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INTRODUCTION

Edmond Hamilton (1904-1977) was one of the early grandmasters of epic
science-fantasy adventure. Whether it was galaxy-spanning space operas, with the
seeming impossibility of crashing suns for weapons, or world of magic and mystery
where the ancient Aztec Gods possessed seemingly supernatural powers, Hamilton,
like Dean Koontz, was dways able to supply a plausible scientific premise for his
tales — which is, perhaps, not surprising considering he received his degree in
physics. A poetic stylist and superb storyteller, in the vigorous, colorful Chretien de
Troyes tradition, whose tales never let down or became boring for a moment once
they begin, the consistent quaity of Hamilton's work earned him a place in the top
ranks of science fantasy writers for more than four decades, beginning in the
mid-1920s. Most of his novels, and many of his shorter works, were recognized as
classics on publication. At the top of any list of his novels are The Sar Kings, The
Valley of Creation, The Sar of Life, Battle for the Sars, A Yank at Valhalla, The
Sun Smasher, The City at World's End, and The Haunted Sars. Memorable
shorter works include What's It Like Out There?, The Man who Evolved, Exile,
Devolution, The Birthplace of Creation, The Cosmic Pantograph, He that Hath
Wings, Requiem, and Sunfire.

In A Yank at Valhalla, the author's euphonious protagonist, a war-weary aircraft
pilot on a scientific expedition in the Artic, helps discover a strangely shaped gold
cylinder covered with runic symbols. Flying it back to the mainland he soon finds
his plane is being drawn northward by an irresstible force. When he spots a vast
chasm in the earth spanned only by a shimmering bridge of rainbow hues, with a
noble castle risng on the far side, and a golden-haired Vakyrie on a flying horse
being pursued by hideous giants, our hero redlizes he may have flown over the
rainbow, but he hasn't landed in Oz! When he is rescued by the Valkyrie, he
discovers her name is Freya, and athough he wasn't planning to fal in love with a
warrior-maid and demigoddess, he does. Soon Odin, Thor, Badur, and the other
Norse Gods welcome him into the fraternity of Vahdla, as a brother warrior and
reved the super-scientific secrets that have kept them dive — and hidden — for tens
of thousands of years. But what he does not suspect is that he, and his love for
Freya, is part of Loki's long-brewed plan to free the sinister giants of Jotunheim,
trigger Ragnarok, and bring on the Twilight of the Gods! The Encyclopedia of
Stience Fiction calls A Yank at Valhalla one Hamilton's most "formidably
composed” novels, "dark in texture" "one of the novels for which he will be
remembered.

Here is how Edmond Hamilton author described himsdf for the lamented science
fiction pulp, Sartling Stories, around the time he was writing A Yank at Valhalla
(whichtitleis, of course, aplay on the titles of a number of World War 1l erafilms):

"One of the toughest jobs a writer has is trying to write a few lines about himself.
I've tackled this chore a couple of times in the past, and each time I've found It
harder than trying to do twice as many words of fiction.

"When Joe Doakes, writer, sits down to do a little piece about himself, he finds
himself smack on the horns of a dilemma. He can write a modest little piece



intimating that he is a quiet little guy who never did anything and doesn't deserve
any notice. But, if he does, the readers are likely to declare, "Doakes is a worm."

"On the other hand, he can give subtle, not-too-blatant hints to the effect that he
IS a combination of D'Artagnan, Casanova, and Einstein. That will be
interesting, all right, but those who read it will probably announce, "Doakes is an
egotistic ass.”

"In an effort to steer a middle course, | will simply give a few of the vital statistics
and pass to more interesting subjects. The statistics — white and unmarried and a
little too old for the military, say they; some two hundred-odd published stories
behind me, and | hope —some more ahead.

"Until the war cut off civilian travel, | knocked around a good bit between
Canada and Panama. But the only place | ever went back to five times is Mexico,
where my variety of Spanish always puts people in stitches and does much to
further good relations between the two countries. The tragedy of my life was when
the tourists discovered Acapulco and living went up from a buck and a half a day
to nine dollars.

"The most interesting thing about any science fiction writer, | should think, is
why he does it — why he spends year after year writing futuristic stories. And,
believe it or not, the answer is childishly ssimple. It is because the writers are the
deepest dyed fans of all.

"Perhaps that statement will be challenged by some of the younger fans. I've
met a lot of them across the country, | think they're swell people and I've had a lot
of good times with 'em. But — I've never met any who had any deeper enthusiasm
for fantasy fiction than the average s-f writer.

"In my own case, though it sounds like a big lie, | was an enthusiastic science
fiction fan before | could read. That was way back in the halcyon times, years
before World War One, when H. G. Wells published an article in the old
Metropolitan Magazine called "The Things that Live on Mars." | couldn't
decipher the text but the fantastic illustrations got me.

“Later on, | graduated to the old weekly magazines that ran occasional
fantasies. Julius Unger, that indefatigable bibliophilist of science fiction, once
dug up some of my own published fan-letters from those journals and cast them in
my teeth.

"All that was a long time ago. I've done a lot of reading in three or four
languages since then. But | will still always drop anything in my library for a
new science-fiction story, and | still get as much blast out of a good one as ever.

"The point that I'm trying to get over is that science fiction writers turn out the
stuff because they like it. If they didn't, they'd turn to the far easier existence of
riveters or refrigerator-salesmen. And if anyone says that that would be
wonderful, | here and now denounce him as a low character unworthy of
fandom."

It should be noted that although unmarried at the time of this article, Hamilton
would soon marry Leigh Bracket, the award-winning author of science fiction,
mystery and western novels, and, as screen writer, of such films as The Big Seep
(the Bogart and the Mitchum), Rio Bravo, Hatari!, and Sar Wars. The Empire



Srikes Back. During the period when Hamilton was writing the now impossible to
find Captain Future stories, Ms Brackett even pinch-hit for her husband on one, The
Comet Kings, which most fans consider the best novel in the series. A close
comparison of Hamilton's best novel, The Sar of Life, and Brackett's best, The
Sarmen, reveals remarkable smilarities of style, theme and intent and demonstrates
just how much these two authors came to influence and expand each other over the
years.

Jean Marie Stine
3/15/2003Chapter |
The RuneKey

Bray called excitedly to me from the forward deck of the schooner.

"Keth, your hunch was right. There's something queer in this trawl!"

Involuntarily | shuddered in the sudden chill of fear. Somehow | had known that
the trawl would bring something up from the icy Arctic sea. Pure intuition had made
me persuade Bray to lower his trawl in this unpromising spot.

"Coming, Bray!" | called, and hurried through the litter of sleds and snarling dogs.

Our schooner, the sturdy auxiliary ice-breaker Peter Saul, was lying at anchor in
the Lincoln Sea, only four hundred miles south of the Pole. A hundred yards away,
the dazzling white fields of ice stretched northward — a vast, frozen, scarcely
explored waste.

When we had reached the ice pack the night before, | had somehow conceived
the idea that Bray, the oceanographer, ought to try his luck here. Bray had laughed
a my hunch at first, but had findly consented.

"Are you psychic, Keith?' he demanded. "Look what the trawl brought up!"

A heavy, ancient-looking gold cylinder, about eight inches long, was sticking out
of the frozen mud. On its sides were engraved a row of queer symbols, amost
worn away.

"What in the world isit?" | breathed. "And what are those letters on it?'

Halsen, a big, bearded Norwegian sailor, answered me.

"Those letters are in my own language, sir.”

"Nonsense,”" | said sharply. "I know Norwegian pretty well. Those letters are not
in your language."

"Not the one my people write today," Halsen explained, "but the old Norse — the
rune writing. | have seen such writing on old stones in the museum at Oslo."

"Norse runes?' | blurted. "Then this must be damned ancient.”

"Let's take it down to Dubman," Bray suggested. "He ought to be able to tdl us."

Dubman, the waspish little archaeologist of the expedition, looked up in
annoyance from his collection of Eskimo arrowheads when we entered. Angrily he
took the cylinder and glared a it. Instantly his eyes lit up behind the thick
spectacles.

"Old Norse!" he exclamed. "But these are runes of the most ancient form —
pre-Vadstenan! What isit?"

"Maybe the runes on it can give us aclue," | said eagerly.



"I'll soon find out what they mean," Dubman declared.

With a magnifying glass, he began to examine the symbols graven on the golden
cylinder. Bray and | waited. | fet queerly taut. | could not understand just why |
was so excited about this find, but everything about it had been queer. A persistent
inner voice had kept tdling me "Make Bray let down his trawl here!"™ And the firgt
time it was lowered, it had brought up a gold tube that must have lan on the
sea-floor for centuries.

"Got it!" Dubman stated, looking up. "This thing is old, dl right — the most
ancient form of runic. The trandation doesn't tel much. Listen to this-

Rune key am I,
Chaining dark evil,
Midgard snake, Fenris,
And Loki, arch-devil.
Whilel liefar,

The Aesir safe are,
Bring me not home,
Lest Ragnarok come.”

A chill rippled through me, as though even the trandation of those ancient runes
could terrify me. Impatiently | shook off the feding.

"What does dl that stuff about the Aesir and Loki mean?' | asked.

"The Aesr were the ancient Norse gods, eternaly youthful and powerful. Ruled
by Odin, they lived in the fabled city of Asgard. Loki turned against them. With his
two familiars, the monstrous wolf Fenris and the great Midgard serpent, Loki joined
the Jotuns, the giant enemies of the gods. The gods findly managed to chain Loki,
hiswolf and his serpent. But it was predicted that if Loki ever broke his bonds, that
would bring about Ragnarok — the doom of the Aesir.

"Bring me not home, lest Ragnarok come," he quoted. "This key clams to be the
one with which Loki and his pets were locked up. Probably some ancient Norse
priest made it to 'prove’ the old myths, was shipwrecked and lost it in the sea.”

"l don't get it," Bray complained. "What made you tell me to let down my trawl in
just that spot, Keith?"

When | picked up the gold cylinder, a current of queer power ran up my arm.
Somehow it seemed to warn me to drop it back into the sea. But | didn't obey, for
something dien commanded me to keep the rune key.

"Can | study this for afew days?' | asked abruptly. "I'll take good care of it."

"l didn't know you had archaeological tastes, Masters," Dubman said, astonished.

"But you were responsible for finding it, so you can keep it awhile. Don't lose it,
though, or I'll skin you."

Through the little ring on one end of the cylinder, | passed a cord and hung it
around my neck. It was cold against my skin — cold and menacing, persistently
warning...

Naturdly | tried to convince mysdf that | just wasn't the superstitious type.
Besides my thirty years of disciplining myself to examine even obvious truths, and
my towering height of lean muscle, | have inherited the canny skepticism of my



Scottish ancestors.  Anyhow, a scientist couldn't admit the existence of the
supernatural. Like most other physicists, | clamed there were ill a lot of forces
which science hasn't had time to investigate yet. When it does, there will be no room
for superstition, for belief in the supernatural is merdly ignorance of natura laws.

But | worked twice as hard as anybody else, unloading our small rocket plane for
my first reconnaissance flight northward. Not even intense physica labor could
make me forget the sinister cold force of the rune key inside my shirt, though.

The menacing current felt even stronger when | stood on deck that night.
Overhead, the aurora borealis pulsated in shifting bars and banners of unearthly
radiance, changing the immense frozen ocean from white to green, violet and
crimson. Like a mad musician, the freezing wind strummed the schooner's hayards
and made the masts boom out their deep voices.

But the rune key under my shirt tormented me with its conflicting demands. It
ordered me to throw it back to the icy waters. Helpless, | ripped it out and tugged at
the cord, trying to snap it. An even stronger command made me put it back.

The moment | buttoned my shirt, | cursed myself for being a fool. Why should |
want to destroy something of potential vaue to science? Inwardly, though, | redized
that the demands of the rune key were stronger than my own will.

"It can be explaned scientificaly,” | muttered uneasily. "Everything has a
scientific explanation, once we can isolate it."

But how could a small, golden cylinder penetrate my mind and order it about like
aservant? What filled my heart with doubt and dread?

For dl my canny skepticism and scientific training, | couldn't answer those
ingstent questions, nor keep myself from being tormented by the damned thing...



Chapter 11
Mystery Land

It was a brilliant Arctic morning. The sun glittered on the white ice-pack, the
placid grey sea and the battered hull of the Peter Saul. | was ready for my firg
reconnaissance flight northward. Doctor John Carrul, chief of the expedition, called
down to me from therail of the schooner.

"Don't go too far the first trip, Masters. And return at once if the weather grows
threatening.”

"There won't be any storms for days,” | replied confidently. "I know Arctic
weather."

"You'd better leave that rune key with me," Dubman dhrilled. "I'd hate to lose it if
you cracked up."

During the past few days, the golden cylinder hadn't been out of my thoughts.
Whatever menacing force radiated from the key, it was dill far beyond my science. |
had tested it with electroscopes, but they registered nothing. Yet it did radiate some
disturbing force. It was the same with the menta command that fought the one
which tried to make me throw away the key. Apparently supernatura or not, it had
to have some rational, mundane explanation.

My obsession with the mystery had made me read Dubman's books on old Norse
myths. The Aedir, said the legends, inhabited the fabled city of Asgard, which was
separated from the land of Midgard by a deep gulf that was spanned by a wonderful
rainbow bridge. All around Midgard lay the frozen, lifeless wastes of Niffleheim.

In the great hdl Vadhalareigned Odin, king of the Aesir, and his wife Frigga. And
in other castles dwelt the other gods and goddesses. Once Loki had been of the
Aesir, till he turned traitor and was prisoned with his two monstrous pets, the wolf
Fenris and the Midgard serpent |ormungandr.

| read about the Jotuns — the giants who lived in dark Jotunheim and incessantly
battled the Aesir. Then there were the dwarfs of Earth, the Alfings who dwelt in
subterranean Alfheim. Hel, the wicked death-goddess whose dreaded hdl was near
the dark city of the Jotuns. Muspelheim, the fiery realm beneath Midgard.

One thing in these legends impressed me. They depicted the Aesr as mortal
beings who possessed the secret of eterna youth in common with the giants and
dwarfs. None of them grew old, but any of them could be dain. If Loki were
released, bringing about Ragnarok — the twilight of the gods — the Aesir would
perish.

As | delved deeper into the books of Rydberg, Anderson and Du Chaillu, |
learned that ethnologists thought there was some red basis to these legends. They
believed the Aesir had been redl people with remarkable powers. All my reading had
only intensfied my interest in the enigmatic rune key from the sea. | knew it
bordered on superstition, but | felt that if | were away from the influence of others,
the damned thing might actually get coherent.

"I'll be back by four o'clock,” | said. "It won't take me long to map a ded route.”

"Be sure you take no chances," Dr. Carrul called anxioudly.

Streaking across the ice, the rocket plane roared into the chill air. | circled above



the schooner, climbed higher, and then headed northward across the ice-pack.
Within ten minutes, | was flying over the endless expanse of the frozen Arctic
Ocean, warm and snug in the oxygen-filled cabin.

A vast white plain, glittering like diamonds in the sunlight, the sea ice had jammed
and split, and there were long leads of open water. My mission was to chart the
easiest route toward the Pole, so the sleds would lose no time detouring around
leads or scrambling over ridges. Once awesather observation camp was established,
| would carry in supplies in the plane.

Hundreds of thousands of square miles of the enormous sea of ice had never
been seen by man. Earth's last rel home of mystery was dazzlingly beautiful — but it
was murderous, terrifying, sinister...

Absorbed in keeping the plane on its course and making a map of the ice below,
my sense of time was temporarily paralyzed. The rocket motor roared tirelesdy, and
theice unrolled endlessly below. When my ship lurched sharply, | abruptly redized
that the wind was suddenly rising. | looked around, startled. A huge dark wal was
risng across the southern horizon.

"Damn it, I'll never cal mysef a weather prophet again,” | swore. "There just
couldn't be any storm. But thereitig!"

| banked around sharply and flew southward, fighting to rise above the fury. But
the higher | climbed, the higher the black, bailing wal of the storm seemed to rise. |
knew | was caught.

"Two minutes to live" | gritted. "It'll be afast death—"

Driving before it a cloud of stinging snow, the storm smacked my plane like a
giant hand. Stunned by the impact, deafened, | swung the nose around and let the
wind sweep the plane northward. There was no hope of fighting. | could only run
before the gale until its fury subsided. The whole sky was dark and raging around
me, filled with screaming wind and snow. Gripping the firing whed, | battled to keep
the reding planein the air.

But why did the rune key inside my shirt seem to throb with frantic warning? Why
did that dien voice in my mind seem eager and exultant? Why did | fed there was
something purposeful about this gale's direction? The storm had come up suddenly
out of a clear sky as soon as my plane was wdl in the air. Now it was hurling me
straight in one direction.

The imminent peril of death grew less unnerving than the mounting suspicion that
there was something deliberate about the storm. The warning force throbbing from
the rune key, and the wildly exultant dien voice in my brain, combined to demoralize
me.

