
thought about the ashes of her footsteps and felt achill run through my bones. Even if these threeweren't
dill in charge of the universe—something | was beginning to doubt, despite what 1'd seen so far—they
were clearly the most dangeroustrio I'd ever encountered. Not even Seipnir ingtilled the same
fight-or-flight terror Skuld did.

Asthough sheld heard my thoughts, Skuld glanced my way. | stiffened. She smiled, then turned a
stern gaze on my companion. | felt asthough I'd been granted areprieve. Badr stiffened in turn.

"Yes, Badr, thisoneisassuredly our private affair. Why have you chosen to interfere?"

Swest broke out across the dead god's forehead; a healthy dose of fear shonein hiseyes, mingled
with stunned surprise.

"Youask ?' Hisvoice actudly broke.

Sheincdlined her head dightly. A tremor caught him.

For agoddess who was supposed to know everything—including, obvioudy, Badr's very thoughts
—her question was decidedly odd. A cold, murderous smile started somewhere a gut level and
stretched itsway acrossmy lips. Skuld's question—and Baldr's white-faced reaction—confirmed what |
had aready known.

—And what Odin'sfavorite son was just beginning to guess.



Come Niflhel, come high water, Odin was mine.

Badr wasin deep distress. He closed his eyes, and hisfists; then he met Skuld's eyes. Sweat
poured off him. "I seek only guidance, lady."

Shegazed a himin stony slence for amoment. "There are things stirring that even gods may not
know, Badr."

| thought he was going to be sick. Then Skuld turned, and the hest of her gaze caught me
unawares. | reded and fought to return it.

"Have you told your somewhat foolish—although undeniably loyad —companion why you came?
she asked me.

| straightened. Swest rivered off me. | managed to draw one scalding bresth to reply. "1 want to
talk to Loki. And that'sdl I'm telling anyone.”

| fully expected to be incinerated for my insolence. | wasn't. And if her laughter astonished me, it
stunned Baldr speechless.

"| fear that will have to be enough for you, Baldr," shesaid, still laughing, "and for your grim
hostess, aswell. Thismortal keeps his secretswell.”

Badr sarted to protest; then fell uneasily slent. He eyed me warily. | could see clearly that he
bitterly regretted hisimpulsive act of friendship, made back at Hel's hall.

Skuld sighed, and said, "Things are not asthey once were, Badr; but if it makes you fed any better

She closed her eyes, and stood perfectly still insde the crackling aura of heat that surrounded her.
Skuld began to speak, in words wreathed with smoke and flame:

Helblindi's eye from heaven sees

The battle grim which herads doom,
And fearful of Hisdreadful fate,

He strivesto halt what must transpire.
Does Fimbulvetr lurk beyond

The madness He himsdlf hasloosed?
What guilty thoughts Helblindi hides,
Such deeds, the valkyries abhor,

And Friggahangs her head in shame.
A morta's eyes and morta's heart
Seedl with other eyesthan His,

And morta lips pronounce adoom
That drives no bargain save with Degth.
Helblindi sees, Helblindi snarls,

And al the worlds await the hour,

To seeif mortal blow can break

The chainswhich hold Muspdll at bay.
Will dl thet ragesfor revenge

Be loosed upon the tree of ash?

Or will the dour hal of Hel

Recalve another guest tonight?

The force Between is now unleashed
For good or ill upon the Worlds,
And morta gods do well to fear

The Midgard hand unbound by Fate.



She stopped speaking.

Thank God . . .

Every hair, from my scalp to the dark hairs on the tops of my toes, stood on end. Only when |
started breathing again did | redlize I'd stopped. Skuld had raised more questions than she'd answered—
in point of fact, she hadn't answeredanything —and | wasn't sure lwanted some of her questions
answered. All 1 wanted was a couple of wordswith Loki, aquick ride on Sleipnir, and aquicker end to
Odin. Vidgting an oracle hadn't been my ideain thefirst place; and Skuld's "prophecy” was decidedly
enigmatic, even for an oracle,

Skuld opened her eyes and turned again to Baldr. "Do you begin to see?"

Thelook Badr awarded mewasfilled with . . .

| could not interpret the emotion in his eyes. Probably akin to the look in Dr. Frankengtein's eyes
when he redlized what his creation had done.

| gave mysdlf arough mentd shake. | had to clear my head again, think . . .

"No," Badr whispered. "But | thank you for the Sight.”

"Stand with him, if you will, or send him on hisway, with dl due warning. He has chosen this path,
and not even you may turn him from it, without his consent.”

| stared hard at her, nerving mysdlf to ask, to confirm it. She had turned away, and gazed pensively
at the rainbow spansrising high above our heads. Colors of fire and blood pulsed hotly in the il air,
overriding the other huesin Bifrost. She looked inexpressibly weary, dmost vulnerable. . . .

Badr's hand touched my arm. | jumped, and yelled; then turned to meet the blue of hiseyes. They
were dark with inner trouble. | glanced away, back to where Skuld stood. | needed to ask—needed to
know , not just guess—but | could not. I couldn't force my mouth to shape the words.

Modtly, | couldn't stand the thought of withering under her burning gaze again. Skuld was akiller. |
knew onewhen | saw one, and | was certain she did too. Hel, | could fight. Skuld, | wasn't so certain.
Thefuture arrivesinexorably, second by relentless second, and there's not much any man can do to stop
it. | didn't even plan to try. My business was elsewhere.

"Come," Baddr said, hisvoice and whole bearing exhaugted, "the interview isover. We have
another journey to make beforel . . . leave you.”

Held dmost said "before | can escape.” Thewords all but hovered in the clear air between us. |
didn't know what to say. | unstrapped my backpack from the saddle and dung it across my shoulders,
then we mounted and rode away in silence. | didn't give Skuld so much as abackward glance.

Chapter Sixteen

Badr led the way around the shore of Urd and rode off in a different direction from the way we'd
entered. | followed without protest. Whatever his reasons, Baldr had chosen to lead me where | wanted
to go, which was better, | supposed, than being abandoned to Skuld.

| didn't quite know what to make of my interview with Skuld. Had she been trying to warn Badr?
Or me? Why? And of what? | narrowed my eyes, and tried to recall exactly what sheld said.

Héeblindi was another namefor Odin: "He who blinds with death"—alfitting title if ever I'd seen one.

| snorted, which earned me a curious glance from Badr. | held his gaze, but declined to enlighten
him. He grunted once, then turned back around in the saddle; but not before hisfacia muscles tightened.
From his expression, it was obvious he was beginning to view me as a decided threst.

Aswdl he should. Not that | meant Baldr any harm. | wondered briefly if seeing Loki about
Seipnir was the smartest thing | could have tried. Probably not. Unfortunately, I'd goneto alot of
trouble to set this hunt in motion. | could hardly back out now. Besides, it was till the only way | knew
to get my hands on Sleipnir, and without S pnir, there wasn't much purpose to anything I'd
accomplished so far. So | worried and rode and worried some more, and didn't even notice when Baldr



and his horse vanished. My horse did, though. | grabbed wildly at his mane when he reared and danced
Sdeways.

" ... supid, waking lump of PurinaDog Chow . . ."

| went on in thisvein at some length; but | managed to haul the anima's head around and forced
him in the direction | wanted to go. | promised myself solemnly that when | caught up with Baldr, | was
going to arrange atrade in mounts—forcibly, if necessary. This greenbroke nag was determined to get
me killed. Probably another present from Odin. If the witless animal pulled another stunt likethisone, I'd
serve him to Odin for his goddamn dinner.

A shimmer swallowed us. My horse's hooves rang on solid scone—and bone-chilling cold knifed
through my light clothing. | experienced amassive bout of shivering before | managed to get the pack off
and the fur jacket on. Even then, | couldn't get warm.

Therewas damn little light anywhere. My horse quieted down uncertainly while | peered through
the darknessto get my bearings. Crossing the spatia bubble the Nornslived in had accomplished more
than just crossing asection of Niflheim—it appeared we'd |eft Niflheim atogether.

A dully glowing wall of maroon rock rosejust ahead. A widelip curved outward, forming adeep
overhang. It wasamost asmdl cave. The overhang was bathed in ghastly, rust-colored light. Enormous
boulders glowed like bloodstone on all sides. Inside the overhang | could see movement; but couldn't
quite discern what was moving.

Badr dismounted. | followed his example. As my feet touched the ground, | noticed an odd
trembling underfoot, amogt like the rumble of heavy machinery felt through a concrete floor—except |
didnthear anything.

Or did I?Yes, therewas asound, dmost too low to hear. A sort of rustling, scraping noise, like
leathery scales crawling across straw. . . .

A chill crept up my spine. "Badr, wherein God's name arewe?" | whispered.

Badr ignored the metaphysicd gaffe. He didn't quite whisper, but his voice was low when he
answered. "Werein Niflhd."

A world of eternal darkness and ice, where murderers and other evil men were sent for punishment.

"Loki ischained here. And this" he added, "isasfar as| go." Badr's expression was unreadable.
"Family killing family isterrible. | will not seek Loki's company for any reason. Nor am| . . . dlowed to
remain." A strained expression crossed hisface; he said quietly, "<P8M><[><P255D>"Brothers will
fight and kill each other . . . an axe age, asword age . . . awolf age. . ." Do you understand me?”

| didn't have to answer. | understood exactly what he meant, and didn't want to talk about it.
Fimbulvetr, the three-year-long Terrible Winter that would come just before Ragnarok, and the end of
everything . . . These were the portents that herdded its arrival. Skuld—and Odin—were afraid | might
be the oneto bring it down on their heads. Baldr gripped my arm—very hard indeed for a dead man—
and met my gaze squarely.

"Bewarned. Loki ismaster of lies and trickery. His moods are more changeable now than ever
before. He may be chained; but heis ill very, very dangerous to amortal man. Do what you must, for
Fate will haveit no other way, but guard your lifeif you vaueit."

That struck me as an odd statement for a god who believed wholeheartedly in predestination. |
wondered if Skuld's predilection for strange behavior was contagious.

"I must leave you now. Remember—caution. . . ."

My mouth was dry and my palm was wet when | clasped hisarm.

"I'...uh...thanks" | wanted to say more but had no ideahow to say it. | owed Baldr my life.
Killing hisfather wasn't much of athank you, which made the moment more awkward than it should
have been. "Guess you ought to take this worthless nag back with you, huh?' | jerked my thumb at my
horse.

Badr shook his head solemnly. "Keegp him for awhile. If you don't need him, hell find hisway
back home. But if youdoneed him.. . ."



"y egh”

Badr gripped my arm one last time; then turned, mounted, and galloped away without another
word. The Norse weren't much on prolonged goodbyes. Either that, or he was as scared as| should
have been. | watched him disgppear into the shimmer marking the boundary with the Norns world; then
| leaned against a nearby boulder and contemplated my situation. | had a horse that bolted at the sght of
its own shadow, but | wasin better physical shape than when I'd sarted out, thanks to Verdani and that
marvelous drink of water.

| was about to meet Loki face-to-face—with no guarantee I'd survive the interview. Well, | was
armed to the teeth, and then some. Meet Loki? Nothing toit. Just walk right up and introduce mysdf. I'd
survived Hel and Fate; what was alittle chat with Loki?

| shrugged out of my battered pack and started getting ready. The soil was so cold | wondered
whether it might be made of frozen hydrogen. On further reflection, | decided that if the temperatures
here were cold enough to freeze hydrogen solid, I'd be aHan Solo-style popsicle by now. | was,
however, ill dive and functioning. Well, mostly. | wasn't too sure the end of my nose was ever going to
regain feding.

Despite the numbing temperatures, | took my time getting ready. No sense rushing in half-assed.
Half-asses got killed alittle too quickly to suit me. | didnot want to diein this frozen wasteland.

| loosened the Armalite from the pack and restrapped it so | could pull it loose with one quick jerk.
Then | checked my spare magazines and stuck them into various convenient pouches on my web gear
where | could get at them in ahurry. There were six extrasfor therifle and two sparesfor the P-7. | had
some good civilian, soft-point hunting ammo in therifle, but had been ableto get only military "hardball”
ammunition for the pistal. | regretted again that | hadn't had enough cash to buy alarge supply, and so
had picked up some old World War 11 surplus stuff—armor-piercing German rounds—priced to .
It'd tested okay when | shot some; but | didn't like it as much asthe hollow points | would rather have
hed in the P-7.

It occurred to me presently that | was|etting my preparation become procrastination. | couldn't
afford to let my courage get cold. Caution was one thing—but too much thought bred inaction and that
would probably provefata. So. The gunswere set, the ammo was set, and Gary'sknife. . .

The Sy Biter had grown deadly quiet in my boot sheath. | didn't care much for that portent, but |
wasn't going to let it worry me. | loosened the Biter's shegth snap, and shouldered my pack. Then |
drew adeep breath, mounted my horse, and set him to abrisk trot. Thefrigid air got blood and
adrendineflowing again.

| headed toward the distant overhang, keeping the larger boulders between me and the source of
that low scraping sound, which had dready started to set my teeth on edge. My horse was growing
more nervous with every step. | had my hands full keeping him under control. We rounded a corner—

Loki!

Before my horse could scream, | whirled his head back around. We retrested behind sheltering
rocks. Freezing air knifed my lungs with each gulp. Gripping thereinsfirmly, | risked another look—and
found myself overcome by arapid, shrinking sensation that reduced my ego to its proper insignificance.

Loki ...

One of the few names from Norse mythology most people had at least heard . . . It wasaname full
of dark madness. Only who was madder: the god, or the fool seeking him out?

| had thought | was ready for thisinterview. Now | knew why Badr never came here. Loops of
dender chain bound Loki to threeflat dabs. one under his head and shoulders, one under his hips, and
one under hisknees. It looked hellishly uncomfortable. I couldn't guess what the chains were made of;
but they were damned (asit were) strong. He writhed like an epileptic in grand mal seizure and al they
did was creak alittle. No wonder the ground trembled constantly.

Hewas adark god, in more than just reputation. Long black hair, plastered by centuries of sweat
and grime, hung across dark skin and deep-set black eyes. An aura of darkness hovered around him,



tantaizing the eye and blurring details | needed to see. If held been clothed when the gods bound him
here, the fabric had long since rotted away. Or maybe it'd been eaten away. . . .

Acid burns and half-hedled scars covered him, turning aface that might once have been very
handsome into a grotesque parody of human features. Only the eyes remained human—and they burned
with an endlessrage.

Prospectsfor aproductive interview looked poor.

Likewise, | wasn't thrilled with theidea of getting any closer to those dabs of rock, because the
entire rest of the space beneath the overhang wasfilled with seething, half-seen movement. Rounded
boulders of dark, coppery bronze surrounded Loki on three sides, hdllishly lit by the glowing rock of the
overhang. Covering those boulders—swarming on and around them by the tens of thousands—were
vipers. Big ones. Little ones. Colored like the rainbow and writhing in asolid mass toward the chained
god. All of them hissed and dripped venom.

Onto L oki.

Andif | wentinthere. ..

A huge head reared above the tangled mass of snakes—and my mouth went dry as dusty kitty
litter. The"boulders’ weren't rock at al. They were the coils of the biggest, scaiest snake | had ever had
the misfortune to encounter. It leaned over Loki and spat. Drops of venom the size of basketballs
splashed across him and splattered over the ground.

He screamed. The ground heaved. My horse's groans were drowned by the roar coming from
Loki'srocky prison. The horse ssumbled sideways, and | came loose. The ground was along way
down; but I kept my grip on the reins, even when | couldn't get my breeth, or see anything but stars. My
neg—~bucking and rearing—all but didocated my shoulder. When the ground tremorsfinally died away,
| found my horse sprawled beside me. It didn't look like either one of us wasinterested in getting up.

Did | say gettingup ?Hell—I ought to be gettingout . Except | didn't exactlyremember the way
out. . .. And 1 il had thislittle problem with Odin. . . .

| had to talk to Loki. No way around it.

| findly crawled back to my feet and risked another quick peek. A woman had stooped over the
chained god. She held alarge bowl in trembling hands. | couldn't remember her name; but | knew she
was Loki'swife. She, too, had once been beautiful. Y ou could almost seeit shining through the wreck of
her face. Now her whole universe was the bowl she held, trying unsuccessfully to catch al the drops of
venom before they could splash onto her husband.

As| watched, adow rage began to smmer through me. What was she doing here? No man was
worth this. But then, | was atwentieth-century man and she was not a twentieth-century woman. Viking
goddesses had been models of archaic honor, sacrificing themselves for family whenever sacrificeswere
cdled for. Nanna had voluntarily died to join Badr in Niflheim, and Loki'swife had willingly goneinto
exile with her wretch of ahusband. Some of the assholes I'd known over the years would have cheered.
| wanted to throw up.

Having nearly convinced mysdf of my mora superiority, and argued amost convincingly that now

was better than never, | girded my metaphorical armor. | wished intensdly for a sword and magic helmet
like Elmer Fudd's, and hoped my rifle and Gary'sknife proved as effective. If all elsefailed, Loki did
present the classic Stting target. And if things got nasty, | might find out the hard way if aliving god could
be killed. I mounted with far more confidence than | had any right to feel, and rode boldly out into the
open.
Nothing happened.
Loki continued moaning, and Mrs. Loki continued stooping, and the snakes continued spitting at
them both. So much for mord superiority. At least the redly big snake seemed to have lost interest for a
while. Or maybe it was just recharging its venom supply for another blast. Bethat asit may . . .

"Uh—hdlo?'

Stupid, stupid . . .



Severd thousand heads swiveled to stare at us, and my horse caught sight and scent of snake . He
screamed louder than I'd ever heard before, and abruptly | had no time to evauate the startled glance
Loki and hiswife shot in my direction. | nearly came unseated severa times, but even adead horse can
be handled if you're forceful enough. By the time I'd gotten my mount under control again, Loki had
lifted hisburned, scarred face. He watched through mad eyes. My breath rasped in my ears, loud asa
freight train as| recovered from wrestling the stalion.

"Wdll." Hisvoice was aragged croak. He probably hadn't said aword in athousand years, and
screaming is hard on the throat. "It would seem, my dear, that we have avigtor.”

Hiswife glanced distractedly my way again, then returned to her task. When | looked back at
Loki, I nearly fell from my horse. He had transformed. . . . Rather than a scarred wreck, the god bound
to the rocks now appeared to be arobustly handsome young man. Wavy black hair fell across smooth
fair skin, and twinkling dark eyes seemed to suggest that his chains were amere inconvenience. No sgn
of the hideous damage remained.

| swallowed hard. Baldr had warned me Loki wastricky. If | hadn't seen him from hiding, | would
never have guessed histrue appearance. | watched narrowly for the least Sign of treachery. What wasiit
Gary had told me about bargaining? Sweet froze under my shirt and inside my boots.

Loki smiled, al pleasantries and curiosity. "Now what would a plucky young mortd like you be
doing seeking out an old wreck like me?' Even hisravaged voice had smoothed into amellow tenor. "I'll
wager it's been two thousand years since anyone came my way. —No, no, | take that back. What was
his name, Sigyn, that delightful fellow who came around for achat, oh, four decades or so back? Higre?
No. .. Hister? Eh, what wasthat, my dear?"

She whispered something too low for meto hear.

"—Oh, yes,Hitler . Yes, that was his name. Entertained me for days. Bright chap. Too bad he
killed himsdlf, though. Seems the talented ones dways do. Had some good ideas; but he wasn't ruthless
enough. Killer ingtinct isso important in hisline of work. I must say, though, | redly am impressed with
you, young fellow. However did you manageto get heredive, of dl things?'

| opened my mouth. Nothing came out. It wasn't that | wasscared —athough | was, down to my
socks—I just didn't know what to say. Loki found me more impressive than Hitler? | narrowed my
eyes, and shut my lips. Tricky wasn't the word. It wasn't even close.Let himtalk? Or say my piece
and get the hell out of here? Not even the Sly Biter had any useful suggestions.

My inclination wasto et him talk. Flattery is generally more productive than petulance.

"It wasn't easy,” | answered him truthfully.

"Didn't quite catch that, son. Could you come alittle closer?I'm afraid I'm going alittle deaf in that
ear. Old ageisdreadful.”

| kneed my horse one step closer—but no more.

He smiled genidly up a me. "Now, then, what was your name? | don't believe you said.”

"Barnes."

"Barnes," Loki echoed flatly. "That'sit? Nothing € s8? Odd names they're giving humans these
days. Well, Barnes, what was so important, you had to ride al the way to Niflhel ?'

| forced mysdlf to St back in the saddle, and relax my death grip on thereins. "I'm looking for
Seipnir. Have you seen him?”

"Seipnir?" Loki brokeinto laughter, which startled me consderably. Helet his head fal back
while he wheezed. Only then did | notice something dark spattered on his chest and belly.

"Have. ..l seen..." Hefindly managed to control his hilarity, dthough tears seeped from the
corners of hiseyes, and froze on contact with the stone dab. "Oh, yes, I've seen my bastard son, my
friend. Heleft hiscaling card, asyou can see” One hand waggled fractiondly in the direction of his
bespattered chest. "'l never did understand where | went wrong with that youngster. Turned myself into a
mare—afemale , mind you, which isnot as easy asit sounds, let metell you that—just so the ungrateful
little wretch could get himsalf born, and what did he do to thank me?



"Ran away from home?' | suggested.

Loki sighed, and nodded. "Got himself into bad company, then didn't have the good sense to bite
the hand that fed him. | suppose | was just too preoccupied with other matters to take him properly in
hand. Pity; he/d have been such an asset.”" Loki shook his head mournfully, looking very much the part of
abereaved father. Then he spoiled the effect. "Not that Sieipnir'll be much help when Fenrir gets hold of
Odin. | do look forward to that."

The Father of Mongters chuckled, clearly relishing the moment when his other son gobbled Odin
alive. Not that | objected to Odin'sdemise. | just didn't want the aftermath of Loki's revenge destroying
my world.

"So, tdl me, lad, what isit you want with my eight-legged fresk of ason?’

"l planto—"

"Speak up, son; | can hardly hear you. Damned snakes hissing so loud | can't hear mysdlf piss
anymore. Come closer—I don't bite, you know. | can't even move." He shrugged his shouldersin
gpparent resignation, which | didn't buy for asecond. His eyes glittered with malice, and with hope.

| eyed him darkly, and kneed my horse one small step closer.

"| planto catch Sepnir.”

Loki's eyeswent round. "Catch him? Wd-I-I-I now, that's an interesting bit of strategy, isn't it?
Where were you planning to go with him? Must be Asgard itself—only place you redlly couldn't get
without hishelp.”

Loki wassmart, dl right.

"The thought had crossed my mind," | alowed cautioudly.

Loki grinned. "Hasit, now? And what would you be wanting in Asgard, little friend?’

| wasn't little, and | wasn't hisfriend, and | wasn't about to answer him straight out, not until hed
given me something in return.

"Weve got asaying on Earth these days,” | said with atight smile, "that seems appropriate.”

Helifted one brow. "Oh?"

"Y ou scratch my back, I'll scratch yours.™

Hislipswent dack with shock. "Audacious little maggot, aren't you?"

| grinned. "Hel and Baldr thought so, too. So'd Skuld.”