After nearly six hours of ceaseless storm-driven flight, | received the greatest
shock. Peering ahead through the frosted cabin windows, | redized suddenly that
there was a great area dead ahead — which | could not see!

"It can't bered!" | gasped. "A colossal blind spot—"

My vision seemed to dide around that vast area. | could see the ice-pack beyond
it, scores of miles away. | could see the ice on ether side of it. But the area itsdf
just didn't register.

"Some trick of refraction, perhaps due to the terrestrial magnetic currents that are
strong here," | muttered. "Maybe it's connected with the mystery of the aurora.”



My scientific reasoning didn't quiet my nerves. For the storm that bore me on
was carrying me straight toward that huge blind spot. When | was amost to the
edge of the enigmatic area my vison seemed to dide away to either side, amost at
right angles. If this was refraction, it was a type that was completely unknown to
science.

My storm-tossed plane hurtled with reckless speed toward the edge of the vast
blind spot; | could see nothing whatever ahead. Everything seemed crazily twisted
out of focus, distorted by that weird wall.

Abruptly the gde flung my reding plane directly through the fantastic wal that
defied my vison — and | was insde the blind spot! But now | could not see outside
it.

"This—thisisimpossible!" | gasped with startled terror.

| could see nothing but the interior, a great space of tossing ocean, curving
ominoudy to every sinister horizon. Black waves, black clouds ... Suddenly |
gasped in amazement. Far ahead loomed a long, high mass of forbidding, dark land.

The storm 4ill howled with dl its origina fury, carrying me dangerously low over
the foam-fanged waves toward the distant land. Through the scudding snow, |
detected afaint greenish radiance. But redization of my immediate peril swept away
my demoralization. | could not land in that vicious sea. Yet neither could | climb
agan in that gale.

The land | had glimpsed was now a mile ahead of me, its frowning eastern cliffs
stretching right across my course. The gray precipices were hundreds of feet high.
Above them, the land ran back into dark forests and shaggy wooded hills where no
landing was possible.  Then | saw a smal beach strewn with boulders. Pure
desperation made me head the plane toward it.

Over the bailing white hell of breakers | shot. My wheels touched the beach.
Before | could brake with the forward jets, the port window smashed against a
projecting boulder. But that was the only damage when | stopped out of reach of
the waves.

| shut off the rocket motor and stumbled out of the ship. My knees were
trembling with the reaction of prolonged tenseness. But the land and sea insde the
incredible blind spot made me forget my exhaustion.

The air was keenly cold. It was the cold of an ordinary northern spring, though,
not the bitter polar chill it should have been. The sky was dark with clouds, fleeing
before the gale. The boom of raging surf and keen of walling winds were loud in my
ears. Stranger even than the comparative warmth was the faint green radiance that
seemed to pervade the air. An édritch glow that could barely be seen, it seemed to
stream upward from the ground. It was oddly exhilarating.

"Might be gamma radiation from some unknown source,”" | reasoned. "That may
account for the refraction that makes this whole area a blind spot. | wish | had
instruments here to check. Hope it doesn't have the usual effects of gamma radiation
on human tissue. But it seems invigorating.”

Excitement began to risein me. | had found a hidden land of strange warmth
completely unknown to civilization, here in the polar wastes. Its strange trick of
refraction had defied discovery until now. No scientist could have been dropped in
that blind spot without feding the urge to explore. Waiting for the storm to die



down, flying out of the blind area and getting back to the ship for a regular
exploration party would have been wiser. But like every other man, | had the desire
to be first in an unknown land.

| moored the plane between two boulders and removed my flying togs to don
regulation exploring clothes for Arctic weather. With a pack of food pellets and
blankets on my back, | began to climb the jagged, craggy wall.

Gasping for breath, | reached the rim of the lofty cliffs. Cold sea winds buffeted
me, and the boom of bursting breakers came muffledly from below. Harshly
screaming sea-gulls soared and circled around me.

To my right lay the edge of the cliffs. To my left, a strip of heather ended in a
forest of fir trees, bending in the wind. Beyond the dark fir forest, shaggy, wooded
hills rose steeply. Toward the south lay the greater part of the land, rising into higher
forested hills. It was a wild northern landscape, bleak, harsh, inhospitable. Yet
somehow | relished being alone among screaming winds and gulls, and booming
surf, and groaning trees.

| stared at the towering little idand | had glimpsed. Its cliffs rose sheer from the
green sea for a thousand feet. Its flat top was on a leve with the mainland, and
separated from it only by a narrow, deep chasm through which the ocean surged.

But upon the idand itsalf rose massed gray towers — buildings! Great castles
stood out boldly against the gray, tossing sky, grouped into an amazing city on the
gnd| plateau. From the idand to the mainland sprang the arch of a stupendous
bridge. The flying bow of stone soared up and out for hundreds of feet. Painted in
brilliant red and blue and yellow, it gleamed like a fixed rainbow.

A rainbow bridge, leading to the high eyrie of great gray castles! Into my mind
rushed the stupefying memory of the legends | had read so recently — Asgard, the
fabled city of the Norse gods — the rainbow bridge that connected their abode with
Midgard.

Was | looking upon the city of the Aesir? Impossible! Yet this place was redl...



Chapter 111
Jotun and Aesir

A cry in the unhuman uproar startled me. | whirled around. A horse and rider
were charging aong the edge of the cliff, coming from the south.

"Good Lord!" | gasped. "Must everything be like a dream?"

The rider of that charging black steed was a young woman, but like none | had
ever seen before. She wore a winged metd helmet, beneath which her bright yellow
hair streamed like flame in the wind. Blue eyes flared hatred out of a beautiful, angry
face. Her dress was a gleaming brynja, or coat of ringed mail, over a kirtle. Her
white knees were bare, gripping the saddle. As she urged her mount down upon me,
astraight, light sword flashed in her hand.

"Y ou dare spy upon Asgard, Jotun dog!" she cried fiercely in a language that was
remarkably close to Norwegian. "Death for that!"

Then that high eyrie of great gray castles was Asgard, home of the legendary
Aesr! And this wrathful Viking maid took me for a Jotun, one of the race who were
mortal enemies of the Aesirl Was | dreaming dl this, or had | actualy stumbled
somehow into the land of ancient Viking legend?

Then | woke to redization of my peril. As the woman's sword stabbed toward
my breast, | ducked under it. | felt the blade scream above my head as her horse
thundered past. Swiftly | reached up and grabbed her outstretched mail-clad arm.
My hold tore her from the saddle.

The sword flew from her grasp as she fdl. But she was up and darting toward it
in a sngle motion. | leaped after her and caught her before she could reach the
weapon. She fought like a tigress. The strength of her slender, mail-clad body was
amazing. Her smdl fist struck my mouth furioudly.

"Scum of Jotunheim!™ she hissed. | findly succeeded in pinning her arms to her
sides. Her white face, inches away from my own, was blazing with rage, her
sea-blue eyes stormy in wild anger. She was beautiful, with a vibrant loveliness like
that of a tempest. Her helmeted, golden head came only to my chin, but her blue
eyes glared into mine without a trace of fear.

"You'll dangle from the walls of Asgard for daring to lay hands on me, Jotun!"
she snapped.

She spoke a strangely antique form of the Norwegian tongue. | answered in the
Norwegian | knew.

"Why did you try to kill me?' | asked. "I'm not your enemy."

"You are a Jotun, an enemy to the Aesir,” she declared. "You have the dark hair
of a true Jotun dog, even though you have chosen to dress in outlandish garments.
And you dared spy on Asgard!"

In the old legends, | remembered, the mighty Aesir had been fair-haired. Their
mortal enemies, the Jotuns, had been dark-haired.

"l am no Jotun," | said earnestly. "I have but newly come to this land, from far
across the outer ice."

She laughed scornfully. "Do you think | believe that you have come from beyond
frozen Nifflehem? Your lie is not even clever. Why do you delay in killing me?



Degth is preferable to your touch, Jotun. And the death of Freya will soon be
avenged.”

"Freya?' | gasped.

This woman was Freya, whom the old Vikings had worshipped — Freya of the
white hands, loveliest of the Aesir? It was impossible!  She was redl, warm, panting
with hate as she sought to free hersalf. Yet she had spoken of Asgard. That distant
eyrie of gray castle was Asgard, just as the legends had described it, even to the
flying rainbow bridge that connected it with the mainland.

"I can't understand, Freya" | fatered, ill holding her. "My name is Keth
Masters. | came from beyond the ice — Niffleheim, as you cdl it."

For a moment, doubt softened her stony blue eyes. Then she looked past me,
and they became hitter and hate-filled again.

"Y ou need lie no longer. Here are your Jotun comrades now, come to help you."

| turned, appalled. Eight men were approaching stedthily, after tethering their
horses at the edge of the forest. They were tdler even than I. Their hair was black
as mine, and hung down in shaggy locks from under cap-like metd helmets. They
wore armor tunics of overlapping metal scales, and high buskins on their feet, and
carried swords and shields. Their faces were black-bearded, brutal.

"He is the man — kill him!" a brawny man bellowed, pointing to me with his
sword.

They rushed forward. Freyas sword lay near my feet. | released the woman and
snatched up the weapon. As | faced the Jotuns, | glimpsed Freya staring in wonder
from me to the charging barbarians. | heard their captain shouting orders.

"Strike them both down. Be sure the man does not escape!"

They came a me in a bunch. The light, straight sword in my hand flashed out
vicioudy. | was a far hand with a saber, for it was a sport | had practiced in
universty days. Except for its straightness, this sword was like the blades | had
used.

It bit through a Jotun throat, then swung in a dicing Slash at his nearest comrade's
neck. Both men crumpled, but the others came on. | knew | was done for. Red life
isn't like the movies. One man just can't stand off six in a sword fight.

"We are a the edge of the cliff," Freya said camly. "Another step backward and
we fal."

"Take care not to push the man over the cliff,” shouted the Jotun captain
apprehensively. "We must not lose his body!"

Whatever its reason, their caution gave me a chance | would not have had
otherwise. | stood up against their stabbing blades, fending off savage thrusts. But
such a battle could not go on for long. Already my arm was tiring, and | was
exhausted by dl | had gone through.

"He weakens!" roared the Jotun captain. "Thrust home!"

At that moment | heard a thunder of approaching hoofs.

"Help comes!" Freyacried. "My kinsman and the Jarl Thor!"

The Jotun warriors stopped and swung around. A bellow of rage and terror went
up from them. Two riders were charging toward us, from Asgard, followed by a
hurrying troop. One was a helmeted, gold-haired man, whose handsome face was
wild with anger. The other's red face and smal eyes were blazing. His yellow beard



bristling, he swung a huge hammer that to me seemed his only weapon.

"The Hammerer!" cried the Jotuns,

They bolted in frantic fear toward their horses. But they were too late. A terrible
bull-roar of rage came from the bearded, bare-headed giant. His huge hammer
smashed a Jotun's helmet and skull like cardboard. Without dackening his horse's
stride, the gigantic Hammerer swung his awful weapon at another Jotun's head.

"It's the Jarl Thor and my kinsman Frey!" Freya stated coolly.

Thor, mightiest of the old gods of legend, strongest of Aesir? Frey, the mythical
kinsman of Freya? | shrugged in defeated skepticism.

None of the fleeing Jotuns reached their horses. The lightninglike sword of Frey
stabbed two as they ran, and the terrible hammer of bearded Thor smashed down
the others. Then Thor and Frey whedled their horses. The Hammerer uttered
another roar of rage and spurred straight at me.

"Here's a Jotun dog we missed!"

Before | could move, his great hammer, bright-red with new blood, was already
raised. | swayed drunkenly, exhausted, unable to defend myself from that terrible
weapon.

"Wait!" Freya cried.

The hammer was checked in mid-air. No ordinary man could have halted its
downward rush so effortlesdly.

"Is he not one of the Jotun skrellings who attacked you?' rumbled Thor.

"He cannot be," Freya said. "For they tried even harder to kill him than me, and
he fought vdiantly against them."

Frey hurriedly dismounted. His handsome face was drawn with worry as he ran
to the woman and caught her shoulders.

"You're not harmed, Freya?' he asked anxioudly.

"No, by the help of this outlander," she said. "Jarl Keith is his name, and he says
he came from beyond Niffleheim."

"It's true," | panted. "l camein that flying ship."

| pointed to the beach far below, where my rocket plane rested between boulders.
They stared down at it.

"So you outlanders can build flying ships,” Frey said wonderingly. "Your
cvilization must be far different from ours. Odin will wish to question this
outlander. WEell take him to Asgard with us.”

Odin, chief of the old Norse gods, king of the mythica Aesir? | shook my head
and gave up the fight against disbelief.

"Very wdl," growled Thor reluctantly. "I still think he looks like a Jotun.”

Frey brought me the horse of a dead Jotun. By now, the troop that had hurried
after Frey and Thor reached us. They were dl big, fair-haired men, armored in mall
brynjas and helmets, obvioudly disappointed at missing the fight.

| mounted, unable to lose the dreamlike qudity of the experiences. With the troop
of horsemen following. | rode beside Freya, Thor and Frey. | heard the clatter of
hoofs, the rumble of voices, fdt the saddle beneath me, and the motion of the horse.

But nothing seemed redl. My body grasped the actuality, yet my tired, harried brain
refused to accept it. My eyes were so puzzled and shot with blood that Freya
looked at me sympathetically.



"You can rest in Asgard. Jarl Keith." she said. "And you have nothing to fear
from my people.”

"l do not fear," | answered thickly, "but my dazed mind makes me unhappy. Are
you people redly the old gods?"

"Gods," she repeated. "l do not understand you, Jarl Keith. There are no gods
except the three Norns and their mother, Wyrd, the fates whom we worship."

| clenched my teeth and stared straight ahead. [If they weren't the ancient Norse
gods, why did they give themselves, their city, the lands around them, the names |
had found in the legends? On the other hand, it couldn't be a fake, for they seemed
genuinely bewildered by me and my questions. Naturdly they might have been fairly
recent immigrants to thisweird blind spot, perhaps the tenth or fifteenth generation.
In that case, they wouldn't be immortals, of course, and there would be a perfectly
reasonable explanation for their names and those of ther city and surroundings. But
would recent colonists dare the vengeance of their gods by taking their names? |
had to change that question when another thought struck me. Even if the colony
were thousands of years old, there would till be some remembrance of the Aesir —
the old gods! But these people worshiped the Norns and their mother, Wyrd, which
meant they were not gods and did not regard the Aesir as supernatural beings!

Defeatedly | stopped thinking when we reached the rainbow bridge. Five hundred
feet long, it consisted of brilliantly painted slabs of stone, lad across two huge
arched beams of massive, slvery metal. Far beneath this giddy span, the green sea
rolled between the promontory and the idand, Asgard. My hair stood up in fright as
we rode our horses up the arch. Ther hoofs clattered on the stone, proving the
solidity of the bridge. But | shrank from looking over either side, for there were no
rallings or low walls. But neither the Aesir nor their horses showed apprehension.

Bifrost Bridge hung in the sky like a rainbow frozen into stone. And I, Keth
Masters, with Thor, Frey and Freya of the old Aedr, was riding across it into
Asgard, the mythica city of the gods!



Chapter 1V
Odin Speaks

The bridge ended in a massive guard-house of gray stone, built sheer on the
precipitous edge of Asgard. The only entrance to the city beyond was by an arched
way through the fort, which was, barred by metd gates. But as our horses clattered
over the stupendous bridge, a guard blew a long, throbbing cal on a great horn that
hung in ading.

Our horses paused. Warily | glanced down into the abyss and looked at the
iIdand more closaly. | noted that in the eastern cliffs was a deep fiord with a narrow
entrance, in which floated severad dozen ships. Dragon-ships like those of the old
Vikings, they were forty to eighty feet long, with brazen beaks on their bows and
sails furled and oars stacked. From the fiord, a steep path led upward to the plateau.

In answer to the blast on the horn, atal, lordly man in gleaming mal and helmet
came out on the tower above.

"Open wide your gates, Hemdall!" boomed Thor impatiently. "Are we to be kept
waiting here till we rot?"

"Softly, Thor," Frey said to the Hammerer. "It was Heimddl, remember, whose
keen eyes saw Freya and the Jotuns and warned us."

Heimdal, the warder of the guardhouse, waved his hand to us. Winches groaned,
and the barred gates swung inward. We spurred forward. | was glad to leave that
unrailed bridge over the abyss. We rode right through the arched tunnel that pierced
the guardhouse, and clattered onto a stone-paved plaza

Asgard lay before me.

Involuntarily | slacked my bridle and stared at the great gray castles that were built
iInaring around the sheer edge of the lofty idand. All twenty had been built of gray
stone hewn from the rock of the idand itsalf, and dl were tiled with thin stone dates.
Each consisted of a big, rectangular, two-storied hdl, with two branching lower
wings and two guardtowers. They faced toward a far huger pile that rose from the
center of the idand.