Loki blinked; then narrowed his eyes, and gave me achilling smile. Y ouhave made quite alittle
journey, haven't you? Hel and Skuld both, en?" He dismissed Badr without comment. "' Catch Seipnir.
Well, now." He seemed lost in thought for amoment; then grinned quite suddenly. He looked like a
mischievous schoolboy. "I suppose | might be able to give you a pointer or two. Of course, you'd have
to make it worth my while. Y ou scratch fird, en?”

| held his gaze, but refused to be stampeded into offering anything. If Loki wanted to name aprice,
let him. I could dwaystry for Seipnir without hishelp. It was obvious the horse visited here occasiondly.

Loki studied my slent form. Then hisvoice came again, asilky whisper of gpproval. "Very good. |
begin to see why you have madeit thisfar." He cleared histhroat, and got down to the serious business
of bargaining. "Now, what kind of price would | be wanting, you're asking yourself. Thereisthe
obvious, of course.”

| waited, affecting the posture of a stone gargoyle.

"| could redlly use abath.”

"Awhat ?'

| was nearly as startled as 1'd been when Baldr first spoke to me from the bank of the Gjall.

"A bath, man. A bath. Y ou do know what abath is?' he added dubioudy, staring at my filthy,
mended clothes. "Do you have the dightest idea how many centuriesit's been sincel was clean?"

| thought about the effect of freezing water expanding insde the links of that chain, and shook my
head.



"I'm afraid not. Evenif | could find any, water'd freeze solid before | could get it here” It wasa
smdl lie, snce | could probably have managed to douse him before it solidified; but it was agood
excuse.

"Ah, wel, | supposeit might, at that." Hiseyesglinted. | hadn't fooled him for aningtant. "You
might give me ashirt to keep off theworst of the chill.”

"I might. But | couldn't get it onto you under those tight chains, could 17?7

"No, | don't imagine you could. Pesky things, redlly. | should've broken them long ago; | just didn't
bother. | don't suppose you could sort of shift them alittle, scratch under them and maybe let meeasea
few muscle cramps?”

The chains around his shoulders wouldn't move any farther down across the broad expanse of his
chest, and to move them toward his head would've given him room to wriggle loose.

| shook my head. "I'd rather not come any closer to those snakes. This nag of mineis nervous
enough—and if | dismount, helll be gone before | can grab him.”

Loki's eyes narrowed savagely. "Well, now, it's an uncooperative sort you are, isn't it?"

Sigyn turned to dump her bowl. Venom splashed onto his nose, burning abloody path across his
cheek. Theilluson of youthful beauty vanished abruptly. His scarred face and body were even more
repulsive by contrast. Loki shrieked. The ground heaved. How my horse kept his feet was beyond me.
At least the last time venom had hit Loki, I'd still been safely hidden. What had Baldr said about wild
mood swings?

"Get out! Get out!" echoed somewhere behind my eyelids.

Unfortunately, Loki chose that moment to raise his head. He didn't even bother to project the
illuson of hedththistime,

"All right, morta"—nhis voice was again a harsh ragp—"you don't seem to want any of my bargains.
Strike one of your own, if you want my help. | do not think you have much hope of succeeding without
it

Hel was every inch her father's daughter—and something told methat Loki was athousand times
more dangerous than Desath.

| considered my very few options, and settled on, "Help metrap Sleipnir, and I'll kill your worst
"Odin?" he gasped. Hislaughter shrieked nearly asloudly as his screams had. It bounced off the
overhang and set the vipers to agitated motion. VVenom poured onto him. Loki's screams and struggles
threw my horseinto blind panic. | had my handsfull trying to stay on hisback while he dipped and did
on uneven, icy ground.

By the time he stood quietly—blowing and swesting and trembling—L oki's laughter had subsided.
| took as abad sign the withering glare he turned in my direction.

"And what good isthat bastard's desth if I'm not there to relish it? Damn you to an icy tomb,
mortd, if you think I'll give up one precious second of that revenge. I'll see him torn to shreds before my
eyesif it'sthelast thing | do while dtill bresthing!™

My brain demanded immediate retreat from this worse-than-hellish place. | held my ground
stubbornly. | was determined to get as much information out of Loki as possible before abandoning my
initia plan. So maybe lack of adequate food and deep had made me termindly stupid.

"I'll tell youwhat good it is" | countered. "With Odin dead, before Ragnarok , who'sto say you'd
haveto die, either? Seemsto me a chance at freedom and revenge—with the sure knowledge you don't
haveto dieto get it—beats lying there on that dab of rock, curaing till your voice bleeds."”

Loki'swild eyesreflected shock. Y ou redly believe you can kill him."

| gave him ashort, hard laugh. "Would | be hereif | didn't?'

"Y ou're mad. Madder than |. Stupid little man, do you think you—agroveling worm in the dust of
the earth—can hope to succeed wherel, the great Loki, failled? Have you any brain at dl in that



shriveled, shrinking body of yours? Without my help, you and your pitiful kind would be animas rutting
in the dust, grubbing for maggots! Having created you, given you brains, must | think for you aswell?
Can you even piss on yoursdf without help?'

"What, name caling? Point for point, Loki, I'm aready doing one heluvalot better than you did.
I'm not the one chained to arock.”

"SILENCE!" Loki wasliterdly frothing at the mouth. "When | am free, your puny race will be
squashed like the dung beetlesthey are! Why that one-eyed fool gave Midgard to the likes of you. . ."
He spat out the fina word, and seemed amost to choke on it, he was so overcome with rage.

| forced afera grin. "I'd say we earned it. I've made my counteroffer, Loki. Give me Seipnir, I'll
giveyou Odin, on aplatter. What about it?*

He said nothing at al. His eyeswere mere dits of darkness. When he spoke again, his voice was
cold.

"Goto the dwarvesfor Ur metal, fool. Get chains of it. Nothing e se will hold my traitorous
offspring. Trade them silver, or daughtersif you have them. Then take yoursdlf from my sight and wait
for Seipnir to return.” A wheeze of mirth broke from him again. "If you can outlive the wait! Thereésno
living food in Niflhe. None but your own flesh. How hungry will you get?'

| laughed. "No living food? Broiled snake'sared delicacy. Didn't you know?'

"Shake?" Loki's eyes had shot wide again. ™Y ou would—?"'

"Hell, yes, I'd eat snake. It doesn't taste half bad. Okay, | go find some dwarves, and wrangle a
few yards of Urd-metal chain from them, then wait for Seipnir. Greet plan. Thereésonly one flaw."

A look of insane rage was creeping into his eyes.

"Careto point out the direction to the nearest dwarves?"

Venom seared hisleft leg. A howl broke from Loki'slips. It took the form of asingleword: " Die"

| groped blindly for therifle; but nothing happened. That didn't matter. | yanked the Armalite clear,
anyway, and reached for the release on the pack straps, thinking to ditch the bulky nuisance—

| stopped . . . and stared.

Sigyn had gonerigid. She glanced at her belly. | did too. Both of us stared. She was pregnant. And
growing rounder by the second. Her tattered shift split and fell from scarred shoulders, revealing bressts
that once had been smooth and round as honeydews. A contraction rippled visibly across her swollen
belly. Then shefdl to the ground, giving birth right there amidst screams of pain and fdling venom.

The child flopped onto the ground. | gaped, unableto believe what | was seeing. It looked like a
bear. Sort of . . .

The goddess was screaming mindlesdy. In lesstimethan it took to think about it, another child
flopped on the ground beside its—brother? Which was dready the size of abrown bear and rapidly
approaching thet of aking grizzly.

A croaking grunt diverted my attention back to Child Number Two. That onewas scaly asa
snake, but shaped more like a Tyrannosaurus, with abadger's heavy, clawed forearms. It siood dowly
up—and dwarfed its older brother. It looked like death on the hoof.

My degth, his hoof.

My horse gave one wailing screech, and contorted in amaneuver that dumped me headlong into
disgusting, icy dush. It vanished in adrumming of hoofbests. | shook my head, and scrubbed frantically
at my face to wipe off the dush, which burned like acid. Even as| dragged my furry deeve across my
face, | scrambled to my feet, snapping open the folding stock of my rifle and bringing the weapon to my
shoulder.

| clicked off the safety. A grin stretched the skin of my face. It wasn't asmile—I was scared shitless
—Dbut it beat hell out of dobbering dl over mysdf. Thelizard took abig step forward and | fired. And hit
it. Six times.

"Owl”



| shook my head. That single, human word echoed impossibly about the hdllish terrain. The big
lizard had stopped and was looking at Six neat holesinits chest. No sway, no buckled knees, not even
much blood. It poked aclaw into one of the wounds and licked it while Br'er Bear squinted curioudy
through nearsghted eyes. Just asimpossibly, the lizard chuckled—a ghastly human chuckle—thenit
said, "Lead and copper. And just alittletin—givesit aniceflavor.”

Thisamused both of them greatly; Loki just watched. Hiswife lay panting out of my line of sight. |
glanced at the Armalite and made sure the magazine was in snugly.

"Thisjust won't do.”

Pricklesran up my spine a the sound of that voiceissuing from jawswhich weren't designed for
human speech.

They lunged smultaneoudly. | think | yelled. | know | emptied the magazine. Bullets might not kill
them, but bullets seemed to hurt the bastards, and dow them down. | threw mysdlf behind a big boulder
and tried to reload. The unwiedy pack encumbered me. Before | had time to even think about reaching
for the pack release, Br'er Bear was snapping his jaws at my shadow. | scrambled wildly away. My
hand shook as | released the spent magazine. | cursed my clumsiness. Shit! Doubleshit! The bastards
wouldn't die. . . .

Badr had warned me.

A premonition of danger caused meto jerk my head up. | dove smultaneoudly backward. Br'er
Bear landed in asprawl right where I'd been. He spun around. A snarl blasted into my face with astench
of incredibly bad bresth; then a giant paw arced vicioudy toward me. | skidded backward again on solid
ice. His paw caught therifleinstead of my sde. The blow swatted the Armalite from my handswith such
force, the barrel bent and the receiver was crushed as it smacked into rock. Therifl€'s plastic forearm
shattered into hundreds of pieces.

| went down hard, and kept rolling in abackward somersault. When | came up into a crouch, the
bear's hindquarters were disappearing—away from me—around the corner.

What. . . ?

| grabbed my P-7 and eased around the corner—and came nose-to-nose with T-Rex.

"Yehhh!"

| lunged sideways, out of jaw range, and shot wildly into the lizard'sface; but in the critical
half-second it took me to bring up my arms and fire, he'd dodged sideways, too. The shot went
harmlesdy padt. | rolled and twisted around, managing to keep my hold on the P-7. Two-foot badgers
claws missed my legs by inches. T-Rex overbaanced, and rushed harmlesdy past, then skidded in the
ice, and went down in aspray of acid dush.

| scooted backward on my ass, scraping the butt pack across sharp stone, and tried to gain my
feet. Br'er Bear lunged out of nowhere. | was out of position to do anything but shoot. Smothered under
an avalanche of fur, | fired one shot point blank into the bear's belly, and waited to be mauled. He
screamed, jerked once, and collapsed heavily on top of me.

Br'er Bear was very dead. At least hewaswarm. . . .

| heard confused shouts of "Iron!™ as| fought my way out from under the grizzly corpse pinning me
down.

| thought | heard Sigyn screeching, "'l don't care whether iron kills you or not—you can't go back—
" but | was pretty dazed. . . .

A thirty-foot snake had coiled itself around us. | emptied the pistal into it. One half fell acrossthe
bear. | climbed desperately over the other haf while dropping the empty clip and dammed asecond into
the butt of the pistal. By thetime | was free of the corpses, the dead snake's twin was dithering down on
me

How many of these things were there?

T-Rex leaped out of nowhere. | fired afew quick shots at its unprotected throat, savagely satisfied
when it went down in aspray of blood. Then | wondered how many shotswere left in the clip, and how



long before | had to fumble for the last magazine.

Something sank clawsinto my pack. | snatched at the release, letting whatever it was have the
whole pack, harness and al. Momentum dumped meto my knees. A second set of claws closed on
empty air above my head.

Even as| lurched sideways and rolled over, | hissed. Acid dush was egting right through my pants.
| managed to writhe away from the snapping jaws of a sx-headed God-only-knew-what, with foot-long
teeth grinning out of each feathered head. One head went flying after | emptied the clip into its neck.

| jammed home my remaining clip—wondering in acute panic how many monsters were left—and
saw Loki'swife giving birth again. Whatever it was, it glistened and oozed adimy pusthat Szzled where
it dripped onto the ground. It had lots of teeth. Its mouth and eyes were dready open, homing in on me.

| gritted my teeth and fired at it beforeit could get completely born.Please , | prayed,let its corpse
block the way to whatever elseisin there waiting to get out . My hands were shaking so hard | had
trouble controlling theaim. | heard a scream of agony as most of the rounds hit the obscenity being born.
Then | froze, sick to my bones. A couple of rounds had torn right through Sigyn's pelvis. God, | hadn't
meanttokillher. . ..

That ingtant's horror damn near cost me my life.

Smothering scadestightened down so fast | couldn't even yell. The usdess, empty pistol dropped
from my grasp. Gleefully the snake began squeezing air out of my pores.

A frantic thrumming againgt my caf shrieked for atention. | closed my eyes, willing the Biter to
come. Gary'sknife did warmly into my grasp, and itstail wrapped securely around my wrist.

Therewas aflash of blinding green light. | did into acrumpled hegp at the base of the Mother
Viper's coiled body, thirty feet from where avery dead snake lay severed in the dust.

| shook my head to clear it, trying to see—then howled as venom burned through my shirt deeve. |
ripped the rest of the tattered cloth away and scrubbed at my skin even as| threw mysdlf away from the
snakes. Loki's unconscious—or dead—uwife lay nearby, unmoving. | felt bad about her; but | didn't have
timeto grieve.

My pistol was missing, my rifle broken, but the Sy Biter hung in my hand, radiating an evil green
glow. | was still surrounded on three sdes by more monstersthan 1'd killed aready. | backed up until |
ran into ssone—a rough, ten-foot-high chunk of it. It was the only way out | could see. | whirled and
climbed. It took both hands. | grunted in appreciation when Gary's knife hung curled from my arm,
refusing to resheathe itsalf for even afew seconds. | swarmed up the rock, waiting for claws or fangsto
tear me back to the ground; but nothing hit close enough to do damage.

I'd just gained the top when atremendous roar beat the air. It knocked meflat against stone.
Thunder rolled through Niflhel. Semi-dazed, | looked up to see Sepnir—al eight hoovesflying—headed
sraight for Loki.

Startled, | looked down—and time stopped dead.

Onelink of the dender chain was partialy bent open. A stray round—jprobably one of thewild
shotsI'd fired at Loki's wife—had struck it at supersonic velocity. Nothing on Earth had been capable of
that kind of speed, that much force, when those chains had been forged.

All it had taken was one very desperate fool to blow open the chain that stood between Earth and
Ragnarok. . . .

| couldn't force mysdlf to move, wasn't sure how | might repair the damage. All | could do was
watch in morbid fascination as Loki struggled to jerk the trapped link through the open one. He was
howling at his children to help him.

Then Seipnir skidded to astop on al four haunchesright in front of him. His rear hooves cut
inch-deep groovesin therock. Seipnir reared to full height under the overhang.

It cameto mevery dowly that Seipnir wasn't two hundred feet tall any longer. Of course, he
wouldn't havefit under thelip of rock if he had been. . . .

| wondered if the other gods could change Size a will. Maybe Loki'd tried it and those chains



expanded with him? Or maybe they just cut into his flesh without bresking? Or maybe. . .

| stopped thinking atogether. All four of Sleipnir's front hooves struck the open link in rapid
succession, like jackhammersin tandem, striking sparks that scorched Loki. The mad god howled and
shrieked, and fought harder to jerk thelink free.

The mongter nearest the stallion—whose dark coat was flecked with foam—Iegped for histhroat.
Crocodile jaws gaped, propelled by eleven feet of heavily muscled panther body. Sleipnir screamed in
rage, and dithered back onto his rearmost haunches. The crocodile jaws missed, and Loki's offspring
landed at Seipnir'sfeet. Seipnir pounded it into abloody pulp.

Odin's hellhorse did back another few feet, and half-reared for the leap back to the nearly closed
link. His backward momentum carried him directly beneath my boulder.

Suddenly | was looking down at the broad, swest-stained back of my transportation to Odin—but
right now he had urgent businesswith Loki, which | didn't dareinterrupt. . . .

Quick movement flickered in my peripherd vison. | dewed around. A twelve-foot wolverine
hurtled in midleap acrossthe top of the boulder. Its dripping jaws were agape, wider than | was.

| didn't think—I just jumped.

My legs closed around Sleipnir's Sides. The Biter did into its sheeth. | grabbed at the long black
mane instants before the enraged horse screamed. My head snapped when Seipnir shot skyward and
bounced on four hind legs. The wolveringslegp carried him well past Sleipnir's shoulder. My would-be
killer landed on Loki's legs. Its claws dug huge, bloody gashes across the god's shins. Loki screamed
obscenities.

| had no more time for anything except staying with Seipnir. | clasped my legs harder asthe stalion
rose higher and higher on his hindmost legs—then my head snapped back, the other direction. Sleipnir
didn't try to throw me—but he did grind the wolverine into the dush. | clung, bruised and shaken
breathless, as the enraged stallion methodically killed each and every one of Loki's monstrous children.

If | fell off, Seipnir would poundme into ared stain, and that would be the end of that. No
avenging Gary, no killing Odin .. . . Did death by Sleipnir count as murder, accident, or battle? | stuck on
that stalion's back like a sandspur in dog fur. Sleipnir tossed his head, screaming defiance. Loki
screeched back, curang asthe great warhorse hammered the link down again. Seipnir flattened it shut
with hisforefeet while | jolted and groaned.

| could tell a aglancethat Seipnir'sjury-rigged repair job wasn't going to hold Loki long. The god
was too powerful, despite the passage of centuries, which should've left him with atrophied muscles. But
Seipnir'stemporary fix would buy Earth time. And maybe—if | stayed with Seipnir—it would even be
enough.

Seipnir pivoted on hisrearmost set of legs. | lurched sdeways, barely hanging on. He switched
around on hisforehand and pivoted the other direction. Overba anced to compensate for the first pivot, |
cameloose. | clung one-handed to Seipnir's mane, with my leg hooked around his neck and my boot
stuck in the coarse hair. The Sy Biter—dill sheathed—had grabbed hold of Seipnir's mane with itsown
tall. | hauled myself back aboard at the expense of strained shoulders. The stallion screamed again,
craning his neck to snap at my leg. He missed by afraction of aninch, then shook himself like adog
coming out of water. My legs bounced as | lost my seat—

Instantly the bastard launched forward into a dead run.

Again, my grip on hismanewas dl that saved me. | managed to get my feet hooked around his
sides again, and gripped harder than I'd thought possible as he picked up speed. We raced through the
freezing blackness of Niflhe —straight at a solid wall of rock.

| yelled and screwed shut my eyes.

We burst through a barrier of solid stone. | received afleeting impression of bone-chilling,
smothering cold; then we lurched into green light. Niflheim again. . .

Wind whipped tears from my eyes. | was nearly blind. Sweat from Sleipnir's coat drenched my
legs. Hismuscles surged, and his bresth whistled in my earslike afreight train. Seipnir's hooves



pounded against stone, casting sparks that blasted upward and smoldered in the remnants of my
trousers. Thewind blew the embersinto ash. | could fed their burning sting by the hundreds. | gritted my
teeth.

We roared past aduggish, bubbling green river that poured over acliff face like oozing lava. What
looked like a serpent had reared up out of it. Enormous fangs had gouged black scarsin the ceiling.
Then wewere airborne, in alegp that nearly did me off Seipnir's haunches. By thetime I'd dragged
myself back into ahalfway secure position, we were hdll-and-gone from sight of the snake.

| was ready for the leap across the black-acid Gjoll. | stayed on, and the long tunnel 1'd found a
lifetime ago tilted wildly toward us. Then the world again turned into darkness. The cold of the mountain
blasted into the wind of our passage. Compared to Niflhd, it was aimost balmy.

Sparks white as burning magnesium erupted toward my face. | tried to shield my eyes, and ignored
the ache in my teeth where my jaws had cracked shut during Seipnir's latest tremendous legp. My ass
was growing numb from the eight-legged gait, and il the horse swept on through the darkness. My
fingersfrozein hismane until | couldn't feel them. | couldn't breethe red well, either; we were going too
fast. Dizziness became the next threat to unseat me. | clasped my kneestighter, praying to whatever was
ligtening that | not fal off while we raced through the heart of aliving mountain.

Abruptly Seipnir skidded sideways. Histight turn would've done abarrel racer proud. It damn
near unseated me. Then he got Al eight feet under him and was off again. Moments later his muscles
bunched—here we go again—and he legped forward. Light exploded into being. Wewerein clear air.
Gde-force wind snatched my breeth away. Brilliant—ruby red—Iight blinded me.

Where—?

Sepnir bucked. | sailed toward his ears, damn-near airborne. Then | came down hard on bony
double withers. The shock jarred what little breath | had left out of me. | sarted to dide sideways, and
knew | wasin trouble. Then he began to grow. His mane swallowed my arms, and | dangled from a
neck that was suddenly larger than | was, and getting bigger. . . .

He sunfished midair, and | was gone. | fell away beneath eight churning hooves that receded with
frightening speed. | had time to scream one obscenity at the bastard, then twisted and hurtled into the
glinting surface of a bloodred ocean.

Chapter Seventeen

| cametoin bitsand pieces: first my butt, which felt like raw mest; then my scalp, which felt
detached. My clothes were soaking wet, and my nose and throat burned as though I'd tried to breathe
water—which, | thought groggily, | probably had.

My earswoke up amoment later, to ahowl that chilled me to the marrow of my living bones. At
least, | hoped they were dtill living. Compared to this unearthly sound, Loki's bellows were nothing but
the mewlings of anewborn infant. Every hair on my body stood on end asthe cry died away into sllence.
It was neither human, nor quiteanimdl. . . . | tried to roll over—wanting rather urgently to find out where
it had come from—but was too stiff and sore even to get my eyes open. So | lay where | was, and
decided the best course of action was playing dead.

Human voices reached through the reverberating vacuum left behind by that howl. The voices
sounded excited, laughing and shouting in anticipation. Of what? Given my possible location—Iland of the
frogt giants, or the dark dwarves realm, or evenMuspell —whatever fun was anticipated probably didn't
bode wdl for my immediate future.

One voice emerged, digtinct from the generd babble: "Thisis gonnabe great!"

"Grest! Ha-ha!"

"Fveflagons says he soilshimsdf!™

"Youreon!"

"Ten sayshe pissesfirg!”



My immediate future was getting rapidly blesker. Warm liquid splashed across my face. | pedled
back one eydid—it felt bruised—and saw fur. | managed to pry open the other eydlid, and confirmed it.
A vast expanse of matted, grey-black fur rose above me, to the silver-furred throat of the biggest damn
dog | had ever seen. A little wearily, | wondered if the Norse gods ever didanything on small scae.
Then | decided they did: humans.

| was sprawled between Big Daddy Doggy's forelegs, on my back. My throat was bare to the
world—and hisfangs—but given hissize, he wouldn't need to tear my throat out. All he had to do was
step on me. His nearest paw was the Size of my head, with clawslike railroad spikes digging into
reddish-black mud. Like the child who sees an eephant for thefirst time, al | could think was"Big . . ."

| wondered what Garm, the hellhound, was doing away from the entrance to his cave. Had Odin
dragged him off duty? Garm certainly wouldn't hold mein high regard; not after chopping himin haf with
the Biter in Frau Stempdl's parlor.

| lifted my gaze to glittering green eyes. They met mine without flinching. Lock gazeswith adog
long enough, and hell either flinch, or attack. . . . | dropped my gaze to the animd'sjaw. Histeeth
glittered; but the saliva that splashed onto me was streaming crimson. The cruel point of asword
stabbed into the roof of his mouth. The hilt waslodged in the lower jaw.

| swallowed once. Thiswasn't Garm.

Infact, it wasn't adog at dl.

A stab of ice-cold adrendine was enough to wake up my brain, but not enough to run.| needed to
run. ...

The Fenris Wolf crouched lower. He watched me intently, head cocked to one side. Fenrir's eyes
glittered with amadness born of unbearable pain, and even worse betraya. The faint beginnings of a
growl rumbled in histhroat, haf deafening from my vantage point. His green eyes were—like Sepnir's—
more than animd, but not quite human. One blow from his paw would crush my skull. After aconvulsion
of musclesthat were far too abused to obey, | relaxed. Thereredly wasn't much point in being afraid.
Either hed kill me or he wouldn't, because the unending abuse to which I'd subjected myself had finaly
caught up. My body was on strike.

A chain around the wolf's neck held him. He'd stretched asfar asit would reach. Breath rasped in
histhroat against the pressure. The far end of the chain disappeared into the earth, pinned there by a
huge, jagged boulder. Gleipnir, the chain created from six dements. " . . .the noise a cat makeswhen it
moves, the beard of awoman, the sinews of a bear, the breath of afish, the roots of a mountain, and the
gittleof abird."

| hadn't considered precisdly what that list of components meant until now, but seeing how very
dender the chain was—in fact, dmost invisble, whenthelight fell onit just right . . .

The FenrisWolf washeld by . . . nothing.

And the day helearned it, the nine worlds would fall, al living men and godswould die, and
everything | had ever loved would become as ashes before Surt and the sons of Muspell.

(Whoever the hdlthey were.)

Unless, of course, | killed Odin first. That was, | reflected drolly, what | was here for; though my
chancesof pulling it off were looking dimmer and dimmer.

"Uhhh," | said, unable to articulate anything more profound.

Fenrir cocked a pointed ear, and listened. More bloody saliva splashed across my torso. To my
astonishment, now that 1'd decided fear was auselessreaction, | found mysdf pitying the cruelly gagged
wolf. He certainly hadn't done anything to deservethis, any morethan | had. Theonly "crime" held
committed was somebody el se's prophecy.

"Poor bloody bastard,” | muttered in hisdirection. | propped mysalf on one elbow, and was only
marginally aware that | spoke aloud. "They got you pretty bad-off, too, don't they, old boy? And damn
itdl, youdidn't deserveit.”

The growl disappeared. Fenrir cocked his head the other way, and both ears came forward. | gave



amental shrug; then reached up to scratch at that magic place located on al dogs at the base of the
throat, just above the sternum. | could barely reach, even sitting up. The wolf was damn near asbig as
the murderous black horse I'd browbegten into carrying me the length and breadth of hell's scenic
wonders. Fenrir's eyes glazed momentarily. He lowered his head. His lower jaw scraped my belly, then
he snhuffled across my clothes and hair, getting my scent.

"Poor old fellow, you and me got troubles, don't we?"

| stopped scratching. To my amazement, the immense wolf whined, and nudged my arm. | crawled
unsteadily to my feet and stretched to scratch hismuzzle. He leaned into it, eyes haf closed. The laughter
behind me had died away. The moment I'd recognized Fenrir, al thoughts of my captors had dipped
from my mind; now | glanced over my shoulder to see who was behind me. Fenrir whined again, head
lowered asfar asthe chain would permit.

Screw them. Whoever they were.

| stretched full length, and resumed scratching vigoroudy behind his ear. "'Poor old felow, poor old
boy, your mouth's cut to pieces, isn't it? I'll bet Odin would just shit if | wereto get this sword out of
your mouth. .. ."

Of course, | had no intention of freeing Fenrir, since that would be even more disastrous than
freeing Loki—and 1'd dready done enough damage in that department. But | couldn't repress a sneaking
admiration for the powerfully muscled animal, and | figured nobody around here was going to scratch his
earsfor him, so | stood there and did just that. | did wonder how 1'd gotten here instead of drowning,
and how | was going to extricate mysdlf from this mess without getting killed. The Biter was
conspicuoudly absent from my boot sheath.

"That's quite enough.”

The new voice wasicy cold and full of authority. | turned around, and found at least forty archers
standing in arough knot behind me. They'd fully drawn their bows, two-score arrows pointed straight at
my chest. Maybe | wasjust tired, or maybe | wasjust so sick of these stupid gamesit didn't matter
anymore, but | didn't even blink. What were afew archers, anyway, compared to Loki's brats? |
glanced around for the source of the voice I'd heard. A tdll, one-eyed man in furs strode through the
ranks.

A very dow, very cold amile started somewhere in my gut, and ended turning up one corner of my
lips

Atlast.

Odin.

Hewasnotaler than | was. That startled me, dmost more than Baldr's lack of height had done.
Hisremaining eye glinted like apigeon's blood ruby. The ruined eye was a hideous mass of scar tissue.
He hadn't bothered to cover it with a patch. He was probably proud of the scar—after dl, hed
sacrificed the eye to gain wisdom, hadn't he?

Too bad the trade hadn't worked.

Hisface was deeply lined, the color and texture of very old, very dry leather. He was heavily
bearded, and hislong hair was grey. In fact, dl he lacked was the stereotypica horned helmet to look
every inch the seasoned Viking warrior.

Power rolled off him in damn-near visible waves. His every movement, every gesture, proclaimed
someone accustomed to blind obedience to his dightest whim. | narrowed my eyes. Any chink in the
armor was welcome; Odin wasn't likely to have very many. How much would it take to provoke him
beyond hisnorma caution? My smile degpened. Given thelook in his eye right now, not much.

An enormous raven sat on each shoulder. Bright little black eyes watched everything the way a
garving vulture hovered over aroad kill. | knew that one of the pair was Hugin and the other Munin; but
| didn't have timeto study birdsjust now.

The men near Odin followed his movements with adoring eyes. Many wore heavy gold rings. Was
that how he retained loyalty? Bribery? No, it was more than that. Odin possessed a compelling, hypnotic



charm that reminded me of acobra. | got the distinct impression that of dl the letha things1'd met so far,
the one | would have least wanted as my enemy—had | been given the luxury of choosng—wasthis
one-eyed, gloating old bastard.

I'd just have to make the best of my perilousy meager resources. Before our fight was over, one of
uswould be dead. Being a betting man, if I'd been placing money on the outcome, I'd have bet every
cent | owned on Odin. | grinned. | dways had nurtured a sneaking admiration for underdogs.

Fenrir had legped into the air at first sight of Odin. Hefdl asthe chain jerked him back. The wolf
snarled deep in histhroat and thrashed wildly to be free. Even as| stepped clear of his maddened
struggles, | marveled that the dender chain didn't shatter.

Odin laughed, head thrown back. "Y ou'll not break Gleipnir just yet. The dark elvesforged it well,
eh, Fenrir?'

Malevolent green light crackled through the depths of Fenrir's eyes. Thelook in Odin's eyestold
me he knew only too well that someday Fenrir would have hisrevenge.

Thelook he gave me amoment later was even more chilling. Obvioudy Odin had wanted Fenrir to
kill me; but—once again—something had gone wrong. Maybe Fenrir was smart enough to figure out
that Odin wanted me dead, or maybe he knew | was a prisoner, too—or maybe hed just wanted his
ears scratched.

Whatever the reason, | was il dive and kicking and damned glad of it, because my prey was
findly within reach. Meanwhile, | was surrounded by a pack of unwashed, walking corpses. The leader
of the pack glared a me through one narrowed ruby eye. | grinned into his face—which caused aripple
of muttersto race outward from where we faced off—but before | could demand a showdown at high
noon, or something equally Gary Cooperish, he turned without speaking aword and strode off.

Now what?

| planted both fists on my hips and caught the eye of the nearest guard, who—judging from hisfurs
—had been dead several centuries. He looked uneasy.

"What'sthe plan?' | demanded. "An arrow in the eye, or asword in the kidney?"

He didn't bother answering; or maybe the guttura grunt he belched in my generd directionwas an
answer. Anyway, | found myself herded away from Fenrir, who had fallen onto his side, thrashing to be
free. Odin himself strode ahead, handing out heavy gold rings as he went. What did this unwashed pack
of warriors spend their treasureon in Vahdla?

Againit sruck me how davishly Odin's men followed him. Maybe he could out-propagandize
Goebbels? Or were conditions here vastly different from my suppositions? Could these men redly enjoy
hacking each other to pieces?

| might buy that for a comparative handful of Viking Berserkers, or even adightly larger handful of
Mongol hordesmen; but most of the soldierswho'd died down through history were just scared
farmboys sent off to die in battles they didn't understand against people they'd never seen, much less
hated. Either Odin genuinely commanded their respect and loyaty through wise leadership—something |
serioudy doubted—or he was the most charismatic madman since Adolf Friend-of-Loki Hitler.

| squared metaphoric shoulders. I'd come unscathed through interviews with Hel, Skuld, and Loki,
I'd actually managed to filch aride on Sleipnir, and I'd brought Fenrir to his knees. What was one more
pissed-off god?

Wefollowed the course of abloodred river that flowed away from Fenrir's prison. Thishad to be
the River Von—"Expectation"—which flowed from Fenrir'sjaws. Vahdlaitsdf, the actud building
which gave thisworld its name, must lie across the lake up ahead, where the river emptied into a bloody
delta. A couple of footbd|-field-sized barges were drawn up on the bank, to transport the "Viking
Retreads." Aswe gpproached the delta, they began jostling one another like rowdy truantswaiting in line
for aroller coaster. They eventualy got themselves sorted out and |oaded.

Sepnir stood waiting beside the boats. At his Sde stood another stallion, the same rusted-iron
color astheriver. This horse's eyes were amber and his mane and hooves were glittering gold. It made



for an odd-looking beast. A heavy gold war-helmet hung from his saddle, beside along, wicked sword.

Then | noticedher .

Tdl, self-assured, with thick blond hair, icy blue eyes, and afigure that heavy, gilded chain mall
couldn't disguise, shewasfar plainer of face than the Norns would be at their absol ute grubbiest; but far
more earthy and redl. Hers was a beauty born of inner fire and pride. She reminded me of someone; |
couldn't imagine who. She was maybe six inches shorter than | was. She stood beside her war-horse
with the air of awoman who knew exactly who and what she was, and needed no outsider's flattery to
tell her shewasgood &t it.

My guards—some of them had managed to remember their duty—marched me through the
grumbling crowd and delivered meinto her delightful hands. Shelooked me over as| studied her assets.
When she had finished her own frank perusa of my assets, she met my gaze. When she smiled, her teeth
flashed whitely. Death looked from her eyes. (But what away to go. . . .)

Odin legped to Sepnir's back. The eight-legged stallion tossed his head, pawing deep gashesin
the earth with both right forefeet.

"Rangrid,” Odin called.

Thewoman turned hisway. "Yes, lord?"

God, her voicewas as sultry astherest of her. . . .

"Bringhim."

Seipnir legped away, and vanished in acrack of thunder. Nicetrick. | was reminded unpleasantly
of the night Gary had died. Behind me, the interminable loading of the barges continued. | wondered
where Gary was. Somewherein that crowd? | wanted to see him again, dmost as much as | wanted to
kill hismurderer.

Rangrid mounted her warhorsein onefluid, graceful vault. | followed the motion as she sprang
eadly to the saddle. | found mysdlf insandly jealous of adumb animal as she gripped with perfectly
shaped thighs. . . .

Sheturned in the saddle to face me, and held out an imperious hand. | stood my ground, and
grinned up a her. | kept my weight balanced on the balls of my feet—while hoping that | didn't look as
dead-tired as | felt—and planted my fists solidly on both hips.

"Noway inhell, lady."

Shelaughed, addightfully intimate sound. A wave of her hand dismissed the guards. To my
surprise, they obeyed, leaving us aone on the shore.

"Y ou aretruly provocative, hero," she smiled.

"Huh."

"Oh, but you are," she objected. "Y ou have defied the Vadfather timeand again, and lived." The
implied "so far" hung on the air between us. | didn't bother to comment. "Y our touch tames Fenrir. And
you, done of mortas, have caught unawares and ridden the great Sleipnir.” Genuine respect, and what
sounded suspicioudy like wistful regret, colored that last observation. Thislady wanted to ride that
murderous black fiend?

"Sepnir," | said ddiberatdly, "isdog food. His gaits are lousy, he bucks, and he bites. His sole
saving graceisjumping between worlds, and that's not ajoyride, either. Give me aHarley Davidson any
day.”

She gasped.

While she was off baance, | pushed for information. "How come | wasn't |eft to drown?”!
Surprise degpened in her lovely eyes. Y ou don't remember?”

"Remember what?" | snapped.

"Coming ashorein Vdhdla?'

| just looked at her.

The rugt-red stalion moved restively; she brought him up short. She studied me minutely, then



shrugged, adelightful motion, even in armor. | would have given alot to have seen her without that chain
mail. Enough was visble to make my blood pound.

She kept her voice low. "When Seipnir tossed you into the River Von, you swam ashore and came
staggering out onto the riverbank. Some of the Einherjar saw you collgpse, and had the senseto redlize
you were gill dive, not just one of their number. They called Odin at once.”

She paused, and a smile hovered about her lips. ™Y ou should have heard him. Even | was
impressed. He hasn't used that kind of language since Baldr died.”

"Huh."

She shrugged again. "V afather thought maybe Fenrir would enjoy your company.”

"He thought Fenrir would tear meinto pieces!" | corrected harshly.

She flashed me agenuine smile. "To be perfectly honest, yes. And can you blame him? No one
wantsto die—and you did nearly free Loki. | can't imagine what €lse you'd expect himto do.”

"Huh." My vocabulary was deteriorating rapidly. | sighed, and looked her square in the eye.
"You'reright about one thing, lady. No onewantsto die. Not even unimportant little mortalslike me. So
why don't you tel me what he's going to do with me, so | can plan accordingly?'

She smiled again, revealing toothpaste-ad teeth. ™Y ou know, you're the most excitement I've had in
decades. Too bad | haveto take you straight to Vahalla. I'd enjoy atumble with you firgt."

| grinned. The mere suggestion of deeping with thisvalkyrie—and | assumed by "tumble" that she
didn't mean hand-to-hand combat—Ieft me with asudden raging desire to strip off that chain mail.

She noticed the bulge and smiled. | replied with awolfish grin, "Then why don't you ask him to
postpone things?"

Shelaughed. "Thank you for the compliment. Y ou've courage, hero. | admirethat. You'll makea
fine addition to the Einherjar, Skuld willing. | might just ask him, at that. Come," she held out her hand
again, "the Vdfather intendsto meet you in persona combat.”

| glanced back at Fenrir.Beware Nor se gods bearing gifts? Odin was giving me exactly wheat |
wanted—a chance a him—so naturaly, | started looking for the shiv up his deeve. There was no way
thiswould be afair fight. | returned my gaze to thelovely Rangrid. "Do | have achoice?’

Shelaughed merrily. "'l do like you. No, you do not have a choice. Not unless," she correctly
interpreted which choice I'd meant, "you can walk on water? It's rather along swim."

| chuckled. "So it is. After what I've been through, Rangrid, I'm starting to think | could do just
about anything.”

Shedidn't laugh. Her brow arched, and atroubled look came into her eyes. Good. | had at |east
one of Vahallas permanent residents worried.

| grasped the proffered hand, expecting her touch to be cold as death, since that was what she
brought. | was pleasantly surprised a her warmth. She lifted me easily to her stalion's back, behind her.
Fenrir howled in the distance, alonely sound that caught at my throat. | knew how the poor bastard felt.

Her horse legped into agallop that sent us speeding across the surface of the subterranean lake.
Wind tore my breath away. | was proud of riding skills 1'd accumulated the hard way; but | still took
advantage of the opportunity to wrap my arms around her golden-armored waist. Rangrid didn't seemto
mind. | gave aquick squeeze, and heard a chuckle float back to me on the wind.

The horse's golden hooves touched the far shore and he dowed to awak. We had entered the
outer fringes of an array of fighting men that dwarfed even the cast of The Longest Day . Thesefighting
men, however, were al dead: the Einherjar, Chosen Heroes of Odin.

They constituted a solid mass, moving toward avast, dark hall set on an open plain. The corners of
the hall were lost beyond the horizon in ether direction. Rangrid urged her horse through the crowd;
soldiers gave over with surprisingly little grumbling. | wondered how many of them sheld persondly
collected. | saw men dressed in battle gear from every culture back to the dawn of timeitsdf, dl
crowding againgt the bloodred stdlion's flanks. Many of them were badly wounded; but they were
mending before my eyes. The effect was dizzying, utterly dien.



All of us—dead warriors, horse, Rangrid, and |—were making for amassive doorway. | couldn't
begin to grasp the size of the vVahal.

| could see only one side of it from our position, and not even the whole side at that, sincethewall
receded into gpparent infinity. The door stood wide, dwarfing every other doorway 1'd seen. Men
streamed toward it, turning the bloodred plain black with their numbers. | knew from my studiesthere
were six hundred thirty-nine doorsin the Vahdl. And thiswasjust one of them? Sometimes, an
occasion arises when aman fully gppreciates how puny hisimagination truly is. At aconservative guess,
closeto athousand men would fit through that massive opening ahead without jostling. | glanced back.
Wed just ridden through a solid mass of humanity that stretched from the doorway dl the way down to
the water's edge.

The gdlion's golden hooves rang out on hard stone flooring as Rangrid urged him on through the
dark opening. Tablesthat |ooked like they'd been hewn from an entire forest of giant redwoods
stretched away into the distance, covered with preparations for a great feast. An enormous goat
dretched onits hind legs, nibbling at the buds of atree growing within the Hal. Ale flowed like amber
milk from the animd's heavy teets, faling with a pleasant splashing sound into strategically placed
buckets.

| snorted: convenient.

Hundreds of thousands of men, women, and children—nhillionsand billions, for dl | could tell—
scurried between the tables, bearing trays of goblets, and heavy pitchers of what smelled like beer but
was probably mead.

More staggered under loads of roasted mest, trenchers of steamed vegetables, stacks of hot,
freshly baked breads. | couldn't imagine where al these people had come from. None of the materids
I'd read had mentioned davesin Vadhalla, even though many of the Vikings had kept captivesto serve
them. Slaves had sometimes been put to death and buried with their masters—especidly young girls—
but those few burias wouldn't account for the thousands of men and women of every conceivable age
here.

"Rangrid, who are al these people?’

Shetwisted dightly in the saddle. "Those are the oneswho diein war but are not warriors
themsdves."

"Y ou mean they're the innocent victims? And youenslave them?' My hands had balled into figts. |
missed the Biter's dark presence badly.

"Where else would you have them go? To freeze in Hel's dour worlds? No, they belong here, in
Vadhala, wherethey are at least warm and trested well."

A child of no more than eight staggered past with aheavy tray. | ground my teeth. " ou call that
good trestment?”

"Y ou've been to Niflheim!™ she snapped. "Would you rather see her daving for the cresture caled
Hd?'

Recdling Hd'stastes, | couldn't help wondering if she wouldn't have preferred egting the child—but
that didn't excuse what was being done to these people. It was bad enough that Odin was snatching
people like Gary—but innocent women and kids and men who'd only got caught in the crossfire.. . .

Back in Germany, I'd fought ragheads on behalf of people just like these. Now | had another
reason to kill Odin. | couldn't blame Rangrid for thislatest outrage—she wasjust asoldier following
orders, which was something | knew about—but Odin was another story. What was being done to
these people was unforgivable.

| didn't respond to Rangrid's angry retort, and she didn't press me further.

At thefar end of the vast room, amost logt in distant shadows, was the High Seet of the Vahall.
The carved throne stretched into the darkness that hid the rafters from view. Rangrid's stallion danced
toward it, picking his careful way between the scurrying daves.

VahalasHigh Throne was occupied, and | didn't have to ask by whom; that vermilion eye glowed



ba efully from the shadows as we approached. Two davering, gaunt timber wolves chained near Odin's
feet raged, first a one another, then at anyone foolish enough to get too close to them. The two black
ravens il sat on Odin's shoulders. Having dightly more leisure to study them, | redlized they were
virtudly identicd. 1thought the one on the left was Hugin and the one on the right was Munin; but my
memory wasn't entirely clear.

In my ear, Rangrid murmured, "Beware of Geri and Freki, hero. These wolves are called Greedy
and Gluttonous for good reason. Not even Odin's own portion from the boar Saehrimnir'seternd fleshis
enough to satiate them. Living mortd isatreet they have never seen.”

"Thanksfor thewarning,” | said dryly. It was only appropriate that Odin's pet wolvesreflected his
own personality. Most petsdid.

Rangrid drew her mount to ahat and we sat waiting for Odin to speak. He sat in Slencefor a
moment, just staring. | returned the look with an outward semblance of cam. Insde. . . My handsached
to close around histhroat.

"S0, you have comelivingto Vahdla™

Hisgravely voice reminded me surprisngly of Hel's—an observation which startled me into some
interesting conjectures.

"Youwill find my hospitdity generous, morta—but once | have entertained aguest, | am
congtrained to continue his entertainment. Eterndly.”

Helaughed uproarioudy.

| growled, "I'll bet you're dynamite at a party, with alamp shade.”

Rangrid giggled; Odin looked grumpily puzzled.

Thewolves jaws gaped expectantly.

Odin recovered his composure to gesture at the ebony birds on his shoulders. Their little black
eyes hadn't left me.

"Hugin and Munin aso bid you welcome. Thought and Memory advise me of dl that happensin the
wide, wideworlds."

Briefly | wondered if these feathered tattl etal es were the source of "alittle bird told me."

He added, with atight, ferd smile, "They have kept mewdll informed of your treason, mortal.”

"Treason?" | barked. "That'srich."”

Odin scowled at the interruption. ™Y ou have provided some measure of entertainment, despite your
colossa presumption. Now—having been amused for so unexpectedly long—I return the favor. Have
you any questions before you die in honorable combat?"

"Sure. | got amillion of 'em, but I'll settle for just one answer before | turn your ugly assinto wolf

He narrowed his eye; but nodded. " Speak."

"Okay, buddy.Why? "

Surpriselifted his shaggy grey brows. Rangrid turned in her saddle to look a me. Odin's voice was
flatly puzzled.