The largest castle had four guardtowers, and its vast, stone-tiled roof loomed over
the rest of Asgard like a man-made mountain. Between this great hdl and the ring of
sndler castles lay smal fields and cobbled streets of stone houses and workshops.

Hundreds of the people of Asgard were in the streets and fields. All were
fair-haired, blue-eyed and large-statured. Many of the men wore helmets and mailed
brynjas, and were armed with sword, ax or bow. Other men wore meta rings
around their necks, but they went about ther tasks cheerfully enough. The women
wore long blue or white gowis, with wimpled hoods. There were scarcely any
children.

"Must be an unbdievably low birthrate here,” | muttered. "That could be due to
the hard radiation effect."

The faint, eldritch green glow pervaded this idand, like the mainland. It was
certanly exhilarating. It was restoring my vigor with amazing speed. But if it was
actudly gamma or a amilar hard radiation, as | suspected, it would be bound to
cause a partid sterility among people who were continualy exposed to it.



We spurred toward the centra castle, halted our horses on a stone plaza guarded
by afile of soldiery.

“This is Vdhdla, the castle of our king," Freya told me as we dismounted.
"Courage, Jarl Keith. Odin will explain dl to you."

The touch of her dim white fingers seemed to steady me. Vahdla, the legendary
gathering hal of the gods, had stunned me. | grinned weskly and followed Thor as
he clanked through the arched entrance and strode down a stone corridor into a vast
hall.

The place was two hundred feet wide and six hundred feet long! Ninety feet
above us were the great beams that supported the enormous gabled roof. Narrow,
dit-like windows admitted too little light to dispel the shadows, but | could see that
the walls were hung with brilliant tapestries. The stone floor held massive tables and
benches.

In the center was a great sunken hearth, where a few dying brands sill smoldered.
Facing this, on araised stone dais againgt the south wal, sat Odin, king of the Aesir.

He was wrapped in a blue-gray mantle, and wore a gleaming eagle-helmet. Thor led
our little group across the shadowy hal and raised his hammer in salute.

"Hall, king and father! The Jotuns dared to attack the lady Freya. Frey and |
killed the skrellings, and have brought this man. He looks like a Jotun to me, but he
clams heis an outlander."

Freya stepped forward, her dim figure martid in her gleaming white mail, her
beautiful white face wrathful.

"Thor is stupid as ever, lord Odin!  Anyone can see this man is an outlander from
beyond Niffleheim."

"L et the man speak for himsdlf," Odin said in a heavy, rolling voice.

The king of the Aesir seemed to be a powerful, vigorous man of about fifty years
of age. His short beard was gray. His left eye was missing, destroyed by the
accident or battle that had also left a white scar on his face. But he radiated such
deep, stern power and wisdom that | fet like a child before him.

"Y ou say you came from beyond Niffleheam?' he asked.

"Yes, lord Odin,” | answered unsteadily. "l was traveling over that icy waste in
my flying ship. A storm caught me and flung me far north, toward this strange land
which | could not even see until | was hurled into it."

"So the outland peoples have been learning science?' Odin asked thoughtfully.
"It must be so, if they can build flying craft.”

"Yes, and | am one of the scientists of my people,” | said. "Yet | cannot
understand this strange land. It cannot be seen from outside. It is warm compared
with the polar cold outside, and it seems flooded with some mysterious force."

"If you cannot understand these things,” Odin rumbled, "then the science of your
outland peoples cannot be deep as our ancient one."

| was more stunned than ever. The Aesir seemed utterly without modern scientific
tools, weapons and instruments, yet their ruler was calmly deprecating the science of
the modern world.

"l cannot understand you, lord Odin!" | burst out. "Asgard, dl the Aesir, and the
Jotuns have been deemed but legend for many centuries. Yet in this hidden land |
find you have the names of the old gods, and have caled your city Asgard. Most of



dl, I do not understand why you speak of the science of my race as though you
knew a much deeper science. | have seen no evidences of scientific knowledge in
thisland at dl!"

"Qutlander, who call yourself Jarl Keith," Odin replied, "we Aesr are men, not
gods. But we have lived for many centuries in Asgard, and many legends may have
risen about us in the outer world."

"You've lived here for centuries?' | gasped incredulousy. "Do you mean that
you are immortal ?'

"Not immortal. We can be killed by war, accident or starvation. But we do not
grow old, and neither do we sicken or die of disease. We do possess an ancient
science, deeper and different than your outland science.

"But because it once brought us disaster, we prefer not to encourage research in
it, nor use it in our everyday lives. We Aesr were the first civilized race of Earth.
For we grew to civilization in the place where life itsdlf first evolved — beneath the
crust of Earth."

"Insde Earth?' | exclamed unbelievingly. "Why, not one of our biologists would
agree!”

"Yetitis so," said Odin broodingly. "There are great spaces beneath the crust of
the planet, mighty hollows formed by its unequal cooling. It was in one of those
spaces beneath this northern part of the globe that life first began. For in those
hollows are great masses of imbedded radioactive elements.

“Their radiation, powerfully drenching certain compounds of carbon, hydrogen,
phosphorus, sulfur and other elements, which erosion carried down into the
subterranean spaces, transformed those unstable compounds into new, complex
chemical compounds. They never could have formed on the surface. Those
organic compounds findly formed into cells capable of assmilation and
reproduction.

"A rapid evolution of those first subterranean living cells into more complex
creatures took place. It was rapid because the penetrating radiation in that
subterranean space affected the genes of dl living things and caused a proliferation
of mutants, a constant flood of new forms. Thus, the first living things, the first
plants and insects and animals, were born beneath Earth's crust.

"From there, they spread out onto Earth's surface, and soon multiplied vastly.
But evolution was more rapid in the subterranean spaces. For the gene-affecting
radiation was more powerful there than on the surface. Thus more mutants evolved
there. So it was in the subterranean spaces that the first mammals and the first men
evolved. Many of those men found their way out to the surface.

"They spread over Earth as wandering, haf-anima savages who dowly developed
through the ages. But the human beings who remained in the sheltered subterranean
world developed far more swiftly. Those people had become intdligent when the
men of the surface were 4ill brutes. Those people in the underworld developed a
great civilization and deep knowledge of science. They were my people, the Aesir.

"Generations of us lived and died in the great, hollow underground world we
caled Muspelheim. But then our scientific progress brought catastrophe. One of
our scientists, ignoring my warnings, believed that he could enable us to live
indefinitely without aging or sickening.



"His theory was that by accelerating the naturd disintegration of the radioactive
substances in our subterranean world, they would emit a terrific flood of radiation.
It would destroy dl disease bacteria and deliver us from sickness. It also would
constantly renew the cellsin our bodies by stimulating their unceasing regeneration.”

Odin paused, and a shudder seemed to run through dl the Aesir in that great hall,
Vahdla

"Againg my orders, he carried out the experiment that brought catastrophe to
Muspelheim. The process got beyond his control. All the radioactive matter in our
subterranean world blazed up. We Aesr fled up from our underworld to the
surface. We found that the mainland yonder, which we caled Midgard, was
populated by two of the barbarous races of the upper Earth.

"One of those races, whom we called the Jotuns because of their great stature,
were quite numerous. A people of savage, brutal warriors, lacking dl learning, they
dwelt in the dark city Jotunheim, which lies on the southern shore of the mainland
Midgard. The other race we called the Alfings, for they were stunted men who dwelt
mostly in the small caves under Midgard, through fear of the Jotuns.

"The Jotuns at first pretended friendliness toward us, and learned our language.
We had taken thisidand of Asgard for our home, and had built our castles here, and
connected it to the mainland by the bridge Bifrost, whose beams the Alfings forged
for us. Then the Jotuns suddenly unmasked their hatred and attacked us here in
Asgard.

"Almost they overcame us, for to surprise was added treachery. But by calling
upon our scientific powers, we repelled the Jotuns. Aghast a the dreadful forces
our science loosed upon them, they gladly ceased attacking us. Yet they have
adways hated us, and we have lived in a hostile armed truce with them for twenty
centuries.

"Yes, for two thousand years have | and most of my people lived here in Asgard.
The terrific blaze of radioactive fire which our rash scientist kindled in Muspelheim
far below drenches dl this land with penetrating radiation. Even as he had hoped, it
kills dl disease bacteria and rejuvenates our tissues. We do not sicken or age, and
can live indefinitely, unless killed in war or accident. But because the radiation has a
strong Serilizing effect, our number has never increased.

"The Jotuns and Alfings, who dwell in the mainland Midgard, are also kept
unaging by the radiation. And it refracts dl light around this land. It also causes the
northern lights that stream from this place into the skies. Here in Asgard we have
lived thus for dl these centuries. Though we chiefs of the Aesr retain the deep
scientific knowledge we developed long ago in Muspelheim, we have chosen not to
delve deeper.

"It was such delving that brought disaster to our subterranean home. We want no
more such disasters! We are content to live here in smple fashion, without
depending too utterly on science. We know from bitter experience that science can
be perverted to catastrophic results by reckless and unscrupulous men."

His heavy voice ceased. | stood staring a him, my mind dizzy. Incredible as it
seemed, his story was scientifically sound. It explained nearly dl the enigmas | had
met in this mystery land.

"Y ou have lived here for centuries,” | mused. "Dim rumors of your powers, your



city Asgard, and your war with the Jotuns, must have reached the outer world.
These rumors became myths that made you gods.”

"It must be so," Odin agreed. "Long ago, a party of the Aesir went beyond the
Ice on an important mission. Some of them did not return. Now | believe those lost
ones reached the outer world. They probably died soon, from lack of the
rguvenating radiation. But their stories of us may have begun those myths."

"So | am thought a mythical god in the outer world, en?' Thor guffawed.

"It is true" | said earnestly. "And aso lord Odin, and Frey and Freya. But
there's one thing | can't understand. Those Jotuns who attacked me and Freya
seemed intent on killing or capturing me. It was as though they expected me, and
were waiting to seize me. Yet how could they possibly know | was coming?’

Odin frowned. "l do not know, but | do not likeit. It may be that the Jotuns-"

His voice trailed off, and he stared abstractedly beyond me. Somehow the tone
of hisvoice had chilled me.

"But enough of that now," he said abruptly. "We shdl tak later of these things
and of the outer world from whence you come. Now Jarl Keith is to be an honored
guest of the Aesir.”

"l can't clam that title" | replied. "I am no chieftain in my own land. I'm only a
scientist.”

"Any man who dared Niffleheim's ice has won the title of jarl," he declared. "You
shdl rest in this castle. And tonight, Jarl Keith, you sit with the Aesir a our nightly
feast, herein Vdhalla"



Chapter V
Shadow of Loki

Sowly | awoke to the redlization that a hand was gently shaking my shoulder. |
saw at once that it was twilight. | had dept exhaustedly for severa hours in this
spacious, stone-walled room. | lay on a wooden bed whose posts were carved into
wolf's heads. There were two heavy chairs with hide seats, and a big chest covered
by a brilliant tapestry. Broad open windows looked out across the twilit city of
Asgard.

The hand shaking my shoulder was that of a thrall. The servant, a grizzled,
middle-aged man, wore the meta ring of servitude around his neck.

"The feast in Vahdla begins soon, lord," he said as | sat up. "I have brought you
proper raiment.”

He pointed to a helmet and garments such as the Aesir wore, which he had placed
on the chest.

"All right, if I'm supposed to dress in the fashion,” | said dubioudly.

As he bowed and left, | went to the window. The rapidly darkening sky had
partly cleared of storm clouds. In the southwest, a bloody, murky sunset glowed
evilly crimson. The shaggy hills and ridges of Midgard stood out black against it.

Somewhere on the mainland, miles away at its southern end, was the dark city of
Jotunheim. Somewhere in the caves of that rocky land dwelt the dwarfed Alfings.
And far below dl this land, if Odin had told the truth, lay the great subterranean
world of Muspelheim. There blazed the terrific atomic radiation that made this a
warm country where no man could sicken or grow old enough to die,

Beneath me, as dusk fel over Asgard, | could see a cheerful bustle of activity.
Armed soldiers, who had been training with sword and buckler on a nearby field,
were now trooping through the twilight toward Vadhdla Smoke was risng from
great castles and humble stone houses. | glimpsed hunters riding over Bifrost
Bridge, the carcasses of smdl deer dung over their saddles. As Asgard's gates were
opened, | heard the throbbing call of the warder's great horn welcoming them.

Was it possible that | was actualy here in the mythicd city of the gods? It
certainly was hard to believe. But even more incredible was Odin's saga. If he and
the other Aesir chiefs possessed such profound scientific knowledge, why did they
and dl their people live so primitively?

"l suppose it's true," | muttered. "They don't age or grow sick, so they can live
pleasantly enough without usng science. Anyhow, they had a damned unpleasant
experience with one reckless scientist. It's no wonder they don't encourage
research.” Sowly | shook my head. "No. I'll wake up and find it's just a dream.
But I'd hate to have it disappear before | could see Freya again. Wonder if shelll be
a the feast."

That thought spurred me into taking off my heavy coat, breeches and boots. The
helmet, woolen trunks, mail coat, buskins, belt and long sword and dagger |ooked
uncomfortably like stage props. But women are funny about unfamiliar clothing.
Just think how they laugh when the telenews shows them styles they wore a couple
of decades ago! | didn't want Freya to have that reaction to me.



But when | took off my own shirt to don the Aesir garments, my hand touched
something that hung from my neck. It was the rune key! | had completely forgotten
it since entering the blind spot. Now, however, | suddenly thought of the rune
rhyme.

Rune key am I,
Chaining dark evil,
Midgard snake, Fenris,
And Loki, arch-devil.

Why, | wondered, had | heard no mention of Loki? Everything else in the old
Norse myths seemed to have some solid basis here, but | had heard nothing of the
traitor Aesir. | decided to ask Odin about that at my first opportunity, as | tucked
the gold cylinder inside my new shirt and laced up the mal brynja over it.

Hardly had | done so when the grizzled thrall again appeared at the door of my
chamber.

"King Odin summons you to the feast, lord."

| quickly put on the heavy, gleaming helmet. Feding stiff as a ham actor in the
strange costume, | followed the thrall down stone stairs to the great hal. The thrall
shouted a loud announcement.

"The Jarl Keith, from the outlands beyond Niffleheim!™

The voices and laughter died down, and every eye turned toward me with eager
curiosity. Vahdla blazed with light from torches set in the walls and the gredt fire
blazing high in the centra hearth. The scores of tables now bore metd and
earthenware dishes loaded with food. Tdl flagons and drinking horns were
replenished by swift serving-maidens.

At these tables sat the chief captains and warriors of the Aesir. Hundreds of big,
fair-naired men, helmets laid aside, their mall glistening in the torchlight, were feasting
and drinking. At the table raised upon the dais by the southern wall sat the nobles of
the Aesir and their ladies. In his high, carved chair in the middle sat Odin. Beside
him was a woman of matronly beauty, his queen, the lady Frigga.

"Jarls and captains of the Aedir,” Odin boomed. "Drink welcome to the Jarl
Keith, our guest and friend from beyond Niffleheim."

"Skoal to the Jarl Keith!" roared bearded Thor, winking jovidly a me as he raised
his huge drinking-horn.

"Skoal!" peded Freyas slver voice. Every voice in Vahdla hdl repeated the
greeting. Hundreds of drinking-horns were raised. Odin waved me toward a seat at
his table of nobles, between Freya and the ddicately lovely wife of Thor. As | took
the chair, serving-maids brought me a great dab of beef on a platter, and a horn of
mead. | tasted the drink curiously. It was thin, sweet and potent.

Freya leaned toward me. She was dressed now like the other Aesr ladies, in a
long white linen gown. Her bright hair was bound by a silver circlet, her dress belted
by a heavy metd girdle studded with flashing emeralds.

"Shdl | name the others for you, Jarl Keith? Y ou will meet them dl soon."

At my right, beyond giant Thor and his wife, sat three other sons of Odin — Vidar,
Vdi and Hermod, tadl and fair-haired, stawart men al. There was Hemdall, the



warder of Asgard gate, whom | had already seen. Niord was a squat, jovid bald
man of middle age, with hiswife Skadi. Forseti was a sober young man, apparently
much respected by the other Aesir.

To my left, beyond Freya, sat Frey and his lovely wife, Gerda. Beyond them
were Bragi, a gentle-looking man with dreaming eyes, his wife, the noble-featured
Idun; Aegir, a gaunt, white-bearded old sea-king, and his aged wife, Ran. At the-
table-end sat Tyr, a young man but most gloomy and slent of any in the hdl.
Drinking moodily, he watched the merry feasters with brooding eyes.

"Tyr is dways dark and dlent,” Freya explained, "but not in battle. He is a
berserk.”

| remembered the legend of the berserks — men who went blood-mad in battle,
and fought with unhuman frenzy, without mail.

"How is it that some of you are old, if the radiation keeps you dl from aging?' |
asked.

"They were old when the catastrophe first kindled the radiation below. Since
then, none of them has grown older. The few children born here grow normaly till
they reach maturity, and then do not age further."

"You'vedl lived here in Asgard for centuries on centuries,” | muttered. "It seems
repulsive.”

"Not dl of us, Jarl Keith," said Freya. "l am not centuries old!"

She smiled when | looked at her doubtfully.

"Y our name was known and worshiped in the outer world centuries ago, Freya."

"My mother's mother was named Freya also,” she explained. "She was sister to
Frey, who sits beside you. She and her husband Odur were among the party of
Aesr Odin mentioned, who perished in a mission beyond Niffleneim. But Freya left
two daughters, Hnoss and Gersemi. Gersemi was my own mother. She perished
from drowning twenty years ago, soon after | was born."

"Then you're redly only twenty years old?' | exclamed. "I'm glad of that!"

"Why should you be glad, Jarl Keith?' she asked quite innocently.

| was spared a reply by an interruption to the feast. Tdl Heimddl stood up and
cdled:

"A saga from the king of skalds, Bragi!"

When the feasters took up the cry, Bragi rose. Smiling, he went to a great harp at
the end of the hdl. His fingers touched the strings, and rippling, shivering music
weled out. He sang in a clear, strong voice.

Give ear, dl ye Aedir, Sons of the morning,
Wise men and warriors,

Men with great hearts!

Ye who fared upward,

From Muspelheim'’s fire-hell,

Daring dl terrors

To seek anew land!

Bragi sang on, describing the migration of the Aesr from their disaster-smitten
underworld, their repulse of the Jotuns, the hunt and the battle of their ships aong



Midgard's coast, and the fury of the sea.

"Skoal, Bragi!" roared the audience, and dl raised their horns.

| drank with the others. The potent mead made me a little dizzy. | nearly forgot |
was Keith Masters. | was the Jarl Keith, sitting beside Freya in Vdhalla, feasting and
shouting.

"Now for the games," Odin announced.

A glegful yel came from the warriors.

"What games are these?' | asked.

"Sword-play with blunted blades, and wrestling," Freya said. "As a guest, Jal
Keith, you'l take part in them, of course.”

| saw everyone looking expectantly at me. Somewhat sobered, | stood up.

"I'm but afar swordsman, lord Odin," | said, "yet I'll joinin."

"Who will try sword-play with the outland Jarl?' Odin asked.

“Tyr, you are our best swordsman."

"No, lord Odin, not I," the berserk Tyr answered broodingly. "You know that a
sword in my hand brings the madness on me."

"I'll face Jarl Keith," said Frey, standing up and smiling at me.

We walked around to the open space in front of the tables. There we were given
gauntlets, shields, and two long swords whose points had been cut off.

"Who delivers three stout blows on his opponent's helmet wins the game,” Odin
stated.

The game appeared dangerous to me, for our faces were quite unprotected. |
hadn't much hope of besting Frey; but | was determined not to show any semblance
of fear before Freya and these fierce warriors.

Frey's blade clashed against mine. Next instant, | redlized | could never meet his
equa. Centuries of practice had made him unhumanly skillful. His blade flew like a
streak of light and crashed on my helmet. As| staggered from the stunning blow, he
hit my helmet again. A roar went up from the crowd. Resentment gripped me, and |
lashed out savagely a Frey's head.

By sheer luck, the unexpected stroke caught his maled shoulder. When he
stumbled, | smote down on his helmet.

"Wel done, Jarl Keith!" roared the bull voice of Thor.

But Frey recovered before | did. His blade became a blur of stedl in front of me.
Grimly | tried to hold him off. But he soon got in his third blow.

"Are you hurt, Jarl Keith?' asked Frey solicitoudly.

"Only my pride," | said ruefully, as | put down the sword and shield.

Thor strode around the table to me. His bearded red face and little eyes were
twinkling with jovid expectation.

"You look like awrestler, Jarl from the outlands,” he boomed. "Will you try afdl
with me?'

"Aye, a match between Thor and the outland Jarl!" the audience shouted.

"Jarl Keith hasn't rested!" Freya cried indignantly to the Hammerer. "It's not fair!"

“I'm ready,” | said coolly to Thor. | redized to the full that the chances of my
overcoming the giant were infinitesmal. But | redlized, too, that dl this was a kind of
hazing which these Vikings gave to any newcomer. Thor tossed aside his hammer.
We faced each other, hands extended, seeking a grip.



| was afair wrestler, and | knew that my only chance was to overcome Thor by a
quick trick that he might not know.

As the giant grabbed for me, | dipped past him. Leaping to his back, | got a
half-nelson on him before he could expect it.

A mighty shout went up from the watchers as they saw the Hammerer claw
furioudy to pull me loose. Furioudly | hung on.

With one sturdy arm againg the back of his heavily cabled neck, and my legs
braced, | strained to force his huge head downward. For a moment | thought | had
achance to win the match. Then a bull-roar of rage came from Thor.

He jerked his head upward with such tremendous force that my hold was torn
loose.

Like an enraged bear, the Hammerer whirled and caught me around the waist.

This was wrestling in his style, dl strength and little science. His huge arms
crushed me, though | exerted dl my strength to win free. | felt the lacings of my mall
coat burst under the pressure as | strained franticaly to break his hold. But he
picked me up like a child and slammed me down upon the stone floor.

"Wdl done," he roared as he let me go. "You amost conquered me with your
outland tricks, Jarl Keith. Y ou will have to teach them to me."

"Some other time," | gasped, panting for breath as | stumbled to my feet. | turned
toward the king. "If you are satisfied, lord Odin, I'll take part in no more games
now."

Odin smiled. "You have borne yoursalf well, Jarl Keith, and-"

His voice ceased as his stern face seemed to freeze.

When | saw that he was staring at my chest, | looked down. The bursting mall
coat had let the rune key dangle in full view.

"The rune key!" he whispered.

Everyone in great Vahdla was speechless, staring in horror a the ancient gold
cylinder that hung outside my coat.

"The rune key!" Odin repeated hoarsely. "It has come back to Asgard. This is
the day for which dark Loki has waited!"



Chapter VI
Ancient Science

The frozen tillness in Vahdla was appalling. Aesr nobles and warriors dl
seemed turned to stone as they stared at the golden cylinder hanging from my neck.
| could hear the torches guttering, the snap of logs on the blazing hearth, and the dull
moan of the sea wind around Vahalas lofty eaves. It was as though the feast of the
Aesir had been smitten by chill terror.

"Where did you get that key, Jarl Keith?' Odin asked me hoarsely.

"Why, my comrades fished it out of the sea beyond the ice-pack — beyond
Niffleheim,” | answered bewilderedly.

A deep groan went up from the entire gathering. | turned to them unhappily,
feding like a hunted animd that knows it has done no wrong, yet ill is persecuted.

"Why did you bring it into this land?' Odin demanded fiercely.

"l don't know," | blurted. Remembering the queer dien hunch that had made me
find the key, | added: "Some strange whim in my mind told me where it was and
warned me not to throw it away."

"Loki's work!" Odin whispered. "The evil one has cast forces abroad that have
brought back the rune key that will set him free."

Thor's face flamed crimson as he sprang to his feet, clutching his mighty weapon.

"The arch-traitor Hill seeks to ruin Asgard and the Aesr!" he roared in
overpowering rage. "Oh, that | could bring Miolnir down upon his skull this
moment!"

"Even your strength and mighty weapon would fal against the dark science of
Loki," Odin said somberly.

| looked down bewilderedly at the gold cylinder hanging on my chest. Into my
mind flashed the last lines of the rune-rhyme graven on it.

Whilel liefar,

The Aesir safe are.
Bring me not home
Lest Ragnarok come.

Those lines seemed to throb in my mind like a beating drum of black, dire menace
that cannot be seen yet can be felt.

"l do not understand, lord Odin," | faltered. "Have | done wrong in bringing this
smdl and apparently harmless key into your land?"

"Because you brought it," Odin stated, cam at last, "we are threatened with
doom. A terrible menace has been a shadow over us for dl these long centuries.
That is the key which aone can loose the evil traitor Loki, who long has been
prisoned.”

When he saw me pae at his words, his deep, heavy voice rumbled comfortingly
through the frozen silence.

"It is not your fault, Jarl Keith. | seeit dl now. It was Loki's power that brought
you and the rune key here. Yes, from the gloomy prison where his body lies



helpless, Loki's mind reached forth through his deep craft of scientific powers. He
caused you to fish that rune key from the sea, and raised the storm that blew you
hither. Aye, and it was to take from you the key that would free their dark lord that
the Jotuns attacked you when you arrived."

"But who is Loki?' | asked bewilderedly. "In the old myths of the northland,
there was atde of atraitor by that name, who sought to destroy you—"

"Aye, a black traitor was accursed Loki!" shouted Thor. "The shame and the
curse of the Aesir, since first he was born."

"Aye, traitor he was, indeed," said Odin somberly. "Yet long ago, when we dwelt
in the underworld of Muspelheim, Loki was the most honored of the Aesir, next to
mysalf. Handsome, valiant, cunning, and learned, he was second only to me among
the Aesr. But Loki, the greatest scientist of my people, longed for power. His
experiments endangered us dl, time and again. Findly, againg my orders, Loki
brought catastrophe on our great and lovely underworld."

"Then Loki was the scientist you told me of!" | exclamed. "He kindled the
atomic fires of Muspelheim and nearly destroyed you!"

Odin nodded. "Loki was that rash scientist of whom | spoke. Seeking to kindle a
radiation that would keep us ever young, he touched off atomic fires that engulfed
Muspelheim and forced us to flee to this upper world. | should have punished Loki
then for his reckless disobedience. But | did not, because the flood of radiation
would keep us almost immorta inthisland. Instead | warned him that nobody must
tamper further with the raving atomic fires below.

"Loki agreed to tamper no more with those awful forces. But his promise was
worth nothing. Secretly, herein Asgard, he traveled back into fiery Muspelheim, and
began experimenting again. He hoped to forge such tremendous weapons from
those forces that he could displace me as ruler of the Aesir and conquer dl Earth.
My son Badur discovered Loki's forbidden researches in deep Muspelhem. To
prevent Baldur from exposing him, Loki dew him. But he had aready exposed
himsdlf.

"Loki fled from Asgard. Taking with him his two hideous pets, the wolf Fenris
and the Midgard snake, he fled to dark Jotunheim. There he dlied himsdf with the
brutd Jotuns. He knew they hated the Aesir, so he incited them to attack us,
promising that with his scientific powers, he would help them conquer and sack
Asgard.

"That was the time of which | told you, Jarl Keith, when surprise and treachery
amost enabled the Jotuns to conquer us. The Jotuns, led by Loki and aided by the
hellish forces his science devised, would have overcome us had | not used my own
scientific powers to defeat Loki's and had we not dl fought vaiantly. We repdled
the Jotuns with great daughter.”

Thor grinned and nodded, but his giant face reddened with hatred as Odin
continued.

"Defeated, Loki fled with his wolf and serpent into the labyrinth of caves in
Midgard. We followed him to the cave in which he hid, but Loki, in his extremity,
bargained cunningly for his life. Loki caled out to us. 'l have an instrument which
can destroy dl Asgard and the Aesir, by loosing the sea upon the atomic fires of
Muspelheim. Unless you agree to spare my life, | will use that secret and you will dl



perish with me.

"'We agree then to spare your life, Loki,' | answered. "You have our pledge, if
you surrender that deadly instrument.’ Loki surrendered the instrument to me. And
then | told him: 'We agreed to spare your life, Loki — but that is dl! Though you
shdl remain dive, you will no longer be a menace to us, for we shal prison you
eterndly in this cave to which you fled.'

"And we did that to Loki, Jal Keith. We cast him into a state of suspended
animation by filling his cave with a gas whose scientific secret | had discovered.
That gas paralyzed the functions of the body by freezing, but left the mind
conscious as ever. Into that waking, frozen slegp we cast Loki and his two hideous
pets. Then we closed that cave forever with a door that was not of metal or stone,
but of invulnerable force.

“That wal of energy was a screen of vibrations controlled by the generator insde
atiny projector. You, Jal Keth, have that projector — the rune key! Only the rune
key can unlock the door of Loki's cave-prison. Until it is unlocked, Loki must lie
there with his two dreadful familiars in suspended animation.

"But though Loki's body lies frozen, his mind is awake and active, and he seeks
by mental forces to free himsalf. We had given the wardership of the rune key to
Odur, husband of Freya, one of our greatest jarls. Loki's mind worked from afar
upon Odur by telepathic command, attempting to force the keeper of the key to
release Loki.

"Fearing that Loki's telepathic orders might some day succeed, | commanded
Odur to take the rune key and travel to the great ocean far outside icy Nifflehaeim,
and fling it into the deepest sea. Then, | thought, Loki would not be able to bring the
key back into Asgard, and would never manage to escape his doom. Odur took the
rune key and went beyond the ice of Niffleheim, and flung the key into the ocean as |
bade.

"But before he could return across the ice, Odur and his wife Freya and their
party were lost. | think now that they reached the lands of your outer world, and that
their tales of the Aesir and Asgard started the myths you mentioned, Jarl Keith. But
we thought ourselves safe, with the rune key resting in the ocean deeps far outside
Asgard.

"For even did a stranger chance to find the key in some future day, the runes upon
it would warn him. In case he could not read the runes, the key was constructed to
telepath a constant thought message. He would receive a constant mental warning to
get rid of the key."

"So that's why | fdt that sensation of ominous warning, after | first touched the
key! | muttered.

"That iswhy," Odin replied gravely; "And yet you, Jarl Keith, were influenced by
the even stronger commands of Loki. You kept the key, and brought it back into
Asgard. And now Loki, through his dlies, the Jotuns, will seek to get the rune key
from us, to use it to free himsdf. And if Loki is ever freed again, he will lead the
hosts of Jotunheim once more against Asgard. And it might wel be that Asgard
fdls, that the Aesir perish!”

| listened in horror. Not for amoment did | doubt Odin was tdling the truth. The
ancient science of these Aedr, though neglecting mechanica discoveries for which



they had little need, had clearly surpassed usin the study of the subtlest forces of the
Universe.

Yes, | knew now what the two contending, dien voices in my mind had been.
The constant telepathic warning of the rune key projector itsdf — and the more
powerful menta command of dreaded L oki!

"l did not know, lord Odin," | declared with sincere regret. "Had | dreamed that
the rune key was what it redly is, I'd never have brought it here."

"Y ou had no way of knowing, Jarl Keith," he answered. "And the attempt of Loki
has failled. The Jotuns he sent to take the key failed in their task, and we ill hold it."

| took the little gold cylinder from around my neck and handed it to him. The
instant | parted with it, | felt relieved of that throbbing, warning sensation which had
incessantly oppressed me. Odin took the key. While dl in Vahdla watched, he
solemnly handed it to the wide-eyed Freya.

"Y our grandfather was keeper of the key, Freya, and the office descends to you,"
the Aesir king stated. "You shdl hold it until we take council and decide what to do
with it."

"Couldn't you just destroy the thing?' | asked.

Odin shook his head. "You know little of our science, outland Jarl. The
projector in the rune key maintains the energy screen that bars Loki's cave-prison.
Destroying the key would destroy that screen. Let no fear enter your hearts, men of
the Aesir. Loki is ill prisoned, and shal remain so. Not yet has the hour come
when the evil one shall escape.”

A fierce roar of shouts crashed from the throng, as their swords and axes flashed
high in the torchlight.

"Our swords for Asgard!"

"It is well," Odin said with somber pride. "Now let this feast of ill omen end.
Heimdall, keep closest watch on Asgard's gates tonight. Loki's mind knows the key
IS here, and he might telepathicaly incite the Jotuns to attack us and secure it. And
you, Frey, see that your castle is wdl guarded, to protect your kinswoman and the
key."

Freya stood fingering the cord of the rune key. She looked at me with wordless,
troubled appeal as she left. | followed her into the night.

The dedritch faint green glow of the streaming, tingling radiation clung to the
towering castles. No aurora was visible, for that streamed up outside the blind spot.
A haggard Moon was shining through flying storm clouds. The driving north wind
walled keen and cold. From far below came the dim, distant booming of the surf as
the stormy ocean dashed against the cliffs. Freya turned toward me, her eyes dark
and big.

"Jarl Keth, | am afraid!" she whispered. "I, who never knew fear before, am
fearful now. If Loki isloosed-"

"There's no chance of that, while you and your people hold the key," |
encouraged her. "And even if he were set free, he is only one man.”

"Heis evil itsdlf." She shuddered. "I never saw Loki. Long centuries before my
birth, he was prisoned. But | have heard the tales of the other Aesir. | know that, in
ther secret hearts, they dill dread Loki and his dark powers."