"Why what?" It came out sounding amost petulant.

| enumerated my points by ticking them off on the fingers of one hand.

"Why are you murdering men who never knew you existed, wouldn't have worshiped you if they
had, and could care less about you, your Vahall, or your petty squabbleswith Surt?

"Why did you try to kill mebefore I'd done you any harm?

"Why are you meddling in affairswhich are none of your business?

"And why the blazes did you start snatching recruits out of traffic accidents? Y ou know aswell as|
do who you're supposed to take. Traffic accidents do not congtitute battle.”

His eye had widened further with each enumerated point. It narrowed savagely on thefina one. |
folded my armswith an air of assurance | wasfar from fedling, and added, "1f you don't want to explain



it to me, maybe you'd prefer explaining it to Skuld?"

Rangrid stiffened; her stalion's musclesturned to iron beneath my legs.

Uh-oh.

| braced mysdlf.

Odin, however, merely looked thoughtful.

"Y ou do have away of getting to the heart of the matter, don't you?' he mused, stroking Memory
absently. Or wasit Thought? " Perhaps Skuld has granted me the boon at my request?”’

| got the crazy impression thathe was galing.

| shook my head. "Unh-uh. In thefirst place, why should she? A few extracorpsesto tossinto a
battle you can't win isn't agood enough reason to throw the whole order of the universe into chaos. You
might fedl better about afew more men here and there; but that's no reason for Skuld to change the laws
of metaphysics. Thereé's no percentageinit, if it doesn't gain anything. Besides'—I grinned nedtily—"I
dready talked to her. Try again.”

Strikeone. .. Odindill at bat . . .

A sharp intake of breath into the shapely torso in front of metold me | wasredly pushing it. | didn't
care. | was hereto pushit.

Like apolitician dodging the press, Odin started talking without answering. ™Y our people have
forgotten so much. Some, like you, recal the old Storiesjust alittle, perhaps, but most, no. They forget,
and deep soundly, feding safe. Thereis no way to avoid what must be. The sons of Muspell will destroy
your world as surely as you bregthe, whether | lead the armies against them or not. Isthere no ragein
your breast that this must be?"

He sounded like a schoolboy reciting the only lesson he knew. | wanted to throw up.

"We are doomed, all of us; but we will kill as many of our murderers aswe can, in just vengeance
for theloss of everything we hold dear. Surely you know it isnot for the dead themselves that we mourn.
We grievefor what we, oursalves, have lost. Thisiswhat drives usto strike out in vengeance.”

| wasn't arguing that point—I'd lost my best friend, and look where that had gotten me—but Odin
waan't through orating.

"Perhaps your world's mad drive for peace in these last few years has blinded you to the fate that
awaitsyou al. Death isinevitable. Persond degth . . . world degth . . . even your modern science admits
thisisso, doesit not? Lifeitsdf lives on death, and dll isdoomed, dl isthe samein Skuld's eyes; and no
living creature can stop the march from Muspdll. We can only fight until wefdl, and take with usinto
oblivion as many of the enemy aswe can kill, so that the price of their victory ishigh.”

The doom-and-gloom clich, sdidn't impressme. | had as much respect as the next soldier for that
old adage, but there were better ways of dealing with enemies. Even when you were outnumbered.
Especially then . . .

Odin acted asif dl he had to fight with was his muscles. A tiny lightbulb flickered in the back of my
mind. | carefully stored the half-formed thought so | wouldn't loseit. | hoped | got achanceto mull it
over before Odin and | cameto blows.

Odin was shaking his grizzled head. "In the short decades you have lived, mortd, the numbers of
men entering thismost hallowed of hals hasfalen to the merest trickle. We need warriors badly and
take them where we find them, battle or no. The end is upon us, and thereislittle time to recruit more.

"Inyour grandfather's time we had some great heroes, oh yes, and many men cameto us, but now
your politicianstremble, and your young men bleat of peace and cringein the face of bloodshed. Y ou
fear desth so greatly, you will not even risk your livesto defend what is dready yours."

| hit the floor running. The wolves scattered out of my way. | snatched him up by the shirtfront, and
shook him so hard, the ravens flapped into the air, squawking objections.

"Ligten, you fat-assed old bastard! Don't talk to me about putting it on theline! I've been there and
damn near didn't come back. And what's more, we don't play with knives and spears anymore; we play



with bombs that would turn your precious Vahdlainto dag and you dong with it! Don't youdare st on
your murdering ass and whine tome about bleating for peace and being too goddamn terrified to Sart a
war. What the hell do you think I'm here for, you lying, cheating son-of-a-bitch, to dance a minuet and
sp tea? Y ou want awar, Odin, you've got one. With me.

"And if you can getthat through your thick Neandertha skull, trythis on for Sze—we don't need
Surt to burn up the world anymore. We're more than capable of it oursalves, and we sure ashell don't
need you helping usdo it. Frankly, if we're going to blow ourselvesto the stars, weld liketo do it by our
bloody, goddamned salves! Andthat , my fat little friend, iswhy I'm going to kill you.”

He stared a me, in utter wide-eyed shock. His mouth was dack. Histhroat worked against the
pressure of my grip. | was weaponless; but so was he. A collective roar went up behind me, and hooves
rang out on stone.

"Youwant adud?' | asked softly, too low for anyone but usto hear. "Fine. Under code duello, |
get to choose the weagpons. How would you prefer to die, old man? Fifty-megaton hydrogen bombs at
ten paces? That ought to do the trick, eh? Or maybe just swords at dawn? How about recoillessrifles?
M-1 tanks?'

Odin hung in my grasp sill, mouth working. "You . . . impudent little. . ."

| laughed easily. | wascoal . . . incredibly, clear-headedly coal. "Y ou don't know the hdf of it."

| shoved him back into his chair. "Tell you what. Y ou've got the homefield advantage. Give methe
Biter back, and I'll fight you here and now."

Odin cameout of hischair. | didn't back down, which |eft him teetering precarioudy on hisheds.
He overbalanced, and landed on his backside.

"What do you take mefor?' herasped. "A fool 7'

My lip curled. "Actudly, yes"

Ddiberately, | turned my back, and strode past Rangrid, who sat stunned, afrozen statue on the
back of her stallion. She'd whedled around to put hersalf between me and the Einherjar. Ranged dong
the endless tables, thousands upon thousands upon multiple thousands of warriors listened in absolute,
dead silence. Even the daves had stopped to stare. The wolves at Odin'sfeet continued to cringe.

| stalked to the nearest table, grabbed aflagon of mead from the nearest hand, and tossed the
potent brew down in one gulp. | managed not to cough and wheeze—it was gawdawful —then grabbed
another. Lessthan twenty paces away, | noticed ared-bearded giant of aman, standing poised with one
arm uplifted. He hadn't thrown the short-handled hammer in hishand. | lifted my mug in asilent toadt,
and grinned a him.

Thor's eyeswidened, and he lowered his arm; then scowled deeply, and glanced toward his boss
for orders. Whatever Odin signaed, Thor's scowl degpened, but he didn't make any further moves
toward me.

"Thanks," | muttered to the guy 1'd deprived of adrink, then turned to lean against the edge of the
table. The nonchaant pose kept me from faling down as a case of very serious shakes setin.

| figured Odin would persondly dismember me any second. He was certainly welcometortry. |
narrowed my eyes, and waited for Odin's response.

| didn't haveto wait long.

Chapter Eighteen

Odin exploded to hisfeet, fists clenched. His flame-red eye blazed. Released from momentary
paraysis, the wolves legped to the ends of their chains, snapping and snarling in belated effortsto reach
me. | ignored them. | didn't bother even to glance over my shoulder—when you're that badly
outnumbered details don't matter.

The one-eyed god snatched up an enormous war axe and raised hisarm to hurl it. Bunched
muscles on histhrowing arm flexed, and | prepared to dodge—



And an outraged bellow rose from thousands of throats.

Odin paused. | resisted the temptation to glance around. What was going on? His eye flicked over
the assembled host, which periphera vision told me had surged to its collective feet. Then hisgaze
returned to me. He regarded me the way aman might watch arattler hed accidentally roused in the grass
—only to discover that it was acobrainstead.

His expresson reminded me of the hopelesdy mad Loki. Sowly, and with the reluctance of aman
forced to surrender at gunpoint, he lowered the axe again.

"Now isthetimefor feasting," he growled unpleasantly. "No battleisjoined in Vahdlawhile
feadting continues™

Ahh. . . No wonder the Einherjar had protested earlier. It wasn'tpersonal ; they'd just been
enforcing the rules, with Thor acting as Sergeant-at-Arms.

"Never letit besad," Odin muttered, "that | have dedlt dishonorably in my own hal."

Huh. He could dedl dishonorably al he wantedoutside ; just not at home, eh? Made sense—hed
losethe loyalty of the Einherjar if he broke that particular oath in front of them.

"Rangrid.” Odin's voice had gone oily smooth. " See that our guest is properly entertained for the
evening. Thisishislast morta night. | would not have it said he spent it unhappily under my roof."

"Yes, lord," she answered, her voice uncertain.

| hadn't taken my eyes off Odin, despite his apparent capitulation. He had resumed his seet and
was stroking his ravensto cam. He still watched me narrowly; but he had relaxed back into the throne. |
concluded that—for the night, anyway—I was probably safe enough. | began warily to rdlax. Odin
noticed, and accorded me anasty little smile, but kept petting hisbirds. | turned my attention to the
vakyrie. She was supposed to "entertain” me, eh? Thismight not be such abad dedl, at that. . . .

Rangrid twisted around in her saddle. "Coming?' she asked.

"Oh, | dohope so," | answered with adow grin and araking stare, "but that'll probably depend on
you." | leaned easily back against the edge of thetable.

A great bellow of laughter spread in areceding wave as the joke was repeated down the length of
Vahala Even Odin roared gppreciatively. Rangrid actualy turned scarlet under her armor.

| heard her mutter, "Just wait until | get you aone.”

The laughter redoubled when she grabbed me by the wrist and hauled me across her [ap. One
shapely hand smacked against my asswith enough force to sting.

"Rangrid,” | said in mock surprise, "do you like spankings? For shame, and here | thought you
wereanicegirl." | twisted around, and grinned up at her. "Do | get to return the favor?”

She seethed in sllence. The nearest warriorsfell over each other laughing. My discomfited vakyrie
put heds sharply to her stallion's flanks. The warhorse snorted and bounced once; | grunted sharply and
decided to cease and desist—until | wasin abetter bargaining position. We rode out through aside
doorway big enough to drive a Clydesdd e forty-horse hitch through, and left behind the hooting and
cheering.

To my vast relief, thefirst thing Rangrid did was send away her horse. She removed histack,
dapped him on the rump, and sent him trotting down an interior hallway toward adave who waited with
abucket and hater. The saddle and bridle she dumped onto arack; then sheled me through yet another
door into asuite of private rooms. These chambers were delightfully free of the scents of spilled mead,
unwashed corpses, horse swesat, manure, and hay dust—of which the outer chambers and corridors
reeked.

"I didn't know Viking hallswerelaid out thisway," | observed wryly. "I thought it was afree-for-al
inone big room.”

She amiled. "Oh, we vakyries haven't lived out in the main chamber in centuries; not Since separate
bedrooms were invented.”

She peded off layers of armor, and | watched in fascination as tantaizing bits of her became



visble. Once she was down to alinen undergarment that clung swestily, she pulled her long hair up, and
tied it in place, lifting her breasts delightfully beneath the nearly transparent linen. Then sheturned to me.

"Firg, abath."

| glanced down at mysdlf. My clotheswerein tatters, | wasfilthy from head to foot, and there were
acid burnson my skin.

| grinned. " Sounds good to me. Got a hot tub hidden somewhere around here?!

She laughed ddightedly and turned to lead the way into an adjoining chamber. The sway of her
hips under the short linen shirt was hypnotic. | followed her like amesmerized rat chasing the Pied Piper.
Once I'd stepped through the doorway, | stopped abruptly.

"Well, I'll bedamned. . . ."

She crooked abrow and her lipstwitched. | laughed out loud. Sitting in the center of the room,
raised afew inches above abed of glowing coals, was an enormous oaken barrd full of steaming water.
| dumped battered web gear and skinned out of my shirt. She unfastened my pants, and once sheld
stripped off my boots and a pair of socks that stood siffly at attention when she dropped them, she
pedled off the rest of my clothes. Her hair fell in wisps out of the ribbon sheld used to fasten it up, and
her skin was damp and flushed.

"There" She eyed me critically from where she kndlt. "Y es, agood hard scrubbing will work
wonders, | think. | do believe there's quite aman underneeath al that dirt."

At the very leadt, there was quite a bit of me saluting her enthusiagtically at her current eyelevel.

Sherose gracefully and pulled off the damp linen in one smooth motion, treating meto a shapdy
back, trim waist, and firm buttocks. | groaned, and staggered after her.

"Unh-uh, not till were both squeaky clean," she scolded when | reached out. "Inyou go." She
pointed imperioudy &t the waiting tub.

| settled into the hot water with addicioussigh. | closed my eyes, and let the heat soak into my
bones. | heard her dip in beside me, and made a pleased sound deep in my throat as she began rubbing
me from one end to the other with soap. When her hands roamed between my legs, my breath hissed
out between my teeth. She laughed softly, and water flooded my eyes and nose. | coughed and
spluttered as she dumped another basin of water over my head and went to work on my filthy hair.

"Witch," | muttered, trying to lean close enough to kiss her.

"Close your eyes before you get soap in them,” she commanded.

| obeyed, and she rinsed my hair until it squeaked to her satisfaction.

"All right, lover; your turn."

She handed me the soap, leaned back, and waited.

| rose to the occasion.

Rangrid was soft and warm and dippery. | caressed every inch of her, teasing until she moaned. |
sogped the length of her lovely back, and delicately nibbled at the base of her neck. She shivered. |
licked her earlobes, then tugged gently on them with my teeth. Her head came back against my chest,
and | reached around to trace her lipswith one wet finger. She kissed it dry.

| trapped her againgt my chest and reached around to move my soapy hands across her until her
breath camein soft little gasps. She shuddered once, and closed her eyes. A amile played across her
lips. | ended by turning her around, and kneaded each foot in turn. | rubbed the insteps, digging in hard
with both thumbs, and gently pulled on the toes, until shelay limply against the edge of the hot tub, head
back and eyes closed.

Cupping my hands, | rinsed the soap from her breasts and shoulders, then covered her lipswith
mine. Her hands did down to caress me, until | was crushing her against me and she was wrapping
hersdlf even closer. Her skin moved againgt melike silk. | sought her, and she pulled dightly away. |
gave aheartfelt groan; then my breath shuddered when her fingernailstraced lightly down me.

Then, moving decisively, she unwrapped her long legs and stood up, dripping onto my skin. | rose



with her. Wordlesdy, she dipped out of the tub and reached for alarge, soft towel laid conveniently
nearby. She tortured me mercilesdy with that towd, until | splashed out of the tub toward her.

"No, youredl wet." She laughed, pushing me away. " Get the other towel.”

"Where?' | looked and didn't see another.

She pursed her lips; then amiled. "Oh, silly Gerta, she's probably Ieft it on the bed instead of in
here"

Rangrid disappeared into an adjoining room, and | followed, till dripping onto thefloor. "Yes" |
heard her say, "thereitis. Go dry yoursdf while | brush out my hair."

She had wrapped the towd around hersalf and was hunting for abrush on anearby table. | spotted
the towe in the center of her enormous bed, and |leaned over to retrieveit.

Shetackled me from behind.

| sprawled, exhaling sharply as her weight pinned me on my stomach.

Blind surviva ingtinct kicked in. | heaved upward, spilled her onto her sde, and rolled fast, pinning
her flat on her back before she could move. An involuntary snarl escaped as| pinned her wristsand
looked for weapons. Her eyes widened as she redlized thiswasn't just rough foreplay. Abruptly shelay
very ill.

"I'm sorry," she whispered. "I meant only to tease—"

Warily | held her gaze. Suspicion il flared; but | could find no trace of guilein her eyes. When |
let go and sat up, there were red marks on her wrists. | scrubbed at my eyes, then stood up and found a
wall to lean againg.

"Look, Rangrid,” | said weerily, "I've been through more than you'll probably ever understand.

Y ou'reagoddess. I'm just Randy Barnes, the dumb troopie. It's your bosswho's trying so hard to kill
me. Not twenty minutes ago he was ready to split my skull wide open with hiswar axe."

| glanced up to see how she was taking this. Her eyes reminded me of a puppy somebody's
recently kicked. Her lower lip actualy trembled. | felt angry, betrayed, stupid, and loathsome, al a
once. I'd never hit awoman in my life, and hadn't meant to tart with Rangrid.

"Dammit, don't look a melikethat! I'm not some low-life scum who gets his rocks off beating
women! Think about this, Rangrid. Odin's called Oath Breaker for good reason, and you work for him.
What else am | suppaosed to think when you attack me from behind?”

She came off the bed in one fluid movement. "1 am avakyrie! Not a coward! Those who have
falen to mein battle have died honorably. | have never taken amortal outside of combat—never!—and
certainly not with thecoward's blow!"

Proud, furious, naked in a way that made her strangely vulnerable. . . How many of the
"heroes’ in that hall out there had seen Rangrid like this? Something told me, not very many. God help
me, | didn't trust her; but | wanted her. | scowled and thumped the wall absently with one bare hedl.

"Y eah, well, maybe you've got asense of honor; but that bastard out there misplaced his. If he ever
had one to begin with."

"l am not Odin!" she said sharply.

| gave her an equaly sharp stare. "Meaning. . . 7'

Shelooked asif she wanted to lower her gaze; but she was too proud to ook away.

"I domy job. | doit well, evenwhen | do not likeit. All soldiersfacethis; do they not? But | am
not Odin, and | do not wish your death, and it isnot | who will collect your life on thefield of battle
tomorrow."

Her eyes were bright with unshed tears.

Rangrid's expression shifted, then, into aterrible fear which chilled me. What could frighten a
vakyrie? Whatever it was, it scared hell out of me.

She whispered, "There are so few likeyou. . . ."

Her eyesmet mine. A cloud of soft gold framed her face. Her voice was velvety, persuasive. "You



are safe so long as you remain with me. And we have the night to enjoy. Please, for afew hours, at leadt,
try to put aside your suspicions. Y ou have aright to them; | will not arguethat. But | am not your enemy.
| never have been. Tonight | wish only to enjoy your company. As| hope you will enjoy mine.”

| don't normally deep with the enemy. But she was soft and warm, and my skin remembered the
fed of her, and wanted more. And there wasn't much use ruining what might well be my last night asa
living, breathing man. Even condemned murderers get alast med. Besides, | wanted to believe her.

So cdl meafoal.

| nodded, unsure how to bresk the tension that had flared between us.

Rangrid took care of that. "Come, lie down. Please. Let me rub your back and shoulders. Y ou
look like stone."

"Huh. | fed likeit." My shoulders were so knotted, | could've earned amerit badge with them.

| crossed to the bed—one eye till on her—and lay down, dowly. She knelt above me. Then, as
promised, she went to work on my shoulders. She kneaded and stretched out the hard knots, dowly
working her way up my neck, down my back, across my hips, and down each leg, until | lay relaxed and
glowing beneath her touch. She could've gotten ajob a any whorehouse this side of the planet Neptune,
just giving backrubs.

"Mmm," | Sghed. "Nice"

Her lipstouched my shoulder blade, like sun-warmed rose petals. Lazily, | hoped this boded well
for therest of the evening. Rangrid was alady | wanted along timeto get to know. More time than Odin
might giveus.

"Shh..." sheurged. "Don't think of tomorrow. Think of my hands, and lazy, sunlit afternoons. . . ."

She continued on in that vein for severa minutes. As she worked over me, her breaststickled and
teased my sengtized skin. Her hair brushed my back with the softness of butterfly wings.

She even rubbed my fest.

Then sheworked her way dowly back up my legs, running her thumbs up the insides of my thighs,
dretching the sengtive skinin rhythmic circles. | hissed softly.

"Keegp that up,” | murmured into the bedding, "and you'll undo al your good work."

"Wemusin't |et that happen, then, must we?'

Therewas|ow laughter in her voice. When she turned me onto my back, | rolled willingly, returning
the smile she sent from benesth a cascade of golden hair.

"Now," she said with awicked smile, her fingers doing soft, tantalizing things, "what wasit you said
out there about your coming depending on me?"

"Oh, no," | groaned.

"Oh, yes" shereplied, leaning over me until her hair tickled my chest. "Redly, you should never
tease avalkyrie; especidly not where the Einherjar can hear.”

Her hair trailed tantaizingly downward. . . .

My eyes crossed and | moaned. When | could speak again, | croaked hoarsdly, "Redly, | didn't
mean it that—"

| grunted when she sat on my chest. The witch leaned over my face until her breastsjust barely
skimmed my lips. "Oh, yesyou did!"

| was too distracted to deny it. It wastrue, anyway.

Eagerly | licked. "Mmm," | said in my throat, nursing and nibbling with my teeth.

She pulled back, smiled demurdy; then turned around.

| gasped; my torture had begun.

For thefirst haf-hour, she never even touched the one part of me that demanded to be touched; by
the end of that time | was thrashing and grinding my teeth. Every time | reached for her, she moved my
hands asde, and continued tantaizing me.

"For gods sake, Rangrid,” | gritted, "havea. . . little mer-cy. . . !"



My voice hit soprano. Cold air amoment later was a shock.

"Mmm," wasdl shesad.

"Oh,god..."

When she started adow, rhythmic dance my eyesrolled back into my head and | convulsed. "Oh,
god:”

My whole universe contracted, centered on the exquisite agony at my hips. | could endure no
more, and did, and cursed and begged. Warm breath from her low laughter teased me as much as her
actud touch. | lost al sense of time. When shefindly turned and did down over me, | actudly lost
consciousness in the throes of orgasm.

When | woke, the room was dark. The scent of her filled my nostrils. Thistime |l took theinitiative,
and before | was even hafway finished with her, she was crawling backward up thewal, clutching my
head and screaming with every shudder.

| brought her down, took her up again, and brought her down until she quivered. When | did
insde, she gasped, pulling me close and raking my back with her nails. She was reduced to little more
than panting groans when my mouth sought hers.

And then we fought a battle few—if any—other mortals had ever fought with Rangrid, and
aurvived to tell thetale.

Thistime she was adegp before me.

When | woke the second time, | found her gazing at me. Her long hair spilled across both our
bodies. | smiled, and she answered. Then she leaned closer to kissme.

Ahh, what | wouldn't give. . .

But | was utterly relaxed, my body warm and tired, and | didn't want to move again for the rest of
my life

Her eyes crinkled nicely when she smiled. "Areyou hungry?*

"Mmm; but | don't think | could manageit again.”

Her eyestwinkled. "Not that, silly. | meant, would you like some dinner? Gertadid bring in a
platter of food while we dept.”

"Oh, so thereredly isa Gerta? | thought she was a convenient fiction."

Shelaughed. "Dont tel me you didn't enjoy every second.”

| held up three fingers of one hand in aBoy Scout sdute.

"l cannot tell alie”

She kissed my fingers; then rolled over and sat up.

| groaned. " God, how can women have so much energy?"

"Liedill, then, and I'll drop grapesinto your delightful mouth.”

| grinned. "That sounds good." Every great hero is entitled to a couple of grapes from a beautiful
woman; isnt he?

She regppeared with aheavy tray, and proceeded to fill my "ddightful mouth” with al sorts of

wonderful delicacies. | fed her in turn, and we laughed like children and drank strong, dark mead until
we were both tipsy.

Then | surprised mysdlf, and made love to her again, dow and gentle; and we madeit last for more
than an hour.

Sometime thereafter | gradually awoke to asensation | hadn't experienced since | wasfour years
old. The mattress was cold and wet. | struggled up onto one elbow.

"Oh, no." | flopped back down.

"Mmm?' Rangrid opened her eyes, and looked worried. "What isit?"



"Somebody spilled.” My mother's favorite phrase returned to haunt me.

We had managed to spread the contents of the dinner tray with remarkable thoroughness across
the bed. The overturned pitcher had been responsible for waking me; mead was soaking itsway coldly
beneath us.

Rangrid rolled over, and eyed the mess askance; then turned and unexpectedly licked theinsde of
my right knee. | jumped. Her tonguetickled. Especidly after . . . what . . .three? Gad, a persond
record. . . .

"Tasty," she gpproved.

"Oh, yeah? Let'ssee”

She shrieked as | pinned her down, licking and tickling mercilessy. About an hour later, we
managed to ssumbleinto the hot tub again, where we scrubbed away the sticky remains.

Gertaarrived to say sheld freshened the bed. Rangrid smiled her thanks. Welay in each other's
armsin the heated water for along time without speaking. | listened with surprising contentment to our
mingled breaths and the soft hissing of the coas beneath the tub. | could get used to this. . . .

But then, Loki probably was on the verge of gettingloose. . . and | gtill hadn't done anything about
Gay . ..and Odin wasjust waiting for morning. . . .

And Rangrid's softness was more distraction than aman could bear.

| had to concentrate on Odin. He never had given me the answers I'd asked for. Hed given mea
gpeech—and abad one, at that—but no answers. Certainly not an answer to why he'd been snatching
folkslike Gary. Killing me made sense; at least it did after I'd sworn to wring his neck and proved | was
dangerous enough to be ared threet.

Odin was afraid to give me back the Biter, which meant he was afraid of the knife, a the very least.
Had he kept trying to kill me because | owned the Sy Biter? Was that why he'd killed Gary? Because of
aknife? Badr had said the Biter turned up when the balance hung precarioudy, and he'd confirmed what
Gary's grandmother had said, about it choosing who carried it. Maybe Odin was systematically
eliminating everyone who owned the thing. | should've asked Skuld about the Biter; but talking to Skuld,
even for afew seconds at atime, was a soul-shaking experience.

Stll, I should've asked.

Theideathat Odin might have murdered Gary VVernon over aknife . . .

That brought me squarely back to tomorrow morning. Why had Odin chalenged meto adue —
instead of just murdering me—when he knew | wanted to fight him? Was he that confident? Or that
skeptical of my chances? | worried over that like arat with abone, looking for atrap | knew had to be
there. All my plans hinged on whether or not Odincould bekilled. | didn't mind taking the risk—or |
wouldn't have been where | was—Dbut | would've felt better, knowing. It would have helped to know for
surewhether I'd killed Loki's wife, or just injured her. | suppose that made me callous; but certainty
beats blind speculation any day.

What if | couldn't kill him?

| wasn't normally so philosophical. All that mead was having an effect, and | wasn't certainit wasa
good one. I'd accomplished what | had by charging in feet first, and counting the cost later. Changing
tacticsnow might befatd; but | couldn't afford to ignore the possibility that Odin might not be killable.

| narrowed my eyes, and considered dternative tactics. Maybe | could defeat him without killing
him?1 snorted. Right. He wasn't about to quit fighting until 1 was very much the deceased Randy Barnes.

Thiswasn't getting me anywhere.

| tried to come up with some sort of battle plan, and instead found myself thinking about Skuld, and
Loki, and predestination. Maybe it was just the mgjor events that were planned out in advance. Maybe
nobody understood the game plan when it cameto detalls. If everything were predestined, then maybe
Ragnarokwas inevitable, and maybe Loki being freed wasinevitable, and I'd merely been used asatool
of convenience.

| didn't much carefor that scenario. Nor did it fit known facts. Obvioudly, Odin knew at least some



of the rules were off; perhaps he knew, too, thateverything was changeable. Given his spy network,
even Odin could havefigured that out, eventudly.

| began to fed alittle better. Not much; but alittle.

I'd have felt better yet with the Biter in my hand. Funny, how naked | felt without it. | wondered if
Gary had felt the same way. He was out there, somewhere, in that vast, dark hall. | wondered if he was
awake, too, and what he was thinking. I missed having him around to bounce ideas off, or to offer
advice. Right now, | <MI>needed Gary Vernon's advice. Nobody on Earth redlized it, but | wasthe
only thing standing between them and Odin's version of Ragnarok. That left me holding severd hbillion
livesin my water-wrinkled hands.

My lips quirked wryly. If | were Earth's best chance, Earth wasin big, big trouble.

Rangrid stirred, and lifted her head. She saw me, and made an unhappy sound in her throat.

"It'stime, isn'tit?" | asked.

She nodded silently.

"Rangrid—"

"Don't. Please.”

She left the tub quietly, and dried hersdlf; then turned and held a clean towe for me. She kissed my
lipsagain, with tearsin her beautiful eyes; but she didn't shed them, and her chin came up resolutely,
reminding me of someone, fromlong ago. . . .

She hugged mefiercely. | held her for long moments, with my heart thumping so hard it hurt. |
wasn't sure whether she hugged me for comfort, or to offer it, but | wasn't ready to let go yet when she
findly pulled away. | cursed Odin and followed her into the bedroom, where she dressed mein battle
clothing. It felt alien and awkward. Heavy leather pants and shirt offered minimal protection. Over these
went a sword belt, to which | supposed | would hitch some sort of scabbard. | certainly didn't have a
sword of my own, and wondered darkly if Odin intended to offer me one. Last came my own boots,
carefully cleaned and laced with new lesther |aces.

"Neither of you will wear armor,” she said softly, "for thisisadud of skill, to test your cunning and
strength. Y ou will carry asword; Odin will carry sword and spear.”

"lan't that alittle lopsided?!

She bit her lip; then nodded.

"Dammit, Rangrid, thisisn't aduel; it'sagoddamned execution, and you know it. I've never carried
asword in my life; yet Odin's got hisfavorite wegpons, and twice as many, to boot. Why? He's dready
got the advantage. |s he that goddamned scared?”

"We need you," was al shewould say.

Likebloody hell.

| didn't answer at al. After amoment she crossed the room to a heavy cabinet, where she took out
asword and sheath. She squared her shoulders; then turned and held out the weapon. The gesture was
familiar. . ..

Abruptly | knew.

Knew, and hated the very sight of her. The pridein every line of her body was the same. Although
the hair that tumbled around her shoulders was golden instead of silver, and lines of age and grief had
been erased, dl thelittle familiarities had clicked into place.

It was her.

Ingrid Vernon.

| had spent the night with my best friend's grandmother.

And she worked for Gary's murderer.

"You—"

| couldn't even get the curse out past my throat. | wanted to strike her, punish her for such acrue
deception, for playing gameswith my life, and Gary's. Everything I'd felt while holding her, while making



love with her, burned to ashesin an ingtant.

"You. ..murderous . . .bitch . . .!" | stalked forward, fists clenched—

She whipped the sword up between us. Its flashing point stopped me cold. Angry as| was, |
wasn't about to get mysdlf killed before my chance at Odin came.

| narrowed my eyesto dits, and calculated my chances of ducking under her guard.Not very
damned good . . . She held her distance, but that wicked sword hung poised to strike.

"What'swrong, Rangrid?' | gritted. "Aren't you going to pressthe attack? Oh, sorry, | forgot.

Y ou're saving me for the boss, aren't you? Just exactly what was your assignment, Mrs. Vernon ? Keep
thefool busy screwing hisbrainsout haf the night, so helll be nice and tired for the grand finae? Damn
youto hdl,did you kill Gary yourself before Seipnir took him? "

| thought for an instant shewould strike. | hoped she did, so I'd have an excuseto kill her. Rangrid
was trembling. Her eyesflashed like the edge of the sword between us.

"I did not kill my grandson!"

"Blow it out your—"

"I DIDN'T KILL HIM!"

Something broke inside her. | could see it snap. The sword point dropped about six inches. She
heaved one great sob, and caught it back again, then squeezed shut her eyes. In that ingtant, | could've
taken her. | wasready for just that kind of opening. Ready, and more than capable of snapping her
lovely neck in about aquarter of asecond. In that moment, killing her would have been easy.

| dmost lunged. Almost.

A faint, high moan, and the convulsive swalow that followed it, sopped me. Her hand was shaking
despite the steadying weight of the sword. She opened too-bright eyes, and found my gaze. Something
told me she knew how close I'd cometo testing her speed with that sword. Something elsetold me she
wouldn't have struck.

Which was crazy.

Rangrid was one of Odin'sclosest dlies.

Her voice came at last, so choked | could hardly hear her.

"Did you think the old stories weren't true? Of course we lead mortd lives, take loversand
husbands, give birth to strong warriors, fiery daughters. Y our race is stronger and better for it. Not all
our sonsbleed for the Vafather. . . ."

Her voice strangled.

Mine came out cold, each word a piece of ice dropping into the silence. "Gary wasn't supposed to
die"

"No!l Hewasnot! | till don't know why Odin took him! It wasn't the righttime . There should have
been awife, children. . . ."

There were no words to express what was inside me. There was nothing in striking range for meto
kill. So | bit down onit, and stored it up to give to Odin when the time was right.

"l even went to Skuld,” Rangrid said harshly. "I demanded an answer. She wouldn't say anything!
Wouldn'tdo anything. She just looked right through me, likeit wasn't my affair. . . ."

Her laugh hurt me.

"Canyou imagine," Rangrid said, her voice shattering again on asemihysericad note, " not my
affair?" Her eyesmet mineagain. "Andyou ," she snarled—the sword came up again—"how could you
possibly say such thingsto me? | should havemade Skuld take back the Biter, rather than let it fal to the
likesofyou —"

"Skuld?" | interrupted. "What do you mean? Why would you give the Biter to Skuld?"

Rangrid blinked. "My God. Y ou redly don't know what | gave you, do you?'

| very nearly exploded. Instead, | counted to thirty—in German, English, and Spanish, then Sarted
over in German, just to be sure—and said, "No. How could 17"



Thetip of her sword dropped just the tiniest fraction. Rangrid frowned. " Skuld carved the Biter
with her own hands, before the Vafather was born.”

That explained why it was black. Whatever it had started out as, her hands had burned every
millimeter of itssurface. A chill settled over me. If Skuld were theliving personification of the future,
which burned away each second of our lives, what in God's name wasthe Sy Biter?

Rangrid's voice went bitter again. "All of us, dl the valkyries, share that in common with the Biter.
All of usare older than Odin. We rodeto battle at Skuld's bidding long before he took over Asgard,
long before he tried to banish the Vanir.”

She shook wildly tumbled hair across bare shoulders. "He did not succeed! No more than he
succeeded in stedling the Biter for himsdlf. I've kept it hidden away in my morta family for centuries,
where not even Hugin and Munin thought to look. After al the centuriesweve spent in Vahala, Odin
trusts us valkyries, and never suspected.” She sniffed, with along, long lifetime of disdainin that Sngle
sound. "Besides, Skuld ismy elder sster. Naturaly, when the last of my family died, | took the Biter
back to her for safekeeping.”

| tried to digest dl these bits of news. Shook the wrinkles out of them and put them in perspective
with everything dse. "And just what did Skuld say when you tried to return it?"

Rangrid frowned. "It didn't make sense, then." She met my eyes, and scowled. "Although it makes
too much sense now. Skuld told me a stubborn young fool was going to need it, because he was
probably on hisway to making some serious enemies.”

"Huh." That was putting things mildly.

A tiny verticd line between her brows marred perfection.

"It was s0 unlike Skuld to say that, too. Strange things are happening in the Worlds. . . ."

"You bet your swest . . . life”

Skuld's blade—Skuld's!

How had they known the way | would react to Gary's murder? Actuadly, that was no great
mystery. Given the circumstances of Gary's death—and my own peculiar personaity—it wouldn't have
taken ageniusto figure that out. Skuld had made a couple of logica guesses, and tossed the knife into
my likeliest path. The Sy Biter had smply hopped aboard my bandwagon, and come aong for theride,
lending ahand now and again when | got mysdlf inevitably into trouble.

Quite unexpectedly, | felt awholelot better. The Biter might not be in my possession, but it wasn't
part of my enemy'sarsena. That had to count for something. And Odin wasterrified. Rusty tools,
abandoned at the foot of the Norns carved hall, flashed through my memory. | smiled—

And Rangrid shuddered.

| glanced into her eyes and a plan took form. "Rangrid, I'm going to ask you a question—and you'd
better think very, very carefully before you answer. I'm herefor one reason. | doubt | haveto tell you
what. Odin murdered your grandson, maybe even your son and your husband—are they here, too?" |
asked abruptly.

Theflinch in her eyeswasall the answer | needed.

"Dammit, he'skilling the whole world. All nine of them. No more. I'm going to stop him. Oneway
or another. If you support him, then you'd better leaveright now. But if you aren't lyingto me. . . Well,
last nightyou were the one who pointed out you're not like him, right around the time you started gushing
about honor. Just now . . ."

What could | possibly say about just now?

"Y ou've put up with his bullshit longer than anybody should ever haveto. If | werein your place,
I'd want his head on aplatter, for what he's done to your family, not to mention al the other people he's
murdered—yes, dammit, murdered, don't pretend it's anything ese.”

She closed her lips over aprotest shedidn't finish.

"Support me, Rangrid. All I want isafair chance. For my world."



She stared at me. Then dowly, shelowered the sword. Its point dug into the floor. Maybe my plan
was working. When she spoke her voice was so soft | had to strain to catch her words.

"I admired you—wanted you—from the moment you cameto hisgrave. Youwere. . . aire. From
within. But held sotightly in check . . ." She shivered. "It terrified me to think what would happen when
you let that fire loose. Part of me wanted to see you take on Odin face-to-face; part of me. . ."

Shelooked up, met my gaze. "'l didn't want you to die, too."

| believed her—despite everything—and felt like ahed. There had been that moment, in her living
room, when my gaze had locked with hers. . . . For acouple of heartbedts, it wasamost like I'd never
left Oregon. | found, to my intense shock, that | was il willing to die to give thiswoman—thisvalkyrie
—what she wanted. But not until 1'd given Odin what was coming to him.

Rangrid whispered, "My sigtersride for accident victims now. Men who die of poison gases.
Earthquake and flood and fire victims. Hel hates us. We—at |east | —hate ourselves, what we've
become. But what are we to do? Skuld no longer speaks with us, and Ragnarok is upon us, and we are
not ready—"

"Would you be ready anyway?'

"Yes, [—"

| interrupted wearily. "Rangrid, you wouldn't be ready if you had another thousand years. Odin's
hell-bent on dying in ablaze of glory and gore. He's dragging you and everything € se down with him. Do
you redlly want to die with a sword through your guts? Or drown in your own blood from poison, or
have Surt's bully boys burn you dive, and do it so fast you still havetimeto hold your skin asit fals off —

"Sop!" Rangrid was ashen. "Please, stop, | know what Ragnarok will be like, and | know it's
hopel ess—"

"Then why keep doing Odin'sdirty work?"

Sheflinched, and didn't answer.

"My God," | said, utterly exasperated, "and they cal the human race shortsighted, blind, and
upid.”

That earned me ahot glare. "1 am not shortsighted, blind,or supid!”

"Oh?" | asked softly. "Then proveit, Rangrid."

Her voice broke on desperation. "l can't! Ragnarok can't be changed! Odin will diethen . Nothing
| do can stop him from killing you,because you can't possibly kill him! "

"Yesl can.”

| said it quietly, reasonably, with the assurance of unassailable fact.

She stood gulping for severa seconds, unable to find words. Findly, she whispered, "How can you
know?'

Good question; but | wasn't quitting now. "Because therules are off. Y ou still don't seeit, do you?
Y ou went to Skuld for answers, because Odin shouldn't have been able to take Gary from that wreck.
Skuld didn't have any answers, because shecan't answer. All bets are off. Odin's been operating under
freewill, and so have you, but you didn't know it. Canyou explain why Odin's so scared of me? Just
because | might have freed Loki?

| laughed. It was an ugly sound. "Sorry, Rangrid, it won't wash. If I'm just part of the grand
scheme, what'sto fear? 1'd be just acog in the wheel—and not avery big cog, at that. No, Rangrid ,
he's scared because the grand scheme'sin tatters around hisfeet. Odin knows damned well | can kill
him. That'swhy he's stacked the deck so badly against me. You can make the difference. Y ou can do
whatever you please, Rangrid, choose whatever side you want, be aloose cannon he's not expecting.
And think about this. Odin has no honor. Y ou lose whatever honor you ever had, following his orders.”

That redlly shook her. Rangrid's face went pale, and atremor cameto her hands. Getting a
goddess who had thousands of years worth of conditioning to predestination to swalow free will was



tough; getting her to swallow treason was tougher. But then, treason alway's has been defined by the
winner. John Adams and Tom Jefferson were traitors on one side of the Atlantic, patriots on the other.

| did sympathize with her. | knew how I'd fed if some green-horned, mealy-mouthed little dien
showed up and tried to convince me that the law of gravity had stopped working—and camly invited
me to jump off the western rim of the Grand Canyon just to see for mysdif. | dso knew exactly how I'd
felt the day that dimy little German bastard had offered me ten thousand dollars for our code book.

I'd put him in the hospital. Then I'd reported him. Last I'd heard, hewas till in prison. At least
Rangrid didn't ook like she planned on dismembering me. That was something.

"If," | continued very gently, "what you said about the fina battle being so close at hand istrue, then
you've got precious little time left to make adecison. Y ou can either die stupidly—usdesdy—with
Odin, or you can do something about him. | know | sound crazy as hell. But what in the world do you
think drove meto go through all the agony | went through to get here? It took me weeksto convince
myself , and | started out with an even bigger handicap than yours—I didn't even believe Odin wasresl

Her lips quirked in aghost of her former amile.

"The more | learned—and the more times Odin tried to kill me—the angrier | got, until the only
sanething | could do was find him, and stop him. Somebody has to stop him, Rangrid. It'sawhole new,
unpredictable ballgame out there; and the way hel'srunning thiswar, itis already over, because your
generd's convinced himsdlf he'sdready log.”

She studied my face earnestly, and chewed at one thumbnail for amoment. Then stared at the
thumb self-conscioudy and dropped her hand to her side.

"Goon, please" shesaid very quietly.

| drew a deep breath. "Rangrid, if you can't—or won't—stand up to one outdated old tyrant, then
you don't deserveto survive, either. He may well kill me out theretoday. Hell, he might kill me sofat, |
won't even havetimeto ydl. But I'll go down kicking and biting every step of theway. And I'll try torip
out histhroat with my teeth as| die, because | know how desperately he's got to be stopped. And if |
win..."

Her eyes widened.

| added softly, "If I kill Odin, theneverything changes. At the very least, | think I'm a better soldier
than heis. | don't lieto people, and | keep my promises—and don't make promises | know | can't keep.
| may be nothing but amorta man, Rangrid; but | think I'm a better man than heisagod.”

Thetearsin her eyes spilled over. | couldn't quite bring mysdf to add that | didn't want to die ill
thinking of her asmy enemy.

Rangrid whirled, and flung the sword. It embedded itsdlf point-first in thewall, and hung there,
quivering. My eyes widened. Good God, shewas strong. . . .

Aningant later, | was engulfed by one hundred thirty pounds of vakyrie. For at least five minutes,
neither one of us spared a single second for breathing. When we unclutched, | had to gulp for oxygen.
Her eyesblazed.

"QOdin," she hissed, with alook in her eyesthat made me very glad shewasn't my enemy, "will take
your lifeonly if hekillsmefirgt! And | am very much harder to kill than you."

It was not a boast.

| grinned and said, "Got any last words for your hero?"

She didn't; but then, she didn't need any.

And I'd thought that previous kissexplosive. . . .

When wefinaly cameup for air again, | held out one hand, alittle shakily. "Better give me that
damned silly sword, Rangrid."

She managed to free it with one emphatic grunt, then handed it over hilt first. | examined it
gppreciatively. Being hurled into thewall didn't seem to have done it any harm. It wasn't ancient work,



because the blade and hilt were quite obvioudy made from modern materiads; but whoever had made it
had put months of loving work intoit. | wasn't afencer; but | was awegpons buff, and a perennia
haunter of military museums. I'd never seen craftsmanship likeit inmy life. | repressed awistful sigh, then
resheathed it and fastened the sheath to my sword bdlt. | got it right only after she shook her head and
showed me how.

"It'shopeless," she murmured, watching me make awvkward practice swings. "Hell cut you down
whereyou stand. It isn't fair."

| flashed her aconfident grin that had nothing to do with theway | fdt. "Darling Rangrid, hedidn't
intend it to befair. I'll just haveto fight dirty."

She laughed, and threw her arms around my neck, kissing me again until we were both dizzy. |
finaly broke my lipsfree. "I don't suppose you've got a machine gun stashed anywhere around here? I'm
adamned fine shat, if | do say so mysdf. .. ."

She shook her head dowly. "Odin fights only with traditional weapons.”

"Huh. Figures. How the hell does he aim to fight amodern battle that way? Don't answer; | already
know. Heintends on losing. Stupid way to planawar. . . ."

Her eyeswent dark. "I don't want you to die," she whispered. "We need you to fight Surt and the
sonsof Muspdll; but it'salive we need you. If hekillsyou, Randy, you'll just be one of hismillions—and
be wasted, dong with the rest of them.”

"Then I'll just have to take care not to get killed, won't I?" The breezy bravado in my voice bardly
masked the dread | felt. "Y ou, uh, better get dressed; | think we're late.”

Therewas afearful pounding at the door. Rangrid threw herself into armor faster than I'd have
thought possible without doing injury to sensitive spots. When she opened the door, another incredibly
beautiful woman in full battle armor stood outside.

"Heisready?"

"Yes, sster. We areready.”

Rangrid's reply warmed me to the bottom of my terrified cockles. | threw her asmile; then
resolutely squared my shoulders, grabbed my courage in both fists, and marched out to meet Odin.

Chapter Nineteen

The great hall beyond the private chambers was a shambles. Broken dishes and tables,
clean-picked bones, unidentifiable bits of garbage, spilled mead, and afew unconscious warriors were
strewn randomly across the floor. Those warriors on their feet were swaying badly. The civilians|'d seen
the previous night were conspicuoudy absent.