She was trembling like a wind-shaken leaf. | put my arm protectingly around her,



and she shivered closer to me in the moonlight. Even the dread that |, too, was
feding could not keep my blood from racing as | looked down at her lovely face.
Freya of the White Hands, daughter of the goddess of long ago, Viking mad of the
Aesr — | held her inmy arms!

| kissed her. As | held her close against my mail coat, the chill wind blew her
bright hair across my face.

"Jarl Keith!" she whispered wonderingly.

"Freya," | breathed, "I have never loved any woman before, and | never met you
until this day. But now-—"

She did not answer me with words. She put her smal, strong hands behind my
head and drew my lips down again to hers. | fet strangely shaken when | raised my
head again. We heard a cough. Frey stood in the pae light near us, regarding us
with a half-smile.

"I'll go with my lady Gerda to our castle, kinswoman," he said gently. "No doubt
the Jarl Keith would be willing to escort you thither."

When he and Gerda had gone, we followed dowly. My mailed aam was around
Freyas dim waist as we waked through the silent, moonlit streets of Asgard. She
led me toward the castle on the eastern edge of Asgard. Behind us, Vdhdla towered
vast and gloomy against the stormy sky. Far to our left gleamed the incredible arch
of Bifrogt.

"Beloved, | fed armed now against even Loki," whispered Freya happily.

"And | fear only that thisis a dream from which | shal awake," | breathed.

We were approaching the dark bulk of the castle that crouched squat and massive
on the sheer cliff. A half-dozen blond Aesir warriors were approaching us in the
moonlight When they were but a few yards from us, they suddenly drew ther
swords. Their leader called to them in afierce undertone.

"That is Freya. She has the key. Seize her, and kill the man!"



Chapter VII
Ambugh!

They sprang toward us. Though stupefied by the sudden treachery of Aesr
warriors, | retained enough presence of mind to draw my long sword. | pushed
Freya aside, struck up a blade that was stabbing a my face. My sword dliced deep
into the warrior's neck. His hemet rolled off as he fell, and his yellow hair came off
with the helmet!

"These are Jotuns!" | shouted to Freya. "Run and give the darm!”

| heard her cry pierce the night, but she did not run. A sword-point grazed my
shoulder, through my mail. The sting made me yd| with rage, and | flung myself at
the disguised Jotuns. My whirling blade cut away haf the face of one. Ancther
redled back, clutching an aimost severed arm. Then two blades crashed down on
my helmet, and | collapsed to the ground.

As | fought to rdly my senses, | glimpsed the disguised Jotuns dragging Freya,
struggling like a wildcat, toward the cliff. The last thing | remember was trying to
rise...

The next thing | knew, | was being pulled to my feet. Thor was supporting me,
and Frey was examining me with desperate anxiety. Torches flashed as men poured
from the nearby castle.

"What happened?' roared the Hammerer. "Where is the lady Freya?”

"Jotuns!” | gasped. "They got into Asgard, disguised as Aesir. They were after
the rune key, and must have seen Odin give it to Freya. They seized her and took
her that way."

| pointed to the cliffs.

"The stair down to the harbor!" Frey cried. "They must have comein a ship!"

As they rushed forward toward the cliff-edge, | staggered after them. My head
dill ached from the shock of two swords clashing on my hemet. At the edge of the
cliff was the narrow stairway, chiseled down the solid rock of the precipice to the
fiord below. Two dead Aesr warriors who lay on the stair showed what had
become of the guards. Thor started down the steps, but Frey's heart-stopping shout
halted him.

"Look! We are too latel"

Out on the ocean, a ship was forging southward through the raging waves, its sall
taut in the screaming winds. It was heading straight along the precipitous coast of
Midgard. Swiftly it vanished beyond the cliffs.

"The Jotuns and Freyal" moaned Frey. "They have her and the rune key. Now
they can loose dark Loki and bring destruction on Asgard!”

Thor shook his great hammer in terrible rage.

"Loki's work!" he roared savagely. "It was the arch-traitor who put the thought of
that cunning ruse into the heads of the Jotuns, by his telepathic tricks."

"Are we just going to stand here?' | cried wildly. "They've got Freya, as wdl as
the rune key."

It was Freya | was thinking of in that moment, rather than the key. Though the
key might loose Loki and bring about the find attack on Asgard which the Aesr



feared, that possibility was less dire to me than the threat to Freya. To have her
snatched from my armsin this very hour when | had won her love! | fet ared fury
that made me long to destroy every Jotun in payment for any harm they might do to
the Viking maid | loved.

"We can overtake them if we're quick,” said Frey. He swung around to the Aesir
warriors who had come running from his castle. "Down to the harbor!"

At top speed, we ran down the narrow stairway in the cliff. Thor led, with Frey
and me close behind the Hammerer, and a score or more of warriors following. The
Moon shone out from behind the flying storm clouds. It lighted our way down the
dizzy path that the Aesir had hewn to their harbor. The steps were no more than
four feet wide, and there was no protective ral of any kind.

The shouting wind that buffeted us threatened to hurl us off the steps. Below, the
black sea thundered, smashing the white foam of bursting waves againgt the cliffs of
Asgard. As we neared the bottom, the steps were so wet with spray that our feet
amogt dipped from beneath us. Where the stairway ended on the rock ledge that
rimmed the harbor, three more Aesir warriors lay dead in their own blood.

"The Jotuns dared do this!" bellowed Thor, his red face dark with rage in the
moonlight.

"My own ship!" Frey was shouting above the howling wind to his men. "Cast
loose the moorings!™

Dozens of dragon-ships floated in the deep, narrow fiord between the cliffs,
moored to iron ringsin the ledge. The craft into which Frey leaped was seventy feet
long, undecked, and with seats for twenty rowers. Its brazen prow gleamed like a
live metd monster. We followed him as the moorings were loosed. The ydling
warriors sprang in, taking their accustomed places. Frey grasped thetiller. | stood
beside him, while Thor climbed into the bow.

"Push off!" Frey shouted over the roar of breakers. "Up sail!"

Warriors strained their muscles to fend off with long oars. The dragon-ship shot
out of the protection of the fiord, into the open sea. Great waves lifted us
sickeningly, threatening to hurl us back againgt the cliffs. But the square, painted sall
rose a that moment, as Frey's men frantically pulled the ropes. The wind swung our
heavy craft away from the looming cliffs.

The brazen prow buried itsdf in dark water and came up dripping as vast black
waves smashed and lifted us. Cold salt spray dashed our faces. Through the roar
and swing of the storm-piled sea, the ship strained southward with increasing speed.
The high cliffs of Asgard dropped behind, | glimpsed torches flaring around
Vdhdla castle as the darm spread.

We surged past the strait between Asgard Island and the mainland, Midgard. Far
overhead, on our left, gleamed the arch of Bifrost Bridge. Then Asgard and Bifrost
dropped from sight behind us as our speed quickened. We shot aong the mighty
cliff coastline of Midgard.

"Can you see them, Thor?' Frey called anxioudy to the yellow-headed giant.

His beard glistening with spray as he stood in the plunging and risng bow, Thor
was peering ahead.

"Not yet!" the Hammerer roared back against the howling wind.

"What will they do with Freya?' | cried.



Frey shook his head. His handsome face was drawn and desperate beneath his
gleaming helmet as he shifted thetiller.

"What will they do to us dl, Jarl Keth, if they succeed in using the key to loose
Loki? That devil will lead the hosts of the Jotuns in the last terrible attack on
Asgard.”

“Itisdl my fault," | said bitterly. "If | had not brought the rune key with me, this
never would have happened.”

The flying clouds had again obscured the Moon, and black shadow shrouded the
stormy sea. Close on our left rose the sinister cliffs of Midgard, soaring sheer from
the water. Frey was keeping our ship hazardously near the precipices, to lose no
time in the pursuit. So close were we that each mountainous wave threatened to
capsize us. The howling winds were bitter cold, freezing the salt spray on our faces.

Each time the ship buried its brazen beak in the waves, we shipped water and
Frey's warriors were bailing furioudly.

A high black promontory jutted from the cliffs ahead, and Frey swung the rudder
to carry us outside that rocky point. As the ship heeled around in answer, a
smashing mass of icy water amost tore both of us away from the hedm. Then we
rounded the point, and the Moon broke forth again.

"There they go!" roared Thor's great voice from the bow as the giant Aesr
pointed with his hammer.

Far ahead on the wild, moonlit waters, a sngle ship was flying south aong the
ominous coast.

"They're heading straight for Jotunheim!" Thor shouted. "We can catch them-"

"Ware ambush!” yelled one of our warriors at that moment.

Simultaneoudy a shower of arrows rattled down like hal into our craft, instantly
killing two of our men. | swung around, appalled. From behind the sharp rock
point we had just rounded, a dozen long-ships were darting like ravenous monsters
toward us, propelled by bending oars. They were Jotun ships, crowded with huge,
black-headed warriors and rowers. Thelr archers loosed another shower of arrows
the instant we discovered them.

"A Jotun ambush!" shouted Frey, swinging the tiller hard. "They knew wed
follow. They waited here for us!"

"Port helm, or they'll grapple us!" bellowed Thor.

It was too late. Next moment, the carved beak of the foremost Jotun ship hit our
starboard side with a shock that sent us al staggering. As | scrambled up, | saw
steel hooks fly over our gunwale and bite deep into the wood.

"Out swords and cut free!" yelled Frey. | rushed with Frey, ssumbling to the side
where ydling Jotun warriors were boarding us. We met them at the head of our own
men. Swords and axes clashed in front of my eyes. | glimpsed a hairy, brutal face
raging toward me behind an upraised ax. Crouching, | thrust hard, felt my sword rip
between the lacings of amail brynja, and bite past into unresisting bone and muscle.

Thor reached our side. Bellowing, he whirled his hammer and crashed it down on
Jotun helmets, smashing them and the skulls inside.

Our ship was 4ill being drawn southward by the wind that filled its sail, dragging
the Jotun craft that had grappled us. The other Jotun ships were straining oars and
sails to grapple with us. The roar of waves under the shuddering ship was drowned



by the clash of sword, ax and the terific clang of Miolnir as the huge hammer
crashed down on helmets. Over dl rose Thor's terrible battle-cry.

The flat of a Jotun ax struck my shoulder and sent me to my knees. A sword in
the hand of aydling enemy gleamed high above my head. | gaped up, helpless. But
Frey stabbed in like a striking serpent. He helped me to my feet as the screaming
Jotun toppled overboard.

But a second Jotun craft had maneuvered alongside us. Enemy soldiers were
hurling grapples over our port side. Frey sprang to cut them loose, before the
hostile reinforcements could board us.

"The Hammerer! Kill the Hammerer!"

Shouting Jotuns leaped upon Thor's towering form like dogs trying to pull down a
bear. Miolnir flashed in his hand, amost a thing dive. But two axes crashed on his
helmet and he fell, stunned. | was seeking to cut the grapples of our first attacker.
My sword slashed the hide ropes. As the Jotun ship was drawn away from us by
the waves, | heard a choking cry of despair.

| swung around. Frey had cut the grapples of the other Jotun enemy. But the
wild lurch of our ship asit was freed had thrown him into the black waters. He was
helplessy sinking, weighted down by his heavy mal coat. Instantly | tore off my
own mal coat, flung it away, and dived from the back ral into the sea. The icy
shock of waters smashed the breath from my body. As my head broke the surface,
| saw the battle that had been carried onward hundreds of yards. The Jotun ships
were trying to get their grapples on the Aesir craft again. But the Aesir warriors were
dismayed by the stunning of Thor and the loss of Frey. They had swung their ship
around and were fleeing back toward Asgard.

| trod water amid the surging waves, looking for Frey. When | glimpsed him
going down again, a dozen yards from me, | battled the raving wind and crashing sea
until | reached his side. Diving deep, | caught him and pulled him to the surface. It
was amost more than | could do to keep him afloat, weighed down as he was by his
mal and sword. Now | began to regret taking along my own sword, for it was
hampering me. The waves were running mountainously, bearing us in toward the
looming cliffs that bulked ominoudy close.

"Leave me!" Frey choked above the roar of the sea. "Save yoursdlf, Jarl Keith —
or well both perish."

"Cling to my shoulder — kick hard with your feet,” | panted.

His weight threatened to drag me under a any moment. | fought to swim away
from the cliffs, but | was like a child in the relentless grip of those great waves.

Then | glimpsed a little beach that indented the cliffs. | recognized it a once. It
was the beach where | had landed my plane!

"Thisway!" | cried to Frey. "Well be shattered on the cliffs unless we can get to
that beach.”

The breakers threatened to drag us north of the little sandy indentation. | put my
last ounce of strength into swimming obliquely across the thunderous waves. But
those bailing breakers carried us resistlessly toward the looming cliff. We were
going to be flung against it—

| yelled to Frey and made a convulsive effort. We barely cleared the cliffs, and
were washed up to safety on the beach!



Chapter VII|I
World of Ghomes

For some minutes we lay on the sand. Though the roaring waves broke over us,
neither of us was able to move. Graduadly our strength returned, and we dragged
ourselves farther up the beach. Frey sat up and panted a question.

"Was Thor dain? | saw himfdl as | was hurled into the sea."

"He was only stunned, | think. The men of your ship got it free and fled back
toward Asgard.”

"I owe you my life, Jarl Keith." Frey's voice throbbed in the darkness. "l was
sanking in the waves when you leaped after me. I'll not forget that debt.”

| staggered to my feet.

"It's more important that we go after those Jotuns, and rescue Freya and the key."

"By now," muttered the Aesir noble hopelesdly, "they must be near Jotunheim.
We couldn't overtake them even if we had a ship."

"l can overtake them in afew minutes," | said grimly. "You Aesr may know a lot
about atomic fires and subtle forces, but you don't know airplanes. Mine is moored
right on this beach."

"Your flying ship?' he gasped. "l had forgotten about it. Is it swift enough to
overtake the Jotun ships?"

"Swift enough?’ | repeated. "Wait till you get init. Maybe itll make you think a
little more highly of my science!"

| hastened toward the two great boulders between which | had moored my plane.
It was gone! The tracks in the sand showed that it had been dragged down to the
water.

"Someone's stolen my ship!" | groaned.

"The Jotuns must have done it. Whoever sent them to kill or capture you, Jarl
Keith, sent other warriors later to seize your flying ship."

"They must have dragged it down and pulled it aboard one of their biggest ships,”
| muttered. "Now we don't have a chance of overtaking Freya's captors before they
reach Jotunheim."

"Aye, | fear that dl islost,” Frey sighed, "Now that the Jotuns have Freya and the
rune key, the Jotun king Utgar will hasten to release Loki from his prison-cave. And
once Loki is free and conspiring again with the Jotuns, it will be doom for dl Asgard
and the Aesir."

My natura inclination was to hasten by the fastest method to Jotunheim, in an
attempt to rescue Freya. But | redlized that | owed my first duty to the cause of dl
the Aesir. It was | who had unwittingly brought the rune key that might loose Loki
on them.

"Frey, tdl me. Where and how far from here is the cave in which Loki is held
prisoner?’

"It is miles to the south, deep in the labyrinth of caves that lie under Midgard,” he
said bewilderedly. "Why do you ask?"'

“If you and | hurried to the door of Loki's prison and waited there," | explained
eagerly, "we could be there when the Jotun king came to release Loki. We could



strike Utgar down and take back the key before he could release that devil. And
then, with the key safe, we could find away to get Freya out of Jotunheim.”

Frey was startled by the boldness of my plan.

"It is a daring scheme,”" he breathed, "and | do not crave to go near Loki. Yet it
might succeed. It might prevent his escape.”

"How can we get to that prison-cave before the Jotuns get there with the rune
key?'

"There's but one quick way — through the tunnels of the Alfings," Frey declared.

"The Alfings? The dwarfs who live in the caves under the mainland?’

"Yes, Jal Keith, and they like no strangers to come unasked into Alfheim. Yet
they are friends of Freya and might let us pass through for her sake. It's dangerous
to try, but | am willing."

"Lead on, then," | said. "Find the nearest way into the Alfings caverns!"

Frey led me to a black opening in the rock wall, the mouth of a pitch-dark passage
that ran straight back into the cliff. Its sides showed that it had been excavated by
human ingenuity. We entered it.

The tunndl was only five feet high, forcing us to stoop as we proceeded. In afew
moments, we were blinded by complete darkness, but we groped on. Then Frey
stopped suddenly in the cramped passage. | glimpsed the glimmer of green eyes
shining at us from ahead.

"Wild beasts?' | asked, my hand going to the hilt of my sword.

"Alfings," Frey answered tautly. "They can see us even in this darkness. Take
your hand from your sword and do not move, lest you die quickly.”

| stood unmoving as a statue beside Frey, peering tensaly into the darkness ahead,
ligening to the muffled sound of rapid shuffling. The green eyes shining eerily
through the blackness were increased in number. The extreme tension in Frey's
figure beside me told me that we were in peril. | remembered what Odin had said of
the Alfings. They were an older race than either Jotun or Aesir, and had taken no
part in the wars between the two great enemy peoples. "We are friends, Alfings!”
Frey cdled clearly.