Odin waited on hismassive throne. His single ruby eye followed our progress through the stench
and the mess. My escorts saluted him, athough | noted that Rangrid's was doppy. | Smply waited,
poised lightly on the balls of my feet, one swesting hand on the hilt of my silly sword. I'd rather—far
rather—have been holding Gary's knife, or even my lost AR-180rifle.

Odin's glance swept me dismissively. "Are you prepared to die, morta ?"

| grinned. "Even the gods die sometime. Maybe thisisyours , eh, Odin?'

Rangrid drew a sharp breath. The other valkyrie made an abortive move toward her sword. |
ignored them both. Odin's face had lost color. The hall was so quiet, | heard afaint belch from at least a
mile down thetables.

Hisatempt at asneering grinwasadismd falure. "This should be uncommonly entertaining.” It
came out sounding forced.

| was, perhaps, more relaxed than | had aright to be. "I hope you sold lots of ringside seats. It isn't
every day agod getstheimmorta shit kicked out of him. Hell, after today, my future'sin the bag: cered
endorsements, sportswear franchises, maybe even ashot at a commentator dot onMonday Night
Football. "



His stare was vacuous. Beside me Rangrid made a strangled noise that sounded suspicioudy like
choking laughter.

Odin scowled. | guess even Neanderthds catch on eventually when someone scores off them; he
obvioudy didn't have the faintest ideahow to score back. So he settled for an uncreative curseand a
speech that was beginning to sound like a broken record.

"Y ou have comeliving to Vahala'—I never said he was genius materid —"and you have feasted
under my roof and partaken of the pleasures reserved for the Einherjar alone.

"Y ou now must demonstrate that you deserve the right to join our ranks, or forfeit not only your
life, but aso your soul, to everlasting torment in the darkest, frozen wastes of Niflhel. The choiceis
yours. Diefighting and join us; or die shamefully, asacoward dies. Which do you choose?"

| stood watching him for amoment; then deliberately folded my arms across my chest and spat to
onesde. I'dfight him, dl right—and dieif | had to—but | wasn't about to buy into that ridiculous pair of
choices Theway | had it figured, | had three options: fight and win, fight and die, or fight to adraw. If it
turned out | couldn't physicaly kill him, then | had only one dim chance. And that depended on two
things: Was Odin a betting man? And could | trust his sworn word to honor alost bet?

Y egh, right.

| didn't have much choice.

So | looked him up and down; then spat on the floor again, and launched into it.

"Who the hell taught you to make speeches? Professor Bigwind at Pompous University, Bombast
101?1f | thought you could fight aswell asyou talk, your offer might actualy be tempting.”

The vacuous stare returned. Hell, it wasn't nearly as much fun scoring off someone too stupid to
appreciate your wit.

A murmur of laughter ran through the crowd behind me, though. Odin might not get it; but the
Einherjar did. Odin's face and neck began to turn red under al that hair. A little dow, our boy, but not
entirely dim. Maybe hewasjust getting senile?

| added with adrawl, "Y ou redize, of course, getting killed isn't in my game plan. | came hereto kill
you . Tdl youwhat: I'll fight you. And if you can kill me, I'll join up with the boys. If you cant, or if |
drikeakilling blow—"

He interrupted me with asnort. "Y ou know well enough you cannot kill me. Fenrir isfated to bring
my death; not you, nor any otherman ." Therewasworry in hiseye, though, and his bravado didn't
digod it.

"—or," | went on, asif he hadn't spoken, "one that wouldbe akilling blow if you were an ordinary
man like me, then thefight ends, and | win."

"Y our point, mortal?" he asked tedily.

"Just that. | win; you lose. I'm free to go my merry way—and you will step down forever as head
of the gods and genera of the armies of the Einherjar.”

Odin gaped. Even Rangrid gasped. A low mutter spread through the hall as dead warriors passed
aong my challenge. The only thing Odin seemed capable of was sputtering.

| nudged alittle harder.

"What'swrong? It'sjust asporting little bet, between rivals. A minute ago, you were a| set to tear
my living heart out and edt it for lunch. Don't tell me the great Odin's achickenshit? Y ou'll break my

Rangrid gasped. The muttering became amuted roar. Odin's face went dowly purple, out to the
roots of his hair. For amoment | thought | wouldn't have to fight him, because he looked like he was
about to have a stroke.

| decided to giveit onelast shove and twist. | glanced at Rangrid. "Hell'sbells, Rangrid, | thought
you were just paying me acompliment when you said | was abigger man than Odin."

Sheflamed scarlet. | winked. The other valkyrie gasped audibly, and stared. | noted peripherally



that shewasn't staring at my face. Asfor the Einherjar . . .

Laughter erupted at the front tables and spread in spastic waves. Odin looked dazed for an instant,
resembling ahairy, purple, dumbstruck virgin caught with his pants down.

The nearest Einherjar howled and pointed; Odin waslosing them, and he knew it.

His mouth worked, and his Adam's apple bobbed convulsively, then his harsh voice rang out
acrossthe hal. "Itisafool'sbargain! Donel"

| grinned. "Y o, fool, you just made yoursdlf adedl.”

Laughter exploded out of control. | thought for an instant Odin would jump meright where | stood.
Rangrid tensed.

Instead, he spat, "Rangrid Shield-Destroyer! Takethis. . . thisslver-tongued son of Loki to the
battlefield!" He stabbed a pointing finger at a distant door, which looked like it was about a mile avay.
"Il bewaiting!"

He spun on his hed so fast, both ravens squawked and took flight. He vanished through aside
door. A moment later, | heard hisvoiceraised in bellowed curses.

Rangrid looked allittle round-eyed as she met my glance. | winked again, and gestured grandly.
"Shdl we?'

A dow amilelit her eyes. "You," she said succinctly, her lipstwitching uncontrollably, "area
thoroughgoing, unrepentant bastard.”

"Oh, without doubt.” I grinned. " After you, dear lady."

Rangrid had other ideas, however. She got her sister to lead the way, and chose rear guard herself.
It was probably just aswdll; the other valkyrie was so white-lipped, she might've been tempted to
skewer me, if she'd been presented with a convenient target like my back. | certainly didn't bank on the
other valkyries possessing anything like Rangrid's motive for defecting.

They escorted meinto the press of crowding Einherjar. A swelling roar gathered as men beat
empty flagons on tabletops. | heard shouts of encouragement and |last-minute advice. The noise level
mounted deafeningly, beating againgt us with near-physicd force, and sill we moved down endlesslines
of tables. When at last we gained the cavernous doorway, the mael strom of noise died away behind us,
and amad scramble for the best vantage point came inits place.

| blinked and paused for an ingtant on the threshold.

"What isit?' Rangrid asked tersdly.

"Uh. .. nothing," | muttered. Hadtily, | strode forward before the Einherjar—jammed into the
doorway behind us—could trample our hedls. Y esterday, when we'd come in through adifferent door,
we'd ridden up across a broad plain. Beyondthis door were rocky hills, muddy valleys, and twisting,
treacherouslittle gorges with angry white water snarling through stony riverbeds. The size of the Vahall
staggered the imagination. Useful for battle training, though . . .

Odin waited atop a barren ridge, seated on Sleipnir. The horse bore the brunt of histemper.
Seipnir tossed his head fretfully. There was blood in the foam at his muzzle. Odin constantly jerked the
bit in hismouth. It was alousy way to treat avauable horse. | wasalittle surprised Seipnir stood for it.
Even from here, | could see the war-horse's eyesrolling white.

| narrowed my own eyes. Did he mean to fight from Seipnir? A man on foot was at abad enough
disadvantage againgt aman on horseback; but Sleipnir'slittletrick of popping in and out of redity left me
with snking apprenensonin my belly.

Wéll, | hadn't expected afair fight, and | knew atrick or two that might just Sartle acavaryman
into afata error.

When | heard afamiliar, spine-chilling howl, | turned, badly startled. Further down theridgeline,
where the vantage was best, was Fenrir. He snarled wildly at the end of hischain. A one-handed man
held grimly onto the quivering fetter. Each time the wolf lunged, Tyr's shoulder and arm Strained to hold
him. | wouldn't have thought Tyr would get anywhere near Fenrir again. Thewolf had bitten off his other
hand the day they'd chained him.



Just beyond Fenrir's davering reach, Thor swung his short-handled maul asthough it werea
jackhammer. He was busy driving the boulder that pegged Fenrir's chain deep into the earth.

Tyr, struggling to hold the wolf, bellowed, "Hurry the hell up, Thor! The bloody fight's about to
dart."
Thor grunted sharply and finished the job. He stepped back, and nodded once. Tyr let go the
chain. Fenrir's snarled cry set up anearly sublimina resonance through the sword blade jammed into his
jaws. | pressed ahand againgt my skull bones and shook my head against the painful sound. Tyr lunged

out of Fenrir'sway, then strolled closer, chatting animatedly with Thor. The red-haired god, | noted
dourly, watched me narrowly and caressed hiswar hammer Mjollnir. Fenrir gave onefind snarl, then
turned hisbaeful green eyesonme.

Hewhined piteoudly.

| growled under my breath. Odin was one sadistic son-of-a-bitch.

| turned my gaze away, sickened. Wed stopped in a broad, shallow valley below the Fenris Wolf's
vantage point. Rangrid turned to me.

"Fight well, hero," she murmured. She drew me close. Her lipswere warm and trembling against
mine. "Take the kiss of Rangrid Shield-Destroyer into battle.” 1 thought for an instant she was going to
cry. Then she shook her hair back, lifted her chin in the motion I'd come to recognize, and stepped back.

| sood doneinthevaley.

Asaoneasalive human can be surrounded by more dead men than Genghis Khan had Ieft in his
wake.

Theair trembled with the swelling noise from tens of thousands of throats. "O...din! O. . .din!
O...dn"

Tyr had squatted down comfortably on his haunches up on theridgeline. Thor was beginning to
grin. Odin shook aheavy war spear above his head in agesture of confidence. Numbing sound rolled
over us, gtirring the blood—his hat, mine cold.

| knew, of course, what he held. It wasn't just a spear, any more than Sleipnir wasjust an
eight-legged horse. The weapon was called Gungnir. The dwarves had presented it to him asagesture
of obeisance.

Gungnir never missed itsmark.

Never.

As Odin held Gungnir on high, the tumult gradualy died away. Silence stretched taut.

"Einherjar," Odin said. He spoke without raising hisvoice; yet | knew that even the farthest,
dimmest rankslost in the misty distance heard him clearly, so profound wasthe silence.

"There hascometo Vdhdlaaliving mortd"—cripes, was that the only speech he knew?—"who
has chalenged your Vafather to persona combat. His courageisgreat.”

Odin's sneer reveded what he redlly thought of me; but he waswary of saying it after his
comeuppance in front of these men.

"Before the sun sets on our feasting, he will join you as brother. Honor to him! Honor to you dl!
Let battle bejoined!”

A shock wave blasted through the valey, a spontaneous, inchoate deluge of noise from the
Einherjar. Odin hooked hisleg over Seipnir'swithersand did easly to the ground. He wasfighting on
foot, thank God. With sweating fingers | dragged my sword from its sheeth. Odin might call mea
slver-tongued son of Loki, but | was one helluvaworried one. | knew al too well what my odds of
success were. Somewhere behind me, | heard some poor fool betting money onme ; and abruptly felt
better.

Then there was no time | &ft to worry about anything.

Odin strode down theridgeline, not quite loping. | considered whether to let the bastard come to
me, or carry the fight to him. He had the reach of me, armed with a spear against my sword. Odin held



his wegpon in the classic bayonet assault position as he closed the distance. Hisright hand gripped the
haft just above the butt, with the butt end tucked between elbow and hip. He grasped the haft farther
toward the deadly iron point with the other hand, ready to jab or charge.

| watched his narrowed bloody red eye for any betraying movement that would telegraph hisintent.
Hesquinted dightly. . ..

And charged.

| shifted into aclassic right guard, with my right sde toward him, sword ready in front of me. Odin
droveforward, like afreight train on full seam. Theiron spear point never wavered amillimeter from
true. Hewas driving Gungnir straight toward my center of mass. At the last possible second, with the
glittering sharp tip a hairbreadth from my skin, | shifted hard left. Gungnir's point passed harmlesdy
behind my shoulder.

Before | had timeto be shocked that Gungnir had missed, | seized the haft. | shoved the spear
point down hard, driving it into the ground with Odin's own momentum. Odin stumbled. | legped clear.
A booming wave of sound rolled over us.

Odin ripped the point free and charged again.

| dropped into left guard, left Sde toward him.

Thistime when he rushed past my shoulder, | deflected the spear haft upward with theflat of my
sword. | dropped the blade ingtantly, and grabbed Gungnir with both hands. Again using hisown
momentum, | shoved the spear shaft straight up and back over Odin's shoulder. Gungnir's razor-edged
point windmilled in acircle. Odin wasforced to let go. He howled in pain as his arm was wrenched
beyond its normd range of motion.

| couldn't hear my own panting breath above the thunderous noise. The point came down hard
behind Odin. The spear whichcould not miss, had. Twice.

And now it was mine.

Hetwisted blindly around, his mouth agape as| grasped the haft and swung the point around at his
exposed sde—

A tornado-force wind dammed me backward. | sprawled flat, badly winded. A shadow fell
toward me. . ..

| jerked sSideways, dragging the spear with me. Odin dammed into the dirt. His sword blade sank
into the mud dl theway up to the guard. | rolled to my feet and so did he, wrenching mightily on the
buried weapon. Before he could evade, | charged.

Two steps from achieving Odin shish kebab, | staggered. A cloying stench hit me wetly in the face.
A decaying corpse—itsrotting flesh falling away in gobbets and chunks—rose out of the ground and
grappled me. The damned thing tripped me up and clawed itsway higher asit pulled itself up out of the
muddy earth. 1ts hands were dimy and cold, itsflesh disconcertingly solid. Its grip was astenacious as
an dligator sngpping turtl€'s.

| stabbed and clubbed at it with Odin's spear, knocking off hunks of dead mest; but the decaying
hands clung like leeches. A bony skull leered blindly through empty eye sockets. Nearly liquid brainsthe
color of dead a gae oozed out through them. The gpparition shifted its grip. Bile rosein my throat as
some of the stuff dripped across my hands. | set my jaws, and shattered the skull case with the butt of
the spear, but till 1 couldn't pull free.

Feet congsting mostly of bone tangled with my own and we crashed backward. The obscenity fell
with me, smothering mein dime and rotted flesh.

I'd lost my grip on the spear. | wasleft with nothing but my bare hands. Tearing with fingers,
kicking with booted feet, | wrenched my way clear of the mess, sufficiently to see Odin—spear once
again in hand—»bearing down on me. | rolled violently aside. Abruptly | was asfree of dime and gore as
though it had never existed.

The spear point buried itsdf in the earth where I'd been.

| scrambled to my feet. A gibbering, five-foot-high skull with fire shooting from eye and nose



sockets salled through the air at me. | dodged under the lower jaw, snatched up my discarded sword,
and threw mysdf a Odin again.

Now | knew why they cdled him Helblindi, he-who-blinds-with-death.

Too bad for him the "helblindi" ploy wasn't working. | began to fed hopeful—whichwasa
damnfool thing to do.

Odin fell back, feinting left; and | whirled to face him.

And suddenly a hot flush spread through me. Whatever it was, it hit my brain like afifth of whiskey
gulped nest. | was abruptly—redingly—drunk out of my mind. The horizon tilted wildly. | staggered,
trying to stay on my feet. A large blur lurched forward, toward me. | had to remind myself that | wasthe
one doing the lurching, not the blur. Then | reaized my eyeswere blurred, not the shape barreling down
on melikeabull éephant.

| tried to move out of the way, which wasamistake. | tangled my feet together and landed flat on
my face, breathing mud. Wet earth splattered into one ear as afoot thudded into the ground right beside
me. Gradualy it occurred to methat my drunken mistake had saved my life.

| crawled to my hands and knees and shook my head in an attempit to cleer it. | willed the ground
to quit heaving and billowing like ocean waves. Then | reminded myself that Odin was somewhere
behind me, charging at my exposed back. Therewas no way | could get out of hisway. So | fell flat
agan—and a spear point whistled across my back. The draft of its passage left goose bumps aong
naked flesh where it had split open my leather shirt. The Einherjar's cheering shook the very ground.

Someone—it had to be Odin—was swearing nonstop. | shook my head again, il trying to clear
it. These sensations were Odin's doing. They weren't redl.

| remembered First Officer Spock muttering, "The bulletsarenot redl . . ." while the Earps blazed
away, and | giggled drunkenly. Y eah, that wastheticket. Thisdrunkisnot real. . . .

It occurred to me, in my befuddled state, that somewherein thisvaley, Gary was watching me
crawl around on dl fourswhile Odin finished me off &t hisleisure.

That made me mad. Hatred colder than theicein Niflhel spread through me. Asthe hatred grew
stronger, the drunken stupor faded. My eyes focused sharply. With aprickling of the hairs on my neck, |
lunged to my feet. Blind ingtinct prompted atwisting, Sdeways motion. An animal shriek struck my ears.
| felt more than heard the passage of something massive just behind my |eft shoulder. | snappedinto a
diving forward roll. | came up scanning wildly for my lost sword and Odin's current position.

Movement overhead caught my eye. | sngpped my attention skyward. Silhouetted against the
bloody skieswas a gigantic eagle, big enough for astarring role in aHarryhausen Sinbad movie. It
clutched Gungnir in greet, curved taons. The bloodred light from Vahallas skies glinted off those curved
daggers as the huge bird of prey dove fast and hard. | scurried backward and sideways—

My ankles sank into something cold and wet. My foot twisted under me as| stumbled over a
buried rock. I windmilled wildly and fell flat again, back into a deep snowdrift. The eagle was diving at
my belly, screaming out of apulsng vermilion sky. . . .

| was helplessto move. Irresistible surges of sexua blissleft me shaking and weak. | groaned
aoud. My eyesrolled back in my head, and | felt awarm stain spreading across the insgde of my heavy
leather pants. . . .

Then my right thigh cramped. My foot cramped even worse. | rolled over in agony. | tried to rub
the spasmed leg muscles with one hand while | forced the foot out straight with the other. That brought
on an even worse spasm, and left me doubled over and rolling around like some demented pillbug.

A meass of feathers and bone dammed into the snow with meteoric force. Abruptly | was engulfed
in asmothering cloud. One huge wing buffeted me, with enough force to stun. Then, asthe eagle
struggled to right itsdlf, it backwinged to regain its balance. Theleading edge of itswing caught mein the
sde. Theforce of the blow rolled me a ong the snowbank like one of those cartoon characters bouncing
aong at the center of argpidly growing snowbal.

By thetime| dithered to asquishy hdt, al thought of cramped muscles had left me. In fact, the



cramps had vanished as quickly asthe corpse. | struggled to my feet. Odin was back in man form,
literdly spitting mud where his beak had plowed deep into the muck. Hisfurs were askew. He was
cursing o hotly, sparks crackled spontaneoudly in the air about him.

Odin yanked the great spear free of the mud with one Herculean pull. He kicked at the snow. It
vanished. My lost sword reappeared, buried halfway to the hilt in the muck like Arthur's sword in the
stone. Odin spat one final mouthful of muddy sdiva, bent my sword downward, and stepped on the
blade with onefoot. Then he yanked up hard on the hilt.

Rangrid's sword broke with a snapping sound that brought a hush to the onlookers. | thought |
heard asingle sob, cut short.

My eyes narrowed. | flexed my fingers, watching coldly as Odin flung away the usdess hilt of my
sole weapon. He stepped forward, and rai sed the spear.

"Now," he snarled, "we end thislittle game!"

| watched him begin hislunge. Time dowed. | tensed, ready to meet him with nothing but my naked
fingers. Swest poured from me. My fingers twitched, wanting the fedl of the black-bladed weapon Odin
hed stolen from me—

Itswarm haft did snugly into my palm.

TheBiter'stall lashed firmly around my wrigt. The Biter met Gungnir'siron point and shoved it
upward. The blade did dong Gungnir'siron socket with a shrieking whine that sent sparksflying in every
direction. The Sy Biter'slong blade pulsed with an aura that looked black in the bloody light of
Vahdlasskies.

The spear point whistled harmlesdy past my shoulder. | grabbed the haft in my free hand and
wrenched it asde—

And Odin lunged straight onto the Biter's waiting blade.

| gritted my teeth, and braced my wrist with my other hand, then wrenched upward with al my
srength. | cut through muscle and bone. | heard an immortd, gawdawful scream. . . .

Then Odin was past me. He crouched on one knee, huddled in on himself. | gasped for air,
deafened by the screaming Einherjar. The Biter hung expectantly in my hand.

Sowly Odin straightened. He turned to face me, holding his belly. Blood oozed from between his
fingers. Not gushed—oozed. Slowly. And fell off to ameretrickle while | watched. Odin swore, tearing
off ruined fursto reveal along, nasty gash in his abdomen. It was healing before my eyes. He scratched
ascabbing scar that obvioudly itched, passed wind, and worked one shoulder asthough it had twinged a
little.

Too winded to do anything else, | just stared, first at the healed wound, then at the blade in my
hand, which had failed me. | got an impresson of deep dismay from it, and decided that thistime, at
least, the Biter was not at fault.

Brunowski had warned me thereldd be dayslike this.

| scrubbed my face with the back of one hand, and waited. There was ill our bet. And if he didn't
honor that, I'd try cutting off his head. What worked against Dracula. . .

"I did warnyou," Odin wheezed. He wagged afinger inmy direction. "It isnot my timeto die. The
Biter knowsthat. Did you truly think Skuld's favorite blade would harm me before my time?"

| didn't bother to answer. He didn't want one, in any case.

"l must confess some small jelousy. The blade was once mine. | had thought it loya when |
relieved you of it." He shrugged. "I grow weary of this nonsense, mortd. Y ou have fought well. Y our
end shdl be quick, and well rewarded.”

Pardysis hit before | could protest. | couldn't move, not even my lips. I'd expected him to break
the bet; but not this. . . .

An angry roar went up from the Einherjar; then Rangrid sprawled into my line of vision. Her lips
were bloody. The side of her face was aready bruised.



Odin shouted, "Thisis none of your affair, traitorous bitch!" He added akick to the ribswhen she
tried to drag hersdlf to her feet. She doubled up, and lay ill. "I'll dedl with you later!™

Exerting al my strength only brought rivers of sweet into my eyes. | quickly discovered | couldn't
even blink to clear them. At the very fringes of my peripherd vison, | saw movement. With an effort that
cost me burst blood vessalsin my nose, | managed to blink until | could see.

Off to my right, an oak tree was growing. Its gnarled trunk split the wet earth asits diameter
swelled from sapling to water-oak-sized monster in lesstime than it took to think about it. Darkness
engulfed me. The huge tree spread heavy branches and thick |eaves between me and the bloody skies.
A massive branch dipped invitingly afew feet above my head. Itsleavesrustied quietly in the breeze.

Odin gtrode into view, al trace of humor gone from his craggy face. In one hand he held a coil of
thick rope; tucked under his other arm was the spear.