From the dark answered a heavy, hoarse, growling voice.

"You come uninvited into Alfheim. The pendty is death, whether you be Jotuns
or Aesr."

"We are Aesir,” Frey answered quickly, "and we entered your passages only
because of dire necessity. | am Frey, kinsman of the lady Freya, whom you know
wdll."

There was alow murmur of deep voices from ahead, as though his statement had
caused excitement.

"Freya's name may save us here," he muttered to me. "She has aways been a
friend of the Alfings, as her mother and mother's mother were before her."

The bass voice answered from the dark.

"The lady Freyais welcome aways in Alfheim. But that welcome has not been
extended to the other Aesir, as you wdl know. However, we shal take you to our
king Andvar for judgment. Lay down your weapons."

"Drop your sword, Jarl Keith," said Frey.

Our swords fdl to the rock floor together. We saw the shining green eyes



approach, heard heavy feet thumping dl around us and the sudden scratch of flint on
stedl. A spark leaped. Big resinous torches flamed with ruddy light, illuminating the
whole cramped tunndl.

Surrounding us were a dozen Alfings, dl armed with short, heavy spears and huge
maces of metal. They kept thelr weapons raised dertly toward us, except the two
who held the torches. The talest was only four-and-a-haf feet high. But ther
bodies were squat and massive beyond belief, with enormously broad, hunched
shoulders, arms and legs of tremendous thickness, and big heads with shaggy, dark
hair. Their faces were massive and swarthy, their green eyes shining like those of
animals. They wore leather tunics and leather sandals soled with iron.

"Andvar will judge you, Aesir," their leader rumbled to us, his green eyes watching
us suspiciously. "If you try to escape, you die."

"We have no thought of escape,” | assured him. "Lead usto Andvar."

The Alfings shuffled forward with us adong the cramped tunne, one of the
torch-bearers keeping ahead and one behind. The others watched us closdly,
keeping their weapons dertly raised. Presently the tunnel ran into another low
passage chiseled from the rock, and then into ancther.

"Do these people dways live underground?’ | asked Frey.

"Not dl the time, Jarl Keith. They emerge cautiously by day, sometimes. But
their dwellings and workshops are in these caves."

"Workshops?' | repeated.

"The Alfings are cunning workers with strange skills," Frey explained. "Not done
are they wonderful forgers of metal. They know how to transmute metals at will, by
an achemy that makes use of radioactive force. Freya has often told me of ther
weird achievements."

After an Alfing had run ahead to bear tidings of our approach, | heard drums
throbbing hollowly through the maze of passages. Ever louder they boomed, like the
amplified beating of many hearts. We emerged from the tunnél into a great cavern,
one of their smithies. Great forges blazed in it, and clever trip-hammers were beating
out white-hot metal.

The quivering glow of the forges paled the torchlight of our guards, and the
banging clangor of the brazen hammers was deafening in the echoing cavern. The
Alfing smiths looked up from their work to watch with wide, suspicious green eyes.
We passed through another resounding cavern of smiths, and entered a chamber that
was filled with a glaring white radiance.

"What is that?' | exclaimed, blinking.

"One of the caverns of the alchemists," Frey said. "See, Jarl Keith, how they use
strange science to change metals.”

A strange science it was, indeed. The primitive science of the dwarfs was
accomplishing things beyond the highly advanced science of my modern world.
From leaden brackets projecting from the cavern wdl were suspended a dozen
globes like brilliant, tiny suns, blazing with white radiance. These were bits of
extremey active matter procured from far within the Earth by the fearless dwarfs.

Round shields of heavy lead confined the fierce radiation and firmly directed it
downward. That intense torrent of force was filtered through varying plates of
tranducent, quartzlike stone. Thus tempered, the streaming force played upon



leaden trays set underneath. On these trays lay iron or copper objects — ornaments,
buckles, dagger-sheaths, and the radiation was transforming them into gold!

"These little fellows aren't so primitive," | muttered envioudy. "Transmutation of
metals by radiation — it's been a laboratory experiment in my own world, but here
they actudly use it."

"It isquite smple, Jarl Keith," Frey stated. "They get the radioactive matter from
the safer fringes of Muspelheim, the fire-world far beneath this land, from which we
origindly came."

"But what about those plates of quartz they use as filters?'

"They're not redly quartz, but a synthetic substance the Alfings can make," he
explained. "They can be adjusted to screen out any particular frequency of vibratory
force desired. Thus the Alfings are able to apply the isolated radiation which the
transmutation needs."

We passed through two more of the alchemic workshops, and then reentered the
dark tunnels.

"Frey, will the dwarf king help us?' | asked in alow, anxious voice.

"l don't know," Frey said doubtfully. "He may, if he thinks there's danger of
Loki'srelease. The Alfings fear Loki as greetly as we do."



Chapter I X
Loki's Prison

The drums ahead stopped throbbing. Frey and | were escorted into the greatest
cavern, which was bright with the flickering light of many torches. Hundreds of
Alfings had hagtily gathered here. There were afew of their women, short-statured
and hunched as the men, and not many children. Men, women and children dl
stared at usin heavy silence.

Upon a stone terrace at the end of the cavern stood a massive Alfing who wore a
heavy gold collar studded with wonderful jewels. Bright, suspicious and fearful eyes
looked at us out of his dark, heavy face. It was Andvar, the Alfing king. He listened
to our guards' explanation, then spoke to mein a rumbling bass voice.

"Who are you, stranger? You do not look like any Aesir, yet you clam to be a
friend of the lady Freya."

"“I'm her betrothed," | declared, "and thisis her kinsman Frey."

"The lady Freya alone among Aesr or Jotun is welcome here” Andvar said
sullenly. "She aone has aways been friendly to us. But you are not welcome. You
have trespassed in entering Alfheim.”

"Dire necessity forced us to trespass,” | said earnestly. "We hurry to reach the
deep cavern where Loki lies imprisoned.”

My words created a stir of horror among the Alfings.

"Why should you wish to go there?' Andvar demanded. "None of the Aesir has
gone to Loki's prison since he was confined there, long centuries ago."

"We must go there," | replied, "because even now the Jotuns will be hurrying by
other ways to release Loki. They have abducted the lady Freya, and with her they
took the rune key that will unlock the door of Loki's prison."

Cries of fear broke from the throng of Alfings in the torchlit cavern. | saw
Andvar's massive face grow pae beneath its swarthy skin.

"They hold the lady Freya and the rune key?' he boomed. "But if they release
Loki with the key, it means war again between Jotun and Aesir. This time, Loki
might well win the find victory!"

"He might,” | agreed quickly. "And if Loki succeeded in conquering the Aesir, he
will lead the Jotuns to subdue Alfheim.”

The terror upon the faces of the Alfings showed clearly that they had aready
thought of the possihility.

"There is sill time to prevent the freeing of the arch-fiend," | continued. "If we
can get to his prison before the Jotuns come there with the key, we can prevent them
from setting Loki free. Will you help us?'

Andvar shook his great head troubledly.

"We cannot help you attack the Jotuns. Long ago, we told both Aesir and Jotun
that we would have no part in their war, but would live at peace and trade with both
of them. We cannot break our promise by raising our weapons against the Jotuns."

"But unless the Jotuns are prevented from freeing Loki, it means war, in which
you Alfings may be crushed as between mill-stones! If you strike now to help us,
you may save your race. And you will be helping to save Freya, your friend."



Doubt and fear were written on the faces of dl the swarthy, stunted Alfings in the
torchlight. But as Frey and | waited tensely, Andvar shook his head again.

"We dare not help you. If the Jotuns ever learned that we had raised our weapons
against them, then would they seek to destroy us dl. They would ruin our gardens
and day our hunters on the surface, and we would not dare emerge any more. Thus
would we perish, since we could not live dways in darkness."

"It's no use, Jal Keith,” Frey muttered defeatedly. "They're too afraid of the
Jotuns to help usin an ambush.”

"But they could give us back our swords and lead us by the swiftest way to the
door of Loki's prison,” | said quickly. "We adone might be able to prevent Loki's
release.”

Frey nodded eagerly, his eyes burning with sudden impatience to match wits and
strength with the enemy.

"Andvar, you can help us without raising your weapons against the Jotuns," |
said. "Give us back our swords, and lead us by the shortest route to the door of
Loki's prison. We ourselves will undertake to prevent the release of the evil one."

"If the Jotuns learned that we did even that, they would be enraged against us,"
Andvar mused. "But they cannot learn of it, unless you tdl them. Swear that no
matter what befalls you, you will not tell of our part in this. Then we will guide you
to Loki's cave."

Frey raised his hand. "I swear it by the Norns, the fates who rule dl, and by
Wyrd, their mother."

Though | repeated the oath, Andvar seemed only partly satisfied.

"It isagreat risk we run. But Loki must not again go free to ravage Midgard with
war, death and destruction. We will give you back your swords and guide you,
Aedir. It rests upon you two aone to prevent the loosing of Loki."

The red torches bobbed as the Alfings turned fearfully to us.

"We are dmost to the cavern-prison of Loki," said Andvar. "I fear to go farther."

The Alfing king's massive face was pae, the dread plain in his green eyes. Our
three other dwarfed guides were equaly terrified.

"You promised to lead us to the door of the prison,” | said. "Take us to where
we can seeit. Then you can return.”

Andvar shuddered and hesitantly advanced with his three subjects, though now
ther steps were dow and reluctant. We were passing through a high, vaulted cavity
deep in the rock beneath Midgard. Andvar and the other Alfings had been leading
Frey and mysdf into the maze of natural cavities. Traveling dways westward and
southward, | judged we were beneath the center of the rocky mainland.

Hours before, we had left the tunnels and work-caverns of Alfhem. These
gloomy spaces we now traversed showed no sign of their presence. The stunted
men so feared the very name of Loki that they never went near this labyrinth of
caves. It was too close to where Loki's body lay in suspended animation.

My brain was feverish with excitement, hope and despair, as Frey and | followed
our Alfing guides. | redlized miserably that even if we were able to prevent the
Jotuns from setting their dread lord free, that would till leave Freya a prisoner in
dark and distant Jotunheim. A prisoner — or perhaps a tortured corpse by now...

At that thought, I clutched the hilt of my sword with wild passion. The Alfings



had given us back our weapons. Upon these two blades we must depend to
vanquish the Jotuns who would come with the rune key to release and awaken Loki.
It was a desperate course we had charted. But if Frey was right, upon our swords
rested the only hope of thwarting the release of the prisoned arch-devil.

Andvar led us into a narrow split in the rock. We squeezed through it in single
file, bruisng our limbs. From this crevice, we emerged into a slent, tomb-like
galery, piled with rocks in fantastic shapes.

"We go no farther!" quavered Andvar. Tremblingly he pointed toward the far end
of the great gdlery. "There lies the door of Loki's prison!”

| peered between the masses of fdlen rock that filled the gdlery. Far away,
something like aweb of shimmering radiance closed a gap in the rock wall.

"Aye, it is the door of the arch-traitor's prison,” Frey whispered. "Wdl do |
remember when Odin placed it there, long centuries ago.”

"The Jotuns haven't come yet with the key!" | breathed eagerly. "We'rein time!"
"Now we leave you, for we will not go nearer Loki," Andvar muttered fearfully.
He handed us one of the torches. "If you succeed in preventing Loki's release, you

will rescue our friend, the lady Freya?'

The dwarf king's anxiety softened me.

"Be sure we will, Andvar,” | promised. "Somehow well get her out of
Jotunheim."

" She has dways been kind to us, as her mother and mother's mother were before
her," Andvar declared. "Y ou are lucky to have won her love, stranger.”

"l know," | said humbly.

"Hasten, Andvar!" caled the other Alfings softly. "The Jotuns may come at any
moment."

Andvar heeded their anxious warning, and hurried through the crevice by which
we had just come. The thump of their heavy tread died away.

"Can the Jotuns get to Loki's prison without going through Alfhem as we did?" |
asked Frey.

"Yes. There are many ways from the surface into these caves, Jarl Keith. The
Jotuns will come by one of them."

Holding the torch high, | advanced with Frey through the lofty cavern. A
profound silence made the guttering of the torch, even my own breathing, seem loud
to my ears.

My heart was pounding as we approached the shimmering door at the end of the
cavern. Now | saw that the door was not of matter at dl, but of force, that
apparently their web of light was probably less vulnerable than any materid door
could be. It was projected from apertures on ether side of the opening. | guessed
that hidden inside the rock must be the mechanisms that projected the force. Frey
confirmed my guess.

"Odin himself devised the projectors and sunk them in the rock. They are
operated by inexhaustible atomic power, and generate an absolute barrier to dl
three-dimensional matter. They are controlled by the tiny projector in the rune key.
That iswhy, if the key were destroyed, the door would vanish in one terrific flash of
force."

With a queer, shrinking dread, | approached the transparent web. | was about to



touch it when Frey hagtily drew me back.

"Keep a safe distance," he warned. "The extra-dimensiona force web would
blast your hand."

Shaken, | stood a few feet from the shimmering curtain, peering into the small
cave beyond.

"Loki!" | whispered hoarsely.

He lay upon a skin rug, dimly vigble in the light of the radiant door. His arms
were outspread, his face upturned. Bright gold was Loki's hair and mustache.
dender and gracefully formed was his unmoving body. He wore helmet, brynja and
sword like those of the Aesir.

Loki's face was — beautiful! Mere handsomeness could never have struck such
awe into me. His eyes were closed, the long, golden lashes dumbering on his white
cheeks.

"Most beautiful of dl the Aesir was Loki outwardly — afair shdl that hid his black,
evilly ambitious soul,” Frey said fiercely. "See, Jal Keith. Besde him lie his
monstrous pets, prisoned like himsaf in suspended animation.”

| tore my eyes from the angdlic face of Loki. When | looked beyond him, | felt
the hair of my neck bristle. Upon the rough rock floor of that little cavern crouched
a huge gray wolf. Large as a bear, it held its mighty head between its paws, its lips
baring the awful fangsin an eterna snarl. In a complete circle around both Loki and
the frightful wolf lay the black, motionless coils of an enormous serpent.

"The wolf Fenris and lormungandr, the Midgard snake!" hissed Frey, his eyes
glittering hate. "The pets that Loki cherished, and that were prisoned here with him
by Odin's science."

"Whoever heard of awolf and serpent as big as that?' | gasped.

"Loki made them grow that large, by some scientific means,” Frey muttered.
"Another of hisevil experiments.”

"He must have used some form of glandular control," | said thoughtfully. "Loki
certainly must have had plenty of scientific knowledge."

For afew moments, we stared at the three fiends in silence.

"Frey, are they redly only in suspended animation?' | whispered. "They seem to
be dead."

"They are dive," Frey assured me. "Only the functions of Loki's physica body
are suspended. His mind is conscious, even at this moment. Just as a man can be
parayzed and Hill be fully conscious, so it iswith Loki."

"But even if he's conscious, how could he have influenced me from afar to keep
the rune key? How could he have raised the storm that blew me here, and given
orders to the Jotuns to be waiting for me?"

"In his researches, Loki had developed the power to send telepathic messages,”
Frey explained tautly. "Do your scientists have that power?"

"They're just beginning to find out about it. They cal it extra-sensory
perception.”

"Loki had developed that power to great lengths," Frey said. "Though his body
IS prisoned here, his conscious mind can send forth powerful thought messages.
Such commands he sent into your mind, Jarl Keith, from here. And such messages
he must have sent to the Jotuns, ordering them to operate his strange mechanisms.



They can raise tempests such as blew you here."

"And he's been held here for centuries, with his mind awake and conscious!” |
muttered in horror, shuddering. "What is that vapor drifting about the chamber?"

"That contains the secret of suspended animation,” Frey told me. "Odin devised
the vapor, which freezes and halts the chemical activity of the body's cells, a the
same time preserving each cell unharmed. The vapor alone holds Loki and his pets
frozen. If the radiant door were opened and the vapor escaped, the arch-traitor and
his pets would awake-"

"Listen!" | hissed suddenly, clutching Frey's arm.

| had heard a dim murmur of voices, footsteps approaching from the farther end
of the gdlery.

"The Jotuns come!" breathed Frey.
"Coming to free Loki!" | said. "We've got to hide, and take them by surprise!”



Chapter X
Captivein Jotunheim

| dashed out the torch and flung it away. We were plunged into darkness that was
relieved by only the pearly radiance from the shimmering door of Loki's prison. |
pulled Frey behind the shelter of one of the fantastic piles of rocks that littered the
cavern. We drew our swords and crouched there, waiting.

The voices and footsteps grew louder. Red torchlight began to gleam vaguely
into the dark galery from the crevice at its far end. Then, as the torch-bearers
stepped into the cavern, it blazed with flickering crimson light. There were ten
people in the Jotun party. Besides eight big, black-bearded Jotun warriors, three of
whom bore torches, there were two leaders.

One was a giant Jotun with a wolf-like, savage face and dlittering black eyes. His
great helmet and armor were studded with gems, his fierce face blazing with
excitement. The other was a dark-haired Jotun woman whose sinuous form was
clothed in a long, deep-blue gown. Her dark beauty was striking, but there was
something unholy in the avid eagerness of her lustrous black eyes.

"Utgar, the Jotun king," whispered Frey. "And Hel, princess of Jotunheim, past
accomplice of Loki in his plots against the Aesir and his pupil in dark scientific
knowledge."

"Utgar has the rune key," | muttered, gripping my sword-hilt.

| had seen the little gold cylinder shining in the hand of the Jotun king. From
Utgar came a bellow of brute triumph, bestia exultation, as his eyes found the
shimmering door at the end of the gdlery.

"It isthe place!" he shouted. "There's the door of our lord's prison.”

Hd, the dark Jotun princess, uttered a low laugh.

"Said | not that | could bring you to the place by ways which would avoid the
Alfings?' she asked in a throaty, sinisterly rich voice. "For | mysalf was guided by
the thought message of our lord Loki, who instructed us how to get the key from
Asgard-"

Her supple figure stiffened, and her narrowed eyes roved around the torch-lit
cavern.

"l hear our lord's mind speaking to me now," she murmured. "He warns that
there is danger lurking in this place. Enemies have been here and are ill here!"

"Frey, we must strike now," | whispered urgently. "Fell the torch-bearers, while |
strike down Utgar and grab the key. In the darkness, we may be able to escape.”

But as we tensed to spring out on the Jotuns, the princess Hel uttered a sharp cry.

"Our enemies are there!” She pointed straight at the rocks behind which we
crouched. "Our lord warns-"

Instantly Frey and | leaped out, with our swords flashing in the torchlight. But the
split-second warning of Hd had destroyed our advantage of surprise. Just as
swiftly, Utgar and his warriors had ripped out their swords. They met us with raised
blades as we charged them.

| leaped toward Utgar and my sword slashed desperately. But with aroar of rage,
the Jotun king parried my stroke with his own great blade. Numbing shock



deadened my arm as my sted clashed against his. Sparks leaped from the blades.
Seeking to beat down his guard with terrific strokes and seize the rune key from his
hand, | glimpsed Frey in slent action. He was striking down first one of the three
Jotun torch-bearers, then another.

The princess Hel had darted out of the path of combat and stood with a tiny
dagger in her hand. Her eyes were blazing with excitement. Skilled as Frey was, and
regardless of my furious resolve to rescue Freya, we were beset by greater numbers.

They began driving us back.

"It is Frey and the outlander!" Utgar bellowed as he fought off my attack.
" Separate them and cut them down!”

"Kill them!" Hd commanded throatily. "They seek to prevent the freeing of our
lord!™

With a strength that was born of desperation, | beat down Utgar's sword. My
blade whirled up and | yelled hoarsely as | set mysdlf to cleave the neck of the Jotun
king.

"Jarl Keith, look out behind!" shouted Frey, though he was hard-pressed by three
antagonists.

| heard a sword swish down behind me. | started to spin around, but the blade
descended on my helmet with stunning force. My brain rocked, and bursting light
blinded me.

| felt mysdf fdling, my sword dropping from my nerveless hand, my vison
beginning to darken. | glimpsed two Jotuns legping upon Frey's back as he fought.
Striking him with daggers, they dragged him down at last, covered with blood.

"Now give me the rune key, Utgar!" | heard Hd cry. "I'll release our lord before
other Aesir come to stop us."

"Aye, set Loki free a once!” Utgar bellowed, his brutal, dark face triumphant as
he handed her the golden cylinder.

Dimly, while | fought to retain consciousness, | saw Hel glide forward to the
shimmering door of Loki's prison, the rune key in her hand. | saw her point the
golden cylinder toward the shimmering web. When she pressed the graven runes
upon it in a complex combination, the door began to fade!

"Our lord's mind instructed me well how to operate this key that Odin's science
devised!" gloated Hel.

The web of force was gone. The projectors which had maintained it had now
been turned off by the operation of the rune key. Out of the cave within rushed a
cloud of pale-green vapor. Hd recoiled from it. Utgar, too, staggered back,
choking and dazed. My consciousness was passing.

Darkly | perceived the prostrate body of Loki stirring. | saw him stumble to his
feet. The huge wolf Fenris was rising, opening blazing, ferd eyes, snarling a savage
roar that reverberated thunderously. And the coils of the giant serpent were diding
dowly in reawakened life.

Loki stepped out of the chamber in which he and his monstrous companions had
been imprisoned so long in suspended animation. As he stood, his tal, slender,
graceful form seemed to expand. His beautiful white face and gold hair shone in the
torchlight.

Blazing like those of Lucifer newly risen from the pit, those dazzling eyes swept



over the awed, trembling Jotuns, the prone forms of Frey and myself, the stupefied
and dread-shadowed face of Utgar, the unholy eagerness of Hel's dark, beautiful
face. Tangible light and force seemed to flame from Loki's blue eyes,

Beside Loki, the wolf Fenris was snarling horribly at us. Its terrible white fangs
were bared, its huge head thrust forward with ears flattened. And on the
arch-traitor's other side reared up the great spade-shaped head of the Midgard snake.

Cold reptilian eyes glittering, the forked red tongue flickered in and out between its
scaly jaws.

Darkness was claming my mind. As though from dim, enormous distances, |
heard the jubilant, golden voice of Loki.

"Free at last! Now comes the hour of my vengeance upon the Aesir!"

That voice was the last thing | heard. Even as its accents of superhuman triumph
struck my ears, complete unconsciousness claimed me.

A throbbing, blinding pain in my head was my first sensation of returning
consciousness. Then | became aware that | lay upon a hard bed of some kind, and
that the air was cold and damp. | tried to open my eyes and could not. Summoning
strength by a great menta effort, | raised my hand weakly to my head. Instantly |
heard a joyful, sweet voice.

"He awakens, Frey!"

That voice, vibrating through the fibers of memory in my dazed brain, compelled
me to open my eyes. Freya was bending over me. Her pale, beautiful face was
framed by her unbound yelow hair, and it was eager with gladness. Her warm, blue
eyes looked fondly down into mine.

She 4ill wore the white linen gown that she had worn at the feast in Vahdla,
before her abduction. And | saw, too, that Frey, pale, and bandaged around his
neck and shoulder, had stumbled over to look down at me,

"Freyal" My voice was only aweak whisper.

Tears were in her lovely eyes as she put her face against mine, her cool cheek
against my lips.

"Jarl Keith!" she whispered. "I feared you were dying. It has been hours that you
have dept like the dead.”

Weakly | put my arms around her dim shoulders and held her close to me. The
bright gold of her har on my face seemed a that moment to hold dl of the
sweetness in the world.

Then | looked beyond her: Frey's pae, haunted face and terrible remembrance
rushed through my stunned mind. Loki and Fenris wolf and the great serpent
emerging from ther prison!

"Loki!" | gasped. "l saw him come forth—"

"Yes, Jal Keith," said Frey. "That which we Aesir have feared for centuries has
happened. The arch-devil has been released.”

The blood seemed to leave my head as redization crashed home. The ancient
rhyme on the rune key seemed to echo mockingly in my ears.

Bring me not home,
Lest Ragnarok come.



It had happened. | had brought the fateful rune key home. And now Loki and his
monsters were free to lead the Jotun hosts in the last and most terrible attack against
Asgard. | groaned at the thought of my own guilt, for it was dl my responsibility. It
was |, inspired by what spells of Loki | could not imagine, who had caused the rune
key to be found. | had brought it into this hidden land to loose an incredibly evil
menace that had lain dormant for centuries — yet conscious to add new torments and
more vicious horrors to the old ones.

Freya had raised her face. She was looking at me with blue eyes that were bright
with dread, her red lips quivering.

"But where are we?' | cried, trying to st up. "How isit you're with us, Freya?"'

"We are in Jotunheim, Jarl Keith," she whispered. "I have been held here since the
Jotun raiders brought me here and took the rune key away. And you and Frey were
brought here and prisoned with me but a few hours ago. You were unconscious —
dying, | feared."

Her dim arm supported me as | sat up. Dazedly | stared around. We occupied a
andl stone cell, with walls that were of massive, damp blocks. The heavy wooden
door was solidly closed. Onetiny, barred window admitted pale daylight and barely
enough air. Frey and Freya helped me as | rose to my feet from the rude hide couch
where | had lain. | stumbled with their support to the window, and looked out at
ancient Jotunheim.

Jotunheim crouched like a great, dumbering reptile on a low plateau above
seaming marshes. A sluggish, black river wound from the rugged hills behind the
city. Down past the stone walls, it oozed through the dank, brooding marshes to the
distant sea.

It was a city of squat, massive castles and forts, built with antediluvian rudeness.
The giant stone blocks were overgrown with green, hideous moss. Our cdl was in
the basement level of the most enormous of the castles, a high, oblong structure.

Even in daylight, the city was filled by chill, foggy mists from the streaming
morasses below. From our window | could see scores of longships moored in the
river which wound past Jotunheim's northern wall. Hosts of Jotuns were busy on
ships and shore. Warriors and thralls were carrying stacks of weapons, fitting new
oars and masts, dl in a bustle of hurried activity. Through the ancient, somber city
trotted squads of hastening warriors, hurrying men and women. Everyone was
feverishly engaged in mysterious preparations.

"Captivesin Jotunheim," | moaned. "And Loki—"

"Heis here, t0o," Frey said unhappily. "In this palace, which belongs to Utgar, he
directs the preparations you see. Those are the preparations for the last great attack
on Asgard."

Freya, holding my arm, looked up a me with blue eyes that were amost black
with dread.

"The Jotuns went mad when Loki arrived with Utgar, Hel, you and Frey," she
said. "They cry that now at last shdl they wipe the Aesir from existence.”

"Ragnarok, the find struggle, draws near," Frey declared solemnly. "Aye, this is
the struggle that we Aesir knew must come if ever Loki were freed."

"But Odin and the Aesir will not yield!" | cried. "They will throw back Loki and
the Jotung!"



"l pray the fates that it be so," Frey said. "But the Jotuns outnumber us how
more greetly than before. With Loki and his evil science, Fenris and lormungandr
fighting on their side, we have reason to fear for Asgard. But if perish we must, the
Jotuns and Loki shdl perish with us. That | know."

"Can't we sneak out of here and get back to Asgard?' | asked urgently.

His haggard face twisted into a hopeless smile.

"How could we even escape this cdl? And if we did, the whole city is swarming
with armed warriors making ready. Never could we win past dl the soldiers of
Jotunheim to freedom."

"What will they do with us?' | pressed. "Why do they hold us instead of killing
us?'

"l don't know," he muttered. "Be sure that Loki has some evil scheme in mind
that will make use of us."

He staggered, and | hastened to help him to the hide couch, where he sat down
weakly.

Frey's wounds in that battle in the cave had been serious ones. He had lost most
of his unaging strength.

My own strength was rapidly returning. | had paced back and forth from door to
window of the cdl, racking my brain for some means of escape. There was none.
Findly | gaveit up and sat dully down beside Freya.

Hours must have passed as we sat in a heavy, hopeless silence. The Sun was
setting through the dowly thickening mists of Jotunheim, casting a pae beam onto
the stone floor. There was a réttle at the lock of our door. It opened, and a big,
fierce-eyed Jotun captain stood glaring a us. Behind him were a dozen guards.

"Y ou, outlander," said the captain to me. "Come with us. Our lord Loki would
speak to you."

'‘What does Loki want with me?' | demanded, rising painfully to my feet.

"Isit for me or for you, outland dog, to question the reasons of our lord?' roared
the captain. "Come, or be dragged!”

| pressed Freya's hand and went with the guards. In a gloomy, stone corridor,
they bared their swords to cut me down if | attempted escape or resistance. The
door of the cell was barred again, and two of the Jotuns took their places outside it.
The others marched me away.

The dank chill of the passage struck me to the marrow. But | felt a greater chill of
dread at this summons from Loki. | was going to face the arch-traitor who had
waked for hisfind most vicious revenge...



Chapter XI
The Arch-fiend

We passed through gloomy corridors and chambers of age-old stone, crusted
with evil-looking white fungi and lichens, dripping with condensed vapor. Rats
squeaked across our path unheeded. Up broad stairs of troglodytic hugeness, we
climbed into the upper levels of the massive palace. Everywhere we met soldiers
and thralls hurrying to and fro, carrying piles of spears and arrows, stacks of
shields, and other war supplies.

Tense preparations for the attack on Asgard were unceasingly going on through
the whole palace and city. The Jotun captain led us through another corridor, to the
edge of alarge, poorly lit hall.

"Wait," he barked, stopping. "Our lord is not finished with Princess Hel."

"What are they doing?' | asked, awed. "What kind of machinery is that?'

"Silence, outlander!" snapped the captain.

| stood among my guards, staring at the amazing scene that was taking place. The
hdl into which | looked was of great dimensions, its roof supported by a forest of
massive stone pillars. The only illumination came from pae shafts of daylight that
trembled down from small, high, dit-windows, as though afraid to enter this dark
place. White wisps of fog Hill swirled amid the pillars, like homeless ghosts idly
drifting.

On araised stone platform at one end of the hdl, in a massive throne carved of
black rock, sat Loki. His bright golden hair glittering in the gloom, and the flashing
mall he wore made him seem a figure of living light. Beside his throne, mighty head
between its paws, lay the monster wolf Fenris. The Midgard snake | did not see.

Loki's beautiful face was intent, his graceful form leaning forward. Beside his
throne stood the big, black-haired Jotun king Utgar, and the darkly beautiful He,
princess of Jotunheim. They were staring into an unfamiliar-looking mechanism
whose complexities of glowing wires and glass rods were partly hidden by a metd
cover. On the cover, though, was a square quartz screen that reproduced a living
scene.

"See, lord Loki, the picture clears!" cried Hdl.

"| see, too," Utgar roared. "It is Asgard!"

"Aye, it is Asgard,” said Loki in his wonderfully sweet voice, his eyes brooding as
he peered into the screen. "Behold, the nobles of the Aesir are gathered in Vahdla
for council. We sndl hear them."

Loki touched another control. From the great hal's edge, | could barely detect a
low buzz of speech from the mechanism.

"l cannot hear clearly," Utgar complained. "What are they saying?"

"The king Odin is speaking," said Hel, with a contemptuous smile on her beautiful
face. "He tdls the Aesr nobles that he fears Loki is loosed, with Fenris and
lormungandr, and that Frey and Freya and the outland Jarl are captives in Jotunheim.

The Aesir look wildly a one another, at that news. There is a shout from Thor."

"That stupid, brainless bear!" said Loki scornfully. "A lout who knows nothing

but wrestling, eating and cracking skulls."



"What says the Hammerer?' Utgard asked.

He laughed. "The lord Thor is angry. His head is bound from a wound, as you
can see. He roars that the Aesir vanquished Loki and the Jotuns once before, and
that they will do so again. And this time, he says, they will day Loki instead of
prisoning him."

Loki legped to hisfeet. A flash of rage as blinding and terrible as lightning twisted
his face.

"Say me?' he hissed. "Sons of the Aesir, my ancient people, you will rue that
thought when Asgard goes down in flame and death."

"The king Odin is speaking again,” Hd told Utgar. "He says they must prepare
for the coming struggle. They must devise, if possible, some way to rescue Frey
and Freya and the Jarl Keith from Jotunheim. And Odin says he fears Loki may be
using his scientific powers to spy on them. He will make sure, he says-"

Hastily Loki reached out and touched a screw on that strange mechanism. The
picture in its quartz screen and the buzz of voices ceased. | knew it must be some
super-development of television, able to operate without a transmitter.

"We have seen and heard enough,” Loki said moodily. "The Aesr know we will
attack them, but they'll have smdl time to prepare. Two days hence, we march on
Asgard to crush them."

"Aye, but be careful, lord,"” warned Utgar anxioudy. "Odin, too, has great
powers of ancient science. Once before, he snatched victory from us because of
your too great confidence."

"Croak not your warnings to me!l" Loki stormed. "l have had centuries in which
to think. Nothing can save the Aesir this time. Get you both gone now, till | cdll
you."

At the tone of his master's voice, Fenris raised his enormous head and snarled
horribly. Utgar hastily retreated from Loki's blazing wrath, backing toward a door.
L ess urgently the princess Hd followed him.  Without looking in the direction where
| stood with my guards, watching this scene in fascinated horror, Loki spoke.

"Bring the outlander before me."