He drove the spear point into the soft earth, and kicked vicioudy again at Rangrid when shetried
to cut hislegs out from under him. Then, using dow, ddiberate motions, he knotted a hangman's noose.
Swest flooded down me. Blood streamed from my nose; but | couldn't move anything. | remained
frozen as amarble statue, and watched—raging and helpless—while he dipped the heavy rope over my
head. He grinned into my face.

"A bigger man than Odin, en?'

He tightened the noose cruelly around my throat. A quick flick of hiswrist sent the freeend sailing
over thewaiting branch and back into his hands.

He pulled hard, taking up dack. Coarse, thickly twisted fibers cut into my windpipe and carotid
artery. | swayed into the air. He hauled me up until just the tips of my toes remained in contact with the
earth. Then hetied off the end, pulled his spear free, and moved directly in front of me. | fought to move,
and gurgled obscendly. No air got past the back of my mouth. Blood pounded agonizingly in my ears.
Pain bit deep into my throat. My chest heaved—Dbut nothing got into my lungs, save spittle.

Odin watched with aleering grin. He was savoring every second of this. . . . Rasping, gargled
sounds and the thunder of blood filled my ears. Pain seared my throat, burning inside and out. My
tongue felt thick as old shoeleather. Pounding agony filled my heed, lay like stonesin my heaving chest. .

The entire universe seemed to collapse. It shrank in onitsdf until &l that remained was one blazing
crimson eye, burning in the air before me. Then even sight of hiseye vanished into ared mist. Searing,
icy hatred shook through me. It coursed like adrug through my veins, exploded through my entire bodly.

Abruptly I was moving. | clawed at the rope above my head, before the front of my brain had time
to register what the lizard back of it already knew. Freedom might be short-lived. . . .

| hauled mysalf upward to ease the pressure on my throat, and tore madly at the choking noose.
Some instinct screamed at meto kick out. | did so, blindly, with both feet. My boot soles connected
hard with something solid.

Air whigtled into my lungs. | hung by one hand, and wrenched the noose wider. My vision began to
clear with agonizing downess. The Biter till hung grimly from my wrig, by itstail. Themoment | redized
that, it did back into my hand. | dashed through the rope with one cut, and fell heavily. | landed flat on
my back.

Hearing began to return. The Einherjar were screaming mindlessly. | neither knew nor cared who
they cheered. My whole concern wasto get the clinging noose off. | tore again at the rope around my
throat, dragged it over my head, hurled it away. Then | staggered to my feet and faced Odin. Hisface
was a bloodied mess. His nose was shattered. It streamed gore where I'd kicked the living shit out of
him, point blank.

My tongue didn't want to work right. "Old man . . ."

| coughed, and tried to swallow. | wiped sweet from my eyeswith an arm that weighed more than
amountain.



" ... Oldman, you can't even kill me when you cheset. Y ou'refinished. Done. It'smy turn, and my
world's. Nothing you do will stop us. Nothing, do you hear me?'

| advanced on him. He gave ground at every step | took. | lifted the Biter and pointed it at him,
gabbing thear to emphasize every syllable: "You . . . lost . . . your . . . bet! Now pay the hell up and get
thehdl out."

Hedidn't reply. Hejust roared and rushed me, spearpoint foremost. My muscles were duggish; but
the Biter came up, dragging my arm with it. The spear point threw sparks asit scraped dong the length
of the Biter's black blade. | stumbled to one side, off balance, and tried to get the tree trunk between us
asthe enraged god charged again.

The screams of the Einherjar shook the earth. The very air trembled. Odin cameat me, and |
evaded, again with the Biter's help. He came again. | foundered, fdll, and rolled asde. Odin drove the
great spear into the mud. | tripped him up with my feet and hefdll heavily againgt the spear shaft.

A terrible splintering crack rent the air.

Gungnir split down the shaft, bresking off completely just above the heavy iron point. Odin looked
amost ready to cry.

The Einherjar fdl utterly Slent.

Then Odin shrieked. He whipped his sword out of his scabbard, and swung like amadman. |
dodged under the blow, and dashed across the hilt. The Biter sang in my hand. There was amoment's
terrible shock. . . . Odin was left holding a hilt, and two inches of broken blade. He hurled the ruined
wespon at my face, and leaped. Odin sought my throat with his bare hands. Werolled. | stabbed blindly
with the Biter. | heard agrunt of pain, and stabbed with all my strength. Hot blood drenched my
knuckles.

The Biter's hilt went dippery—then agrip of unbelievable strength fastened onto the Biter'stall. It
lashed madly as Odin forced it dowly to uncurl from around my arm. Thetail came completely loose and
he wrenched it bodily away fromme. | cursed, and got clear. Odin hurled my knife with al hismight. |
dropped to the ground. It whistled past my ear as| fdll, and landed quivering, its point buried deeply in
the trunk of the great oak tree.

Odin dammed into me. Werolled in the mud, unable to get akilling grip on one another. | squirted
out of hisgrasp like awatermelon seed at a spitting contest. | scrabbled my way up amuddy dope.
Odinfollowed, grabbing a an ankle. | kicked backward and dammed my foot into histeeth. | felt
severd bresk off; then helet go and | sprawled forward into shadow. | squirmed forward on my belly.

Again he closed, wrestling meinto the mud. Werolled in severd directions a once, flailing about
ineffectudly, with arms and legs sticking out every conceivable direction. We fought for fata grips, lost
them, and squirmed for new ones.

Hefinally got his hands on my windpipe. | couldn't bresk his hold. He was twisting my head
around, toward the snapping point. | jabbed my thumb into hisgood eye.

He screamed and let go. | wriggled free. Odin groped blindly for aweapon—

| froze. His questing hand had found the hilt of a sword—a sword jammed into gaping jaws. He
wrenched it free. | had timeto roll aside, then the bloody point stabbed into the earth millimeters from
my edr.

| did backward, willing the Biter into my hand. A flare of frantic motion blazed in my peripherd
vision, then the Biter did firmly into my pam. Thetail got adesth grip of its own around my wrist. The
Biter wasliteraly buzzing with rage. | dashed blindly. The Biter met Odin's swordpoint and turned it.
The wegpons grated against one another. Then sword and Biter strained Sideways, smashing against a
taut length of chain.

Both wegpons rang and scraped noisily aong it, drawing sparks without nicking the fetter. Fenrir
was howling like al the demons of hell combined. His chain was caught on our wegpons—and | stood
between him and his prey.

Asour locked blades did down the length of chain, toward Fenrir'sjaws, | yelled in alast-ditch



effort.
"Fenrir! Thischainismade out of nothing! Nothing & dl! 1t'sagoddamned illuson! Bresk it!"
The Biter pulsed with baleful black light.
Then diced through Gleipnir'smagica linkslike ablowtorch through butter. Either that, or the
whole chain just disintegrated into dust.

And Fenrir was suddenly free. The sword that had held his jaws open for centuries was now
clutched in Odin's sweating grip. Odin was frozen in place. He was staring—horror-struck—at the
FenrisWolf.

| came around with adeadly dash. It laid Odin'sthroat wide. He reded. Brought up his sword with
afumbling motion.. . .

| dammed the Biter through his black heart.

"Die, damnyou!"

| don't know what the Biter did, insde him. But he ssumbled backward. Shock and pain turned his
face grey. | fdl off baance, pulled forward as he jerked himself free. He started to crumple. . . .

| was buffeted to my knees by amassive, grazing blow from behind. I heard ablood-gurgling
scream through the spurting mess from Odin'sjugular. A huge shadow fell acrossus. Odin's scream
ended abruptly in astrangled whimper. Then something dammed into me again from above and rolled
me aside. When | managed to lift my head, Odin's body lay strangely twisted on the muddy, bloody
ground.

He had been bitten in half. Hislegs and hipswere missing entirdly. Hewas il dive,

| caught aglimpse of murderous light dying from hissingle red eye. It had fixed on mewith alook |
knew | would seein nightmaresfor therest of my life.

Then Fenrir opened his great bloody jaws one moretime. . . .

And the rest of Odin vanished forever.

The slencewas 0 lill, | could hear theindividua breething of tens of thousands of men above my
own |abored gasps.

Fenrir raised his muzzle to the bloody sky and howled once, adrawn-out victory cry that chilled
the blood. Sepnir thundered toward him. The stallion screamed, and reared; then unaccountably settled
again, and pawed restlesdy with two right front hooves.

Twenty paces away, Thor—hisface ashen againg hisflaming hair—Iifted Mjollnir. Mouth working,
eyes blazing with homicidd rage, he hurled his massive war hammer. It flew at my head with dl the
gpeed of hisimmorta strength.

| moved blindly. The Biter whipped up. The shock againgt my arms lifted me off the ground and
hurled me fifteen feet backward. Then | lay panting on my back, both arms completely numb. The
shattered pieces of Mjollnir lay scattered in the mud all around me.

The Biter purred in my grasp. If it'd been akitten, I'd have rubbed its ears.
No one se moved, and | remained where I'd landed.

| still wasunableto tekeitin.

Mjollnir was broken.

Fenrir wasfree.

And Odin was dead.

Chapter Twenty

| looked at the Biter, and wondered—somewhat stupidly—what | should do. | couldn't think of
anything. Neither, evidently, could anyone el se. The entire company stood frozen like acrowd of Statues.

Then Fenrir moved. Toward me, the man who'd freed him. | raised the Biter hdfheartedly, pleased
that it still moved at my summons, even more pleased that myarm would move. | ill couldnt fed it.



Then, dumbfounded, | lowered the Biter again. The great wolf whined. He dropped hishead to
wherel lay sprawled in the mud, and butted against my leg in the timeless gesture of canine submission.

Uh...

"Good, boy?' | croaked uncertainly.

An eager whine broke from the creature. Helifted hishead. A blast of blood-foul breath choked
me; then histongue dathered across my face like awet towel. Fenrir panted happily, and moved to my
sde. | managed to wipe off my face without gagging. The Fenris Wolf sat on his haunches and turned a
snarling visage to the assembled company.

"He'smine, so don't try it," wasthe clear message.

Nobody seemed inclined to try anything; much less Fenrir'stemper. . ..

Except Seipnir, who tossed his head, and snorted. That murderous black fiend sidled and danced
hisway to my other side, flanking me, then bared histeeth at the nearest Einherjar.

Uh...

Ungteadily | roseto my feet. | dmost fdl. Ingtinctively | put my arms out, and found rough fur on
one sde, deek muscle onthe other. . . . | hung supported between them, with the Biter ill in one hand.
The wolf stood every bit astal and broad asthe horse. Allies. . . brothers. . . who moments before had
been bitterest enemies. . .

| took a deep breath and searched for Rangrid. Her eyes were dull with shock.

"Y ou okay?"

She put the back of one hand to a bleeding lip, looked absently at the blood; then nodded, staring
up & me.

"A little bruised. But, yes. I'm okay." That fact seemed to overwhelm her. "You. . . 7'

"Yesh"

Welooked at one another across the churned battlefield; then | shook my head, and muttered,
"Jesus Chrigt."

A familiar voice said, "Wrong churchand wrong pew."

| snapped around. Gary Vernon strolled out of the crowd, stopping well clear of my threatening
companions. Hed thrust his handsinto his pockets, and just stood there, agrin on hisface fit to crack
hisjaw.

"Well, Barnes, you certainly know how to shake things up.”

My guardians never had a chance to react. | was hugging Gary and pounding him on the back
before Seipnir could do more than snort. Both of uswere laughing, and he was hugging and pounding
me until | nearly fell. I had to wipe tears with the back of onearm.

"Goddamn, Vernon, goddammit, it's good to see you. Y ou wouldn't believe what I've been
through. ..."

| babbled for a couple of minutes, and helet me; then | finally grasped hisarm. "L et's getout of
here"

Before he could say anything, aflare of brilliant light drew our attention. | squinted into the glare;
then gtiffened.

—Aw, shit.. ..

Sepnir screamed ashrill warning and reared to his haunches. Gary glanced sharply at my face;
then peered at the new arrival. A stallion had appeared before the Vaha l—agalion wrapped in flame.
Fire defined its muscles, flickered from its mane and tail, and exploded from the prancing hoovesin
gouts of sparks. The glarewas sofierce, | had to lift one arm to shield my eyes.

Skuld rode him like a seasoned pro. Her thighs clamped his sides. She controlled him easily ashe
reared high in answer to Seipnir's chalenge. Her hair whipped out behind her, each strand writhing like
aliving thing in thewind of the stdlion's passage.

She brought the horse back to earth and held him firmly in check. Thereinsin her hand flickered



likelightning. Skuld glanced around with asatisfied air . . . then turned her fiery gaze toward me.

I'd thought the hest of her gaze staggering before. . . .

Even Gary flinched.

Onefiery brow rose dowly. | thought | saw the corner of her lips quirk. "Not bad. Not haf bad."
Then shereached out aflaming hand. Her fingers closed around my wrist. Before| could even
draw bresth to scream, Skuld had pulled me astride her stdlion. | heard Sleipnir's trumpeting neigh; then

the bloody landscape of Vahdlawas fading around us. Aswe transferred between worlds, | redized
there was no pain, and wondered whether—if Iwere in the process of being burned to desth—I'd notice.

We came out beside the shimmering spring Urd. Skuld did gracefully to the ground. | jumped
down with considerably lessfinesse, but agreat deal more enthusiasm. | eyed her warily, and
ascertained that | was, in fact, uncharred.

"I'm glad you survived," she said, by way of greeting.

Finding mysdlf gill dive and unincinerated seemed somehow to have caused difficulty with my
breath contral. | suspect | sounded more than alittle petulant as | replied, "1'm glad you're glad—ocouldn't
you havetold methat back there?"

Her lipstwitched and her eyes sparkled; but all she said was, "Y es; but not the rest of what | have
to say. Fird, let me offer you agift.”

Shelifted her hand. | heard a distant squawk; then two midnight-black ravens swooped down from
the eaves of her golden hall. They dighted on my shoulders. | stood very ill. Sharp little claws dug into
my flesh asthey found their balance.

"Hugin and Munin returned to me afew moments ago,” Skuld explained. "I daresay you will find
them useful.”

| glanced cautioudly from sideto side. ™Y eah, they'd be great for reconnai ssance—better than spy
satdllites—but what does that have to do with me?1 mean . . ." What the helldid | mean? What didshe
mesan, offering them to me? | studied her through narrowed eyes. | wasn't surel liked theimplications
here.

"How do you know they'd even report to me?' | stalled.

| wasfrantically searching for away to broach the more ddlicate questionsin my mind. Somehow, |
didn't fed quitelike blurting out, "What are you up to now?" Instead, | managed to sound like atruant
little boy. "1 mean, |—um—sort of killed their former owner."

Her glance was as droll as her tone. "I sort of noticed.” But her eyes sparkled with white-hot
highlights

Skuld had a sense of humor?

She amiled. "Hugin and Munin were raised by my hand. Odin begged the gift of them long ago, and
| obliged.”

| eyed her the way abird eyesahungry snake. "I don't have to give up my eye or something, do 1?"

Her gaze left my clothes soaked with sweat under a crust of dried mud.

Despite what she was, her voice came out cold as a German blizzard. "I would have you know,
Randy Barnes, my sistersand | gave up agreat dedl of power, on the barestchance someonelike you
might come along someday and win adud with Odin. I'm not about to sabotage the man who managed
to kill that dithering old fool."

Just what was that supposed to mean? Other than the obvious, which was that Skuld's opinion of
the late, unlamented Odin Oath-Bresker seemed no higher than mine,

| wondered if accepting the birds would be something like signing a contract in blood. I'd just
managed to wriggle out of my contract with Hel, by killing Odin; | didn't fed like siriking any more ded's
with any more deties. But Skuld waswaiting for me to dosomething .

| reached up atentative hand. Hugin—or wasit Munin?—|et me stroke his glossy feathers. |
glanced up a Skuld again. "Would you, uh, mind explaining that, please?"



| thought it was areasonable request, considering.

She sat down on awhite limestone bench carved with vines and flowers. The stone blackened. If
she sat there long enough, would the limestone turn to marble? She patted the bench gently. Reluctantly,
| sat beside her.

Skuld sat poised for amoment, as though lost in thought. | waited politely.

"Y ou have dready puzzled out the most important part of it," she began, gazing wistfully at the
magnificent rainbow bridge that arched out of sight overhead. "My sstersand | have not been. . .
controlling things. . . for along time, now. Quite along time. Ragnarok, of course, approaches. We
foresaw long, long ago that no matter how we three meddled, we were going to lose the war. So. We
introduced free will and stopped meddling. Permanently.”

"Couldn't you just have prophesied victory or something?”

She offered awan smile. "No. We had the power to shape men'slives, yes. But the power to stop
the sons of Muspell from riding againgt the rest of the Worlds? Y ou credit even us with too much power,
my friend." She pursed fiery lips. "Perhaps | had better explain further. We three—Urd, Verdani, and | —
controlled men'slives through our little ssters, the lesser norns. | do not speak of the vakyries, dthough
they, too, are our ssters. There was one lesser norn for each man, woman, and child bornin al the Nine
Worlds, and when their host died, so did they. Some were good, some evil, some mixed in varying
balances of the two. But ook around you, Randy Barnes. What—or rather whom—do you see?"

| studied the immediate vicinity. Violet-eyed Urd stood knee-deep in the misty spring that bore her
name. She wasfilling abasin with brilliant white clay from the spring bottom. Verdani sat beneath a
shaded tree with awide bolt of iridescent cloth in her lap, sewing what looked like rainbow-colored
feathersto it. Besdes the two swansthat nipped playfully at Urd's shapely ankles, there wasn't another
livingthingingght.

"You. Urd. Verdani. A couple of birds."

"Exactly. There are no more lesser norns. Y ou may think it ruthless; but wekilled them dl long ago.”

| had no ideawhat to say.All of them ?

"Would you prefer centuries of uskilling your kind?' Her voice dripped sarcasm.

| didn't have an answer.

"When the last of our little Ssters died without issue, the find thread tying usto your race was
severed forever. No longer did we decide who lived, who died, who murdered whom, who bore the
child that would become king, who would start awar, and who would finish it. We did this, in the hope
that your crestive, inventive race would eventually produce exactly what it did—you. A free agent no
one could control, angry enough, strong enough, determined enough to change the balance of power in
the Worlds."

| swallowed hard. Wasthat what I'd done? | didn'tfedd much likeahero. | felt much morelikea
terrified kid confronted with amotorcycle gang after hisbag of candy.

"Great." My voice cracked alittle. "Just what am | supposed to do, now that you've got me?"

Sheregarded me with amixture of apprehension and pity.

"Y ou must stop Surt and the sons of Muspell from destroying the Worlds. If you can. Thereisno
onein the nine worlds with a better opportunity. That iswhat you wished; was it not? To save your
world?'

| gazed out across shining water. | hadn't exactly thought about what 1'd do after | won. Hell, |
hadn't really expected to win.

Stop Surt and the sons of Muspdll?

Impossible.

| snorted. Killing Odin had been impossible, too, and | hadn't let that stop me. The fact remained,
however, that dl | redly wanted to do was grab Gary and get back to something resembling anormal
life. | didn't want to be a hero. | was too damned muscle-sore and bleary-eyed to be ahero. What |



wanted was about a hundred years of deep, and a hot bath, and about aton of rare T-bone steaks. . . .
| didnot want to start another madman's war.

Before| could draw breath to answer, | heard the thunder of hoofbeats. | whirled, didodging
Hugin and Munin. They squawked indignantly—it occurred to methey did alot of that—and took wing
briefly, then settled back onto my shoulders moments later.

Skuld rose gracefully to face theintruders. Rangrid sat Seipnir like they'd been carved from the
same block. Gary rode Rangrid 's golden-maned stalion. | had to repress agrin. Gary was green around
the gillsand hanging on for deer life.

Rangrid pulled Seipnir to adiding stop just in front of us.

"Give him back!"

She wore full battle armor, complete with dings, sweat marks, and bloodstains, not the gilded
ceremonia stuff shedd worn to collect me from Fenrir'sidand. Odin's eight-legged hellhorse snapped at
Skuld with long, bony jaws and wicked yellow teeth.

Skuld raised abrow in amazement. "Y ou would defy me?'

Rangrid 's sword rang out of its scabbard. "Burn meto ashesif you can! But give him back!™

"I'm dready dead," Gary gritted out, dragging his horse around to face her. "What's | eft that could
be worse?' The question was an appropriate one, al things considered.

Thefiery Norn glanced my way and—to my everlagting astonishment—dropped awink. ™Y our
friendsareloyd, Randy Barnes." Sheturned, then, to stare haughtily at Rangrid. My darling vakyrie
went rigid; but held her ground. It was amazing how cold Skuld's gaze could be.

"Rangrid Shield-Destroyer, it isnot your place to decide what this mortal does. Nor," she added,
holding up awarning hand when Rangrid started to protest angrily, "nor isitmy place.”

My beautiful, furious vakyrie fatered. "Youmean . .. youdidn't. .. you aent goingto..."

"The only onewho may decide this mortal'sfateisthe man himsdlf." She turned her burning gaze on
me. | stiffened, swallowed hard, and tried not to flinch as sweat broke out al over me again.

"What do you choose, Randy Barnes?'

| looked at Skuld. Her expression was as inscrutable as a Chinese mandarin's. Rangrid |ooked
tense. Gary sat camly in the saddle, and waited for me to speak.

| caught hiseye.

"Let'sgetout of here. I'm homesick ashell.”

Hisfacia musclestightened. He bowed hishead for amoment, and his hands tightened whitely on
the reins. Then he met my gaze and dowly shook his head. "No, Randy. I'm afraid | won't be leaving."

Thetremblethat hit me left my face white and my fists even whiter.

"What?"

It came out more squeak than question.

"I'm Saying here"

| don't know what | was going to say. Probably would have involved his mother and grandmother
and her grandmother before her—momentarily forgetting Rangrid's presence—and then | would have
cdled him traitor and other lessflattering names.

But before | could do more than open my mouth, he barked, " Shut up, Randy!" in atone I'd never
heard from him. "God damn you, at least |et me explainthis time.”

| rocked back on my hedls. Then | clapped my lips shut. Therewasacold, sick fedingin my
stomach. | couldn't look at him. I'd forgotten—in the emotiond high of beating Odin, and seeing Gary
agan—that it was my fault he was dead.

"I'm sorry, Gary," | said quietly. "I'm sorry. For alot of things. You know | didn't mean..."

"I know, Randy."

| heard him sigh. Then he muttered, "L et's go somewhere private for aminute. We need to talk."



That was the understatement of the century. | nodded toward the open doors of the Norns hall.
"Mind if we go thrash things out, Skuld?"

"Y ou would not fed comfortableinsde," she said with gentle warning. "Human sensesdo not . . .
work properly, there. But the shade outside is cool, and the grassis sweet and deep. Y ou are welcome
to amoment of privacy if youwishit."

"Yeah. | wishit." | turned on my hed and ssomped in that direction. Behind me—after anoticeable
pause—I heard Gary jump to the ground and follow. | stopped beside theintricately carved wall, and
quickly averted my gaze. The closer one got to the building, the harder it wasto see clearly. | wasglad |
hadn't tried to go insde, after al. Gary stopped behind me. He squeezed my shoulder. | couldn't look at
him.

"Okay," | ground out. "Convince me."

He sad quietly, dmost as though speaking to himself, Y ou dways did do things the hard way,
Randy." | made arude noise and he chuckled. ™Y ou know I'm right."

| shrugged, mostly so | wouldn't have to admit that he was, as usud, right once more.

"Look, RB," Gary said patiently, "I redlly can't go back. Think abouit it. I'm dead. They buried me.
Took me off thetax rolls, cancelled my Socid Security number, gave my old clothesto Goodwill."

| finally looked at him. Despite grief in hiseyes, hisexpression was, | don't know, amost amused.
Gary always had possessed that knack of adjusting to circumstances. | didn't. | wanted desperately to
go back—nbut only to aworld with Gary Vernoninit.

Something in Gary's eyes told me he understood. "Honestly, Randy, what have | got to go back
to?1 wouldn't have aphysica body evenif | tried. Here | have substance. There. . ." Hegrinned. "You
know me, Randy. Hanging around like some vaporous Hollywood spook isn't exactly my style”

My lipstwitched despite my determination not to let him sway me on thisone.

"Besides, it redly isn't so bad here. Y ou know how | fedl about stuff likethis. It'skind of likea
five-year-old kid dying and waking up in acandy factory." Hisvoice took on adiffident tone. "Y ou
ought to understand—I fed like what I'm doing hereisimportant.”

"And what we were doing back home wasn't? In case you hadn't noticed—"

"Nothing we did back home meant squat. We were nobody there. Y ou have achoice, Randy," he
sad inahard voice. "Y ou can go back home, find some nice girl to marry, and have a couple of
hell-raising rug-rats with her; maybe save enough money to buy a piece of land, build ahouse.”

Heturned away, but not before | saw asuspiciousfilm brighten hiseyes.

Then, dowly, | saw the tension drain from hisface, and helooked over his shoulder to where
Skuld and Rangrid stood watching us. Rangrid looked as though she wanted to shake some answers out
of Skuld, and didn't quite dare try it. Skuld ignored the valkyrie.

"Or," he added in alighter tone, "you can say here. | get the feding Skuld had made you an offer
just before we showed up.”

| scuffed abooted toe into the thick grass and dug up adivot; then guiltily tamped it back into
place. The Vernon charm had doneit again, curse him. | didn't haveto like it—but he was right.
Everything I'd fought and damned near died for was usdess. The s.0.b. was saying. | scowled; then
sghed.

No, not entirely useless. Odin was dead. That counted for alot. Without him around to screw
things up, maybe the world would get dong al right.

Then | remembered Surt and the sons of Muspell, and kicked another divot out of the grass.

And what about the rest of the gods? They weren't likely to take Odin's murder lying down. Thor
had already tried to kill me once. If | went back to the world I'd been born in, I'd be a sitting duck for
any potshot the gods cared to take.

Butin Vahala, withanarmy at my back . . .

Hell, maybe | could even convince the Aesir they were better off without Odin, and get them to



throw in with me and the Einherjar.

Crazier thingshad happened.

| looked up a Gary. He stood with his arms folded patiently, waiting for me to think things through.

"So," | stalled, "I dways knew you'd be an officer someday, Vernon. | guessyoull get to bea
generd here, huh?!

Hiseyes glinted briefly as he acknowledged my surrender—on one point, & least—then he
grimaced.

"No, we don't run that kind of amilitary organization here, Randy."

"Huh? Why not? What do you do, for Chrigt's sake?"

He shrugged. "Mostly practice hacking at each other. Theinvasion is expected soon, so we just
fight it out every day in one greet big horde until it gets here.”

| looked at him in dishbdlief; then snorted.

"Jeez, Vernon, that's the dumbest thing I've ever heard. Didn't you learn anything? And you were
going to be anofficer ?1 thought you guys learned strategy, and battle planning, and al that crap.”

Gary raised one eyebrow in my direction. ™Y ou got any better ideas?’

"Widl, sure. Y ou could gtart training programs. | mean, those guys are pitiful. Aitiful! Hacking at
each other like abunch of Stone Age numbskulls. | mean, if you redlly want to beast someonein awar,
there arelots of better waysto go about winning it. Chrigt, Gary, even the newbies we got stuck with
were better thanthat ."

He grinned. "Well, yeah, that's agood point, Randy. But who's going to do it? Therésno oneto
lead thisragtag army—and they sure aren't going to listen to me!™

| shot him adark look. "Vernon. . ."

Hewaited.

"You set meup, admit it."

He grinned; then sobered again amost immediately. "Randy, look at it thisway. Thewholetimewe
werein the Army back home, you spent more time bitching about the system than any man | know. You
complained about stupid officers; you moaned about how things <MI>should be done; and about what
you'd doif you had haf achance. Wdll, dammit, you've got more than half achance right here, handed
to you on aslver plater."

A faint breeze girred my hair.

He chuckled nadtily. "It'salmost poetic justice, wouldn't you say?Y ou actualy went to hell to
prove your point. Well, good buddy, you got rid of Odin. And now you've got a chance to rewrite the
rules. Y ou've got awhole army reedy to let you tell it what to do next. The Einherjar dready think you're
the hottest thing since bottled beer." He shrugged then. "Y ou've aready proven youcan . All you have
|eft isto decide whether or not youwill ."

| didn't carefor theimplications.

If I left Vahdlanow, I'd end up feding for the rest of my life like1'd run out on him. Onthewhole
world.

Which would only bethetruth.

Besides, what would | ever amount to, back there? Shopkeeper? Short-order cook? Even if |
went to college, evenif | managed to make aton of money . . .

Surt and his cronies weren't about to call off their invasion just because it might inconvenience
Randy Barnes, Odin-Sayer. Infact, if | were Surt, I'd make damned sure | did invade; especidly if
Odin'skiller was abig enough fool to leave Vahalaand the Einherjar in disorganized chaos.

Gary had made his point.

| didn't know if the Einherjar would follow meif | stayed, dthough he seemed to think they would,
and he knew them. Hell, if | wereasoldier in the employ of agod, and somebody with balls enough to
kill him camedong. ..



Maybe they would follow me, at that.

| jusmight be able to make ared difference.

At thevery leadt, I'd have ajob. That thought dmost made me grin. | met Gary's eyes. And he, of
course, knew my decision beforel did.

"Right," | said briskly.

Garydid grin. "Right. We can work out the, uh, detailslater.”

| nodded.

He clapped my shoulder. "Welcometo Hdll, RB!"

| gave him asour grin and jerked my head toward Skuld.

"I've got alittle unfinished business over there.”

He chuckled. "What's one goddess, more or less, for the guy who killed Odin?’

| snorted disgustedly and started toward Skuld. Obviousy, Gary had not spent any amount of time
in Skuld's company. She gill scared me spitless.

| plunged fest-first into it before | lost my nerve.

"Okay, Skuld, you gave me these birds, and they'll be useful. But what about Fenrir and Seipnir?
Can| trust them?"

She laughed, atinkling, crackling sound in the superheated air around us. "My dear hero, it'safree
universe. | have absolutely noidea. Y ou'll just have to take your chances, I'm afraid.”

To my surprise, | grinned, heartened by her honesty. "Y eah. | guess| will. And so," | added grimly,
"willSurt ."

| thought | detected aglint of satisfaction in her burning eyes. "Yes" She amiled through the heat
haze. Her teeth glowed like embers. "Do not doubt your strength of will, Randy, nor doubt that you
possess that which makes aman ahero. Y ou have made yoursdlf what you are.” Her smile widened.
"Y our children with Rangrid will be something truly to behold. I look forward to them with pleasure.
Provided, of course, the plans of our southern friends don't interfere.”

| nodded.

Rangrid looked from Skuld to me and back again. "l . . . don't understand . . . Y ou're not going to

| cameto Rangrid's rescue. " Skuld wanted to return Hugin and Muninto Vahdla. Shefigured I'd
find them useful. What's the matter; don't you think feathers become me? Cometo think of it, birdshit
doesn't. How the hell did Odin clean it off his clothes?”

"Birdshit. . . 7' Rangrid waslooking alittle round-eyed again.

"Y ou'd best explain things after you get her back to Vahala," Skuld suggested dryly.
"l think you'reright. Thanks. For, um, everything."

The Norn nodded gravely.

Rangrid gave me ahand up. | settled myself on Sleipnir's forward set of withers. Skuld lifted ahand
in farewd|; then we were transferring between worlds with ablur and thunderclap.

Chapter Twenty-One

When we emerged in Vahala, the Einherjar were milling around, clustered into little knots of
intense conversation; but no one had |eft the scene of battle, except—notably—Tyr and Thor. Fenrir
snarled at Seipnir, who trumpeted a challenge right back.

"Hey." | punched Sepnir'sarched neck. "Chill out.”

He shook his neck, but subsided. Fenrir was till growling; but not asloudly.
"You, too," | muttered.

The wolf whined; then yawned, and settled back on his haunches again.
"How did you do that?' Rangrid demanded.



| glanced around. "I dunno.”

Shegrinned. "That'swhat | like about you."

I'll stedl akissanywhere, anytime. Especidly Rangrid's.

Unfortunately, the Einherjar caught sight of us right about then. A howling tumult assaulted our ears.
Gradudly the noise resolved itsdlf into discernible syllables. "Ran ... dy! Ran...dy! Ran...dy!"

| didn't much fed like repeating Odin's pompous salute. | just grinned tiredly, and did to the
ground. It was along way down. Rangrid was right behind me. Fenrir damn near knocked me off my
feet. Helicked my face haf off, and whined joyoudy in the back of histhroat. Wolves don't bark; but
Fenrir uttered aghrill little yip, and took my whole shoulder very gently in histeeth.

A love bite from the FenrisWolf . . .

| stretched on tiptoesto rub his ears, which evidently placated him, because he settled to his
haunches and didn't appear to have the dightest intention of moving again until | did. Which brought up a
very good question. Now what?

"Well," | beganinapractical fashion, "I'm hungry. | could est ahorse—"

Sepnir snorted indignantly.

"—Makethat acow. Sorry, Trigger. And if I'm going to do anything constructive with thisarmy,
I'd better get some degp first. I'm just about out on my feet." | was, too. My whole body weaved
drunkenly &t each step.

"Let'sget youindde," Gary suggested firmly. He caught his grandmother'seye. "Got him?"

Rangrid responded by picking me up bodily.

"Hey—"

Gary got my legs, and | found myself sprawled between them like alimp carpet. | was
ignominioudly carried into thelooming Vahal. Shouts and cheersfollowed our progress. My face
burned. Fenrir and Sleipnir trailed suspicioudy, while Hugin and Munin sailed into the Vahal ahead of us.

| had no ideawhat the Einherjar thought of all this. For once, | found that | wastoo bloody tired to
care. By the timethey'd carried me the seeming miles to Rangrid's bedroom, | was aready so relaxed
the Vahall had blurred into one confused image of endless, overturned tables. | remembered vaguely
mumbling to Gary that I'd see him in the morning, to muster the troops. Then they lowered meinto the
bed, and | relaxed with asdf-satisfied sgh. My new pets winged into the chamber and aighted on the
headboard. Gary disappeared at some point, | wasn't sure when.

| lay where they'd dropped me and let Rangrid pull off my clothes. They were filthy—mud-caked,
blood-stained. But then, sowas |, from scalp to toenails. | closed my eyes while she sponged off the
worst of the muck. She seemed to understand that | wastoo tired to face afull bath. When she crawled
inbeside me, | curled againgt her softness under awarm fur, and listened to her breaths.

| didn't fall adeep right away, though. | couldn't. My body was inert—I was too tired to move—but
my brain was till revved up and going full speed. All 1 could think about was that horde of dead
humanity waiting for me to do something useful with it. What, exactly, did | haveto work with? |
considered with growing dismay thelist of possibilities. Surely there were afew generasin that motley
mess| could rely on?

Would Patton be here? He was another traffic accident, like Gary. But when had Odin begun to
pilfer the "wrong" men? And—for another instance—how about Caesar? He'd been murdered by a
bunch of civilians. The problem with the Einherjar was, only so many of them were going to be redl
"heroes,” the kind who died doing agood job, or were just unlucky enough to be at the wrong place at
the wrong time. How many more were there who smply hadn't dodged fast enough, or ignored orders,
or were too damn stupid to avoid trouble?

Thekind of soldiers| wanted were the ones smart enough to live through it and go hometo die of
old age.

And what about my two sdlf-appointed guardians, Fenrir and Siepnir? Tomorrow morning they
might tear each other's throats out—or mine. | had no ideawhether | could trust either one of the



murderous bessts.

Atleast | had Hugin and Munin. | would need the kind of information they could provide. | had to
know what was happening, where it was happening, and who was making it happen.

| fell adeep thinking thismust be whét it felt like to be an officer—I was worried about everything.

When | woke up, | was almost too stiff and sore to move—even after Rangrid rubbed an
evil-smdling ointment into my muscles. | sat up, but only with agreat expenditure of pain, and getting my
feet onto the floor took an act of supreme will. My throat was so hoarse | could barely whisper. Ugly
bruises and raw marks from Odin's noose circled my neck. If | was going to take Odin's place, it
would've been nice to have inherited his hedling powers.

Atleast | wasdive.

Rangrid fussed over me like aworried mother. She helped me dresswhen | couldn't lift my arms
high enough to get them into the tunic she'd found for me to wear. Then she sat me down on the edge of
the bed and laced my boots for me. When | wasfinally clothed, Rangrid rested her arms on my
shoulders, and stood between my knees. Her long, unbound hair tickled my face.

"Ready to turn Vahalaupsde down, hero?' she murmured.

Her tone was unconvincingly demure.

| laughed rustily, and drew a strand of her hair across my fingertip.

"| thought | did that yesterday, Rangrid . | think today I'll just start with breakfast and see how it
goesfrom there.”

She bent to kissmy lips softly and smiled. "Inthat case. . . last oneto the tables arotten egg.” She
bolted. Rangrid was out the door before | could even struggle to my feet.

"Nofar!" | ydled after her. A tinkling laugh floated back my way.

Showoff.

When | arrived in the main hall, the scene was one of complete chaos—worse even than the
previous morning. Therewas alot more broken furniture. Unconscious bodies littered thefilthy floor as
far asthe eye could see.

At the nearest table, Gary had cleared away a spot in the genera grime, and had nudged aside
severd dumbering—no, passed-out drunken—companions to provide a seat for the three of us. He and
Rangrid had aready hel ped themsalves to breskfast, and were eating when | sat down. Rangrid scooted
over to St beside me. She glanced contentedly from her grandson to her new lover—me, | thought with
an amazed flush of redization—then back a her grandson again. She grinned and bit into something that
looked and smelled wonderful.

Gary looked so chipper, | wanted to hit him. | felt like arecently mashed potato.

"Have some eggs,” he said, dumping about seven fried eggs onto my plate from anearby serving
platter. "And bacon.”

"Good God, Vernon,|'ve Hill got to worry about cholesterol.”

He grinned unrepentantly. "Here, try these, too." He dumped several small, round lumps of greasy
fried dough beside my stack of eggs.

His expresson was entirdly too innocent for my liking. | glanced apprehensively at Rangrid. Her
eyestwinkled, but she wouldn't talk.

"Wheét the hdl arethose?’ They didn't smdl like hush puppies.

"Y ou dways were a grouch before breskfast—when's the last time you had any coffee? Don't ask
what they are; just est 'em. They're gredt, if you don't know what'sin 'em.”

"Vemnon..."

He grinned, and waved an empty fork to forestall melong enough to chew one up and swallow it.
"Deep-fried goat teticles."

| turned green, and carefully nudged them to one side of my plate. Gary laughed. Rangrid chuckled,



then lifted a pitcher and snagged a cup.

"That smdllslike coffed"

She threw me areproachful look. "Itis coffee. We're not entirely in the dark ages here, you know.
Some of our best guests grew coffee before they joined the guerrillasand got . . . uh.. . . collected.”

Her look was uncertain, so | just nodded. " Speaking of the, er, collectees, I'm going to need help.
Y ou two are my officialy appointed generd staff. Thefirst thing we need to do is get the men sorted into
some sort of order, and I'll need alist of potentia officers, men with command experience, sound
judgment. How soon do you think we can get that done?’

Gary looked thoughtful.

Rangrid answered. "I'll get my sstersbusy on it right away. They were alittle ssunned yesterday;
but | did alot of talking last night after you fell adeep, and they've come around.” Her eyes twinkled.
"It'sfunny, isn't it, how you can change attitudes overnight by giving folks hope? They're ready and
willing to do whatever you think needs to be done. Some of my sisters can form the Einherjar into
groups. While the men are being assigned by time period, or weapons expertise, or whatever, others can
poll them about command experience. Best suggestion for sorting them out?”

"By wegpons expertise,” Gary suggested, "but only for the last one hundred years, or so. Then
divvy them up by when they were born, about one hundred years per group, on back to however far
back you've been collecting them. That sound abouit right, Randy?'

"Y eah, that should put men with roughly smilar technology and tacticsinto approximately common
groups. We can refine assgnments | ater, after we have a better ideawhat we've got under arms out
there”

"Anything elsefor today?' Gary asked.

| considered; then shook my head. "Not for you two. Rangrid, get your Ssterstogether, and get
that list of commanders back to me as soon as possible. Gary, I'd liketo see alist of available weapons
systems. Then weve got to get the messin this building cleaned up, and figure out how to get some
discipline established. Without discipline, well lose the first skirmish. Where the hell are Hugin and
Munin?1 need information, sat." A young boy of about eleven dipped in beside us, and retrieved our
breskfast dishes. He grinned a me, then vanished into the crowd. | scowled. "And what the hell am |
going to dowith dl these civilians?'

Nobody had an answer to that one. Not that 1'd really expected one. Command responsibility isa
bitch. My ravens flapped in from outdoors somewhere, and listened very gravely as| gavethem
ingructions. Firgt: what were the Aesir doing? Second: what was Loki doing? Third: what was Hel
doing, and did she consider my contract with her fulfilled? Fourth: what was Surt up to in Muspe lheim?
And fifth: what was everybody e sein therest of the Nine Worlds doing?

The ravenslooked alittle awed by my demands; but obediently flew off on their misson. Rangrid
left Gary and me huddled in conference—whilethe civilians| didn't know what to do with quietly
cleaned up the hdll, roused the dumbering warriors, and got them organized for breakfast. When the
noise level roseto that of aminor tornado, Gary and | moved outside. We found aquiet spot under the
eaves, and got busy with paper, pencil, and the calculator he'd been carrying the night of the accident.

The two of us made agood team. Compared to getting herein thefirst place and getting Odin out
of the way, thiswas going to be asnap. All I had to do was organize my troops, figure out how to
retrieve the generas | needed from wherever they'd ended up, learn what kind of enemy | wasredly up
againgt, set up training programs, procure modern weapons systems, figure out what in the world to do
with those wretched, inconvenient civilians. . .

By the end of the week | was beginning to think we might actually have achance. Gary and | had
decided to organize our forces dong the lines of the most sensibly run military model we had ever run
across—Robert Heinlein'sSar ship Troopers . We split up the Einherjar, putting modern military
personnd in temporary command of each section. Our theory was simple: modern personnel had a
better grasp of awide range of wegpons systems, and awide range of strategies and tactics. Under their



watchful eyes, the troops were being run through weapons drill.

Gary and | sat down for twenty-four solid hours, poring over thelist of commanders Rangrid
compiled. We muttered, gnashed our teeth, and pulled our hair.

"Have we got Patton anywhere?"

"No, dammit; is Lawrence of Arabiaon any of your lists?'

"Hdl, no. Chrigt, where's Rommd ?"

"Weve got Genghis Khan's third nephew."

"Great. Isn't he the one who jumped onto what's-his-face's sword when he was drunk?"

"Yup."

"Getridof him."

After we'd figured out who to keep, who to dump, and who to bargain for, | made arrangements
with abalky Hel to meet with her. | wanted to trade three of my discards for each of the worthwhile
generds and other command-grade officersin her domain, which would cull most of the crazy-ass
Berserkersfrom my ranks.

What | wanted to do was diminate the "die-for-glory" crowd and leave asolid "kill-for-glory™ core,
which | felt possibly could be hammered into alegitimate fighting force. | didn't redly want to do any
more bargaining with Hel; but she had what | wanted, and | thought | could offer her somethingshe
wanted in return.

Allindl, I was pretty well pleased with progress. Hell, | was even beginning to look forward to the
coming challenge. We had good men, and good plans. We were even planning to pilfer afew nukes here
and there, along with the other equipment | intended to stedl. If the enemy had the World Serpent to
blow poison, well, weld just hit them with afew multimegaton devices before they could bring their
complete arsend into play.

A lot of my preliminary planswere going to depend on what Hugin and Munin brought back. | was
vitaly interested in the sons of Muspell and their dliesthe Frost Giants, and moderately concerned about
Odin'skith and kin back in Asgard. Every couple of days I'd look up at the vermilion sky and wonder
what was taking them so long; then shrug and tell myself that areally detailed report took timeto
assemble.

| asked Gary once, between reviewing pike-thrusting demonstrations from ten different cultures,
what— exactly—a Frost Giant looked like.

"Y ou remember the Jolly Green Giant?'

"y egh”

"Not likethat."

"Youreabig hdp."

"l domy best."

Rangrid and | made love severa timesanight. | marveled at her recuperatory powers—not hers
personally, her ability to restoreme . Once | had finaly satisfied her, she would snuggle beside me, and
drift off to deep. | would lie awake in her amsfar into the night, going over in my head everything Gary
and Rangrid had reported to me; reviewing plansto increase esprit de corps and discipline; and il
wondering what | wasgoing to dowith dl theciviliansin Vdhdla

| didn't want to send them to Hel—and wouldn', unless sheingsted on taking them as " payment”
for the generds| needed. | didn't like the idea of turning over any of those people to someone like Hel.
But | didn't know what 1 could do with them. | certainly couldn't send them back to Midgard. None of
them seemed inclined to leave. Maybe | could train them to fight. Morale was certainly picking up, and
everyonewas likely to have red motiveto fight, if the rumors1'd heard about Surt and Muspellheim
weretrue.

A faint scritching at the door brought meto full dertness. | rose carefully to my feet, and groped for
the Biter; then tiptoed to open the door. Hugin and Munin sailed in and perched on my shoulders. |



relaxed. The Biter disappeared back into its sheeth.
"Well, you'refinaly back," | whigpered to my fegthery spies. "Sotdll al.”

Taking turns, first one and then the other, they whispered into my ears. Before the first raven had
gotten three sentences out, | was groping for a sest.

"Whoa—back up—how many did you say they had?'

"Wat—how many isabegjillion?’

"Howmany more than agoogol ?'

"And they look like what? Muspell haswhat for weapons?"

Asthe birds whispered facts and figuresinto my earstherein the dark, | listened in growing horror.
The Frogt Giants, the Dark Elves, Niflhel's denizensin revolt, civil war in Asgard, ared barnburner of a
mess developing on Earth, and Muspell—holy cow, what was | supposed to do about Muspd | ?

Wewerein deep shit. But damn, if it wasn't going to be oneroaring hdlluvafight. And victory . .. ?

Weéll, stranger thingshad happened!
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