As the Jotuns marched me forward | saw that they were dl trembling. They halted
mein front of the black throne. | looked up defiantly into the brooding blue eyes of
Loki. He spoke findly to the captain of the Jotun guards.

"Take your men and wait outside the hall."

"But, lord, we can't leave you here adone with this outland dog!" protested the
captain.

Loki turned a withering glance on him.

“Think you | need such as you to protect me?' he asked bitingly. "Get you
gone!"

The captain and his men amost tumbled over themsalvesin their haste to leave the
hal. | stood there alone, facing Loki, the wolf, the snake that had did to the throne,
in that vast and gloomy hdl of drifting fog and chill. Uncontrollably my heart
pounded in sudden excitement and hope.

For my eyes had fastened on the sword that hung a Loki's side. If | could end
the arch-traitor's life with that thirsty blade, | would die gladly, knowing that | had
atoned for bringing the rune key into peaceful Asgard.



| sprang forward with wild determination. But instantly, like a thunderbolt of
hurtling flesh, the huge wolf Fenris leaped upon me. The monster's weight knocked
me to the floor. His huge, hairy body crushing me, his hot breath scorching me and
terrible fangs gleaming, | saw Fenris mighty jaws yawning above my face.

The glaring, feral green eyes of the gigantic wolf blazed down into mine with
amost human hatred. Those jaws gaped to crush my skull like an eggshell.

"Fenris, loose him!" snapped Loki's voice, coming as though from a great
distance.

Fenris turned his massive head alittle, and a protesting, savage snarl rumbled from
him. He was resisting his master's order. He wished to kill me.

"Do you grow disobedient?' flared Loki's voice.

| heard his quick step coming from the throne toward me. Still pinned down by
Fenris huge weight, | saw Loki reach down and smack the wolf stingingly on its
great muzzle.

Fenris whimpered apologetically to his master. The wolf backed off hastily. As
Loki went back and seated himsdf again on the black throne, the huge animal again
crouched down beside it. But his fera, blazing eyes never left my face. Shaking, |
stumbled to my feet. | saw amusement in the brilliant blue eyes and angdlic face of
Loki as he sat regarding me.

"Do you gill wish to kill me, outlander?' he asked with a shockingly sweet laugh.
"1 might not be able to hold Fenris from your throat, next time."

Hearing his name, the monstrous wolf growled deep in his throat, snarling and
baring his great fangs as he watched me. Hot resentment at the mocking devil who
was regarding me with such amusement made me stiffen and clench my fists.

"If you are going to have me killed, why not get it over with?' | demanded.

"l am not sure that | shal take your life, outlander,” said Loki, searching my face.
"After dl, | owe you much. It was you who brought back into this land the rune
key that findly gave me and my pets our freedom."

"l wish | had died before your hideous mental commands seduced my brain!™

"Now why should you wish that?' Loki asked with deep interest. "Why should
you hate me so?"

"Because | know that you are evil and that your plans are vicious," | said harshly.
"For twenty centuriesin the outside world, the name of Loki has been synonymous
with treachery, even though no one in that outer world dreams that a real Loki ever
existed."

Loki nodded his golden head thoughtfully.

“That istrue. Yet what evil have | done to you, Jarl Keith? Have | not brought
you into aland that no other of your race has ever seen? Have | not given you new
and undreamed-of adventure? What more could | do for you? You see, | know that
in your soul you are an adventurer, a seeker of the new and the strange.”

"It's what you plan to do to the Aesir that makes me hate you," | retorted. "I
admire them — and you plot to use the Jotuns to destroy them."

Loki's beautiful face darkened, like the Sun when a storm cloud vells it. His
wondrous eyes throbbed with an age-old hate.

"l loved the Aedir, too, Jarl Keith," he said broodingly. "Yes, long ago when we
dwelt in deep Muspelheim and | was second to Odin himsdf, | did much for my



race. | delved into scientific secrets that had been hidden from them, and | found
new truths. | would have done much more for them, had they made me their ruler in
Odin's place. For | was never satisfied, as Odin was, with a static, stagnant well
being.

"l burned with the desire to acquire dl knowledge that man could acquire, to
know the reason for every phenomenon in the world and in the sky. | longed to
acquire every power that man ever could acquire, so that we should be unchallenged
masters of dl nature. It was | who freed the Aesir from sickness and age. | made
them almost immortal, by kindling the atomic fires whose radiation prevents disease
and age. Was that not a great gift | made to my people?

Asascientist, | could not help feding a certain sympathy with Loki. Yet | redized
that he was presenting merely his own side of the case.

"Yes" | admitted. "But in making the Aedr that gift of near-immortdity, you
amost destroyed them. You brought catastrophe on the subterranean world of
Muspelheim, and forced them to flee up here. No wonder Odin forbade you to
carry on such dangerous researches!”

Loki shrugged. "There can be no great victory without great danger, outlander. |
had a vison of leading the Aesir to undreamed-of heights of power and wisdom,
though by aroad beset with vast perils. | was willing to risk those perils, to be great
or to die. But dull Odin blocked my path. He said: 'It is not good to endanger dl
the world to gain power and learning for ourselves.'

"The Aesir agreed with him, and turned from me and my vaulting dreams. |
would have made them like eagles soaring into the sky. But they preferred to follow
Odin and live out their livesin dull, accustomed routine.”

Loki's eyes blazed, and his graceful form stiffened on the black throne as he
spoke. And | could not help feding sympathy with him. No red scientist could
willingly submit to suppression of his desire to know, his yearning to master the laws
of nature. Loki's blue eyes fastened on me, and he smiled thoughtfully, his passion
fading.

"l read your mind, Jarl Keith," he said quickly, "and | see that you think the same
asl."

"Not your lust for power," | snapped.

"Do not deny it," he said. "You are of my own breed, Jarl Keith. We are more
dike than any othersin thisland. For just as | risked my own fate and that of my
people to win new knowledge and power, so you, who are also a scientist and
searcher after truth, came northward into danger and hardship to search for new,
strange truth. Yes, we two are of the same minds."

Though his voice rang with sincerity, | fought mentally against his seductive
thoughts.

"It is because we are so much aike" he continued, "that | was able to fling the
web of my suggestion into your brain. Though you were far away on your ship
beyond theice, yet | could direct you to recover the sunken rune key."

"How could you do that, Loki?' | asked with intense interest. "How could your
will range far when your body was held in suspended animation in that prison-cave?"

"You outlanders have concentrated more on mechanical devices than on the
subtler forces of science. Otherwise, you would understand better the nature of the



mind. The brain is redly an electro-chemical generator, and thought is the electric
current it generates. A brain which has developed the power can fling its web of
electric thought-impulses abroad and into another brain. It can see with the senses
of that other brain and even somewhat direct its physical body.

"Thus, during the centuries that | lay prisoned and helpless, | sent the web of my
thoughts far afield, seeking a means of escape. At long last, | located the rune key
where the Aesir had thrown it in the outer ocean. | could not send any of the Jotuns
to secure it, for they could not cross the vast ice without perishing. But at last your
ship came north and was near the sunken rune key.

"| seized the opportunity to influence you to have the rune key dredged up. And
once you had it, and were in the air in your flying ship, | sent a mental message to the
princess Hd, my pupil, | commanded her to operate the storm-cones in my
laboratory, which would cause a tempest to blow you hither."

"Storm-cones?' | repeated. "What device could be used to cause such a
tempest?"

Loki smiled and rose to his feet.

"Come, Jarl Keith, I'll show you. | think you, a scientist like mysaf, will be
interested in my |aboratory."



Chapter XIlI
TheLaboratory

He led the way across the vast, many-pillared hall. The giant wolf, Fenris, rose
and followed us on padding feet, its fera green eyes never leaving me. Loki brought
me into a smaller stone chamber. It was indeed a laboratory — the strangest | had
ever seen.

Two smdl, blazing suns of radioactive matter, suspended in lead bowls,
illuminated the dusky room. The intense white radiance glittered off an array of
unfamiliar mechanisms and instruments.

| saw another of the complex instruments of remote vision, with a square quartz
view-screen, such as Loki, Utgar and He had been using in the great hal. And |
noticed devices which appeared to be smilar to the transmutation apparatus used by
the Alfings. But these were gresatly refined in design. Using concentrated beams of
radioactive energy shot from leaden funnels, they could effect even more rapid
transmutation of small metal objects.

Loki led the way to the most striking feature of this array of dien scientific
instruments. Proudly he gestured at a row of big objects which looked like heavy
nozzles of fused quartz mounted on swivels above sguare, copper-shielded
mechanisms. The interior complexities | could not see. Loki laid his hand on one of
the nozzles of quartz.

"These are the storm-cones | long ago devised, Jarl Keith. They can cause the
most terrific tempest at a distance of hundreds of miles."

"How can they do that?' | asked increduloudly.

"It is quite smple." He smiled. "A lightning storm is caused by a sudden sharp
difference in electric potentia between cloud and Earth, or cloud and cloud. These
storm-cones spray a carefully aimed and canalized electric field that causes such an
abnormal difference of potential in any desired location. When | lead the Jotun
horde to attack Asgard, I'll first bring destructive lightning down upon the Aesr
forces. Then they'll fdl easy prey to my savage warriors."

| was too appalled by that threat to comment. Loki led me toward a door on the
opposite side of the laboratory.

"Now perhaps you can instruct me alittle, Jarl Keith," he said. "Come with me."

The door opened into a big, stone-paved court outside the ancient citadel. It was
walled, but a great gate in one wal was open, leading out onto the slope that ran
steeply toward the river. Dusk had fdlen, and the white mists that shrouded
Jotunheim were thicker.

My eyes flew to afamiliar object in this court. It was my rocket ship. It had not
been destroyed, after dl.

"Yes, it is your flying ship,” Loki said. "After you landed in Midgard, | knew it
was only a matter of days until | was released. | sent a thought order to the princess
He to have Jotun ships brings the craft here, for | wish much to examine this
product of the outland world's science. But don't cherish any hopes of making a
sudden escape in it, Jarl Keith. I've only to say a word to send Fenris ravening at
your throat."



The monster wolf behind us snarled again, as he heard his name. | shrugged.

"l wouldn't leave without Freya and Frey, anyway."

Loki inspected the whole interior of the plane, asking me quick, inteligent
guestions about every feature of it. He seemed to grasp the design of the ship and
its highly improved rocket motor amost instantly.

"You are clever, you outlanders, to devise such things" he said with sincere
respect.

"Don't you want to look at the controls?' | asked.

My heart was thudding, for | had seen a wild, insane opportunity. Loki entered
the cabin, and | explained the controls. Then | opened the sack of white chemicals
which we aways carried on these Arctic flights. | took out a handful and showed
them to him.

"These are chemicals that generate heat. We use them to free the plane's whedls if
they become frozen into the ice."

"That, too, is clever,"” he mused as he emerged from the plane. "You outlanders
are indeed mechanicaly ingenious, though you have not probed the ancient science
of the deepest forces of nature as we Aesir did.”

He said nothing more as he brought me back through the laboratory to the dusky
great hdl. Fenris stalked a our heels. Then Loki turned.

"l could teach you our ancient science, Jarl Keith," he said, to my surprise. "You
could learn much that your science puzzles over. And you would be second only to
me, once the Aesir are conquered.”

| began to understand what he was suggesting.

"Y ou want me to turn againgt the Aesir — against my friends?"

"That woman Freya — and even Frey, if you wish — can be spared.”

"Why do you wish me to become your follower?" | asked suspiciously.

Loki's beautiful face was undeniably sincere as he answered me.

"Because itisas | said. We two are more a&kin than any othersin this land. We
seek scientific truth and love the new and strange. Besides, | have no human friend,
for Utgar is but a brute-brained tool, and Hel is but a wicked wildcat who never can
learn my science. It is true that | have Fenris and lormungandr. My wolf and
serpent have wisdom and cunning which are ailmost human, but they are not human
friends. Speak, Jarl Keith. Will you join me as friend and follower?"

Stunned by the offer, | tried desperately to think. If | could make Loki believe |
was willing to join him, and then work against him—

"Your words are convincing," | answered as though deeply thoughtful. "We are
dike. | think that | shdl join you, Loki. Loki smiled a me; a weary, haf-scornful,
half-amused smile.

"Jarl Keth, | thought better of you than to expect you to try such transparent
stratagems as this upon me," he said. "Can you not understand that in experience
you are to me but as asmdl child? Can you hope to dupe me when | can read your
mind?'

| looked up at him defiantly.

"I would fight the devil with fire. You know the truth now, Loki. | have only hate
for you, as for dl traitors. You prepare to lead these savage Jotuns against your
own people, because your own kind has cast you out."



| know that got under his skin, for his eyes narrowed. His mouth tightened, and
for a split-second | glimpsed that angdicaly beautiful face warp into a hel mask of
white fury. It was as though the raging evil insde him looked forth naked and
unhidden. The wolf Fenris, as though understanding his master's mood, sprang to
his feet and snarled vicioudy a me. Then Loki's face cleared, and he laughed a me
without a trace of ill-feding.

"You have courage, Jarl Keith, proving even more that you are like mysalf. Yes,
you are afraid to admit to yourself how much we two are alike, and how much you
like me."

That shot got home to me, for | sensed that it was the truth. | did fed a sympathy
for thisfdlen Lucifer that was hard for me to thrust down.

"You shdl stay prisoned here in Jotunheim until after our forces have conquered
Asgard,” Loki decided. "Once the Aesr are destroyed and the past cannot be
recalled, | think you will be wise enough to join me as friend and follower." He
raised his voice in a peremptory order. "Guards, return this prisoner to his cell!"

The Jotun captain and his men came running from outside. Not daring even to
look up at their overlord, they hustled me out of the hall.

As | went with them, | looked back. Loki seemed already to have forgotten me.
He sat in that dismal, migt-filled hal, brooding with chin in hand, his bright-gold head
bent. The wolf Fenris looked up at him with faithful, brilliant green eyes.

| was conducted back through the same dank corridors and passages to the
subterranean level of the palace. Thetal guards clanked toward the door of our cell
and opened it. Without ceremony, | was thrust in. When the door was locked after
me, the guards marched away.

Freya came anxioudly across the dark little cell and found her way into my arms.

"| feared that you would not return, Jarl Keith," she moaned softly.

"What did Loki want with you?' Frey asked, his pae face intent.

| told them most of what had taken place. Freya listened with horror-widened
eyes, her kinsman in thoughtful silence.

"So Loki wishes you to join him," he muttered, when | had finished. "That is
strange.”

"l think it's only because he's lonely," | said. "He has nothing but contempt for
these Jotuns, whom he means to use merdly to crush the Aesir. | fet alittle sorry for
him."

Freya stared a me surprisedly. Frey's pale, handsome face tightened as he
warned me.

"Heed not the arch-traitor's subtle persuasions, Jarl Keith! Never lived anyone
who could harm man or beast by his slver tongue and handsome face as can Loki."

"Never fear," | reassured him. "My loydlty is with the Aesir. No tempting could
ever change that."

| went on to tdl them of what Loki had told me in his laboratory, explaining his
intention to use his storm-cones againgt the Aesir.

"We must get back to Asgard and warn Odin, so he can prepare a defense,” |
concluded. "My flying ship isin the court on the citadel's riverside-"

"How can we reach your craft when we can't even get out of this locked cell?'
Frey replied hopelesdly.



"I think we can escape this cell, at least,” | said. | drew from my pocket a handful
of white chemical powder and showed it to them. "It's the chemica | dways carried
in my plane to melt ice from the wheels when necessary. | showed Loki this handful
and then put it in my pocket."

"What good will that do, Jarl Keith?' Freya asked puzzledly.

"The lock on the door of this cell is a crude one, made of soft copper,” |
answered. "l beieve this substance can burn away enough of the lock to free us.
I'm going to try it anyhow."

| stuffed the chemical powder into the large crevices of the clumsy lock. Then |
took our jar of water and poured alittle over the powder. The hissing and szzling of
the chemical reaction continued for severa minutes. When it ceased, | gently tugged
a the lock. It ill held. | pulled harder, and with a rasp, it gave way.

"Follow me," | whispered tensely. "I think | know the direction to the court where
the planeis. If we only can get through the corridors without meeting anyone!"

We emerged into the dusty stone passage. | led the way toward the right, taking
the first cross-corridor that led northward. The cold chill of the night fog penetrated
the marrow of our bones, and our nerves were harp-string taut as we pressed on
through the dark corridors.

Suddenly | shrank back into the shadows. | had seen two Jotun warriors
approaching from a cross-corridor ahead.

"Hurry!" one was urging the other fearfully. "Do you wish to meet the hideous
one that now lurksin these passages?"

"Frey, wéll have to jump them," | whispered. "Be ready."

The two Jotuns came around the corner into our dusky corridor. Frey and |
leaped on them, taking them utterly by surprise. What followed was not pretty. We
had grabbed ther throats, for it was essentia that they should not give an aarm.
There was afierce, deadly scuffle in the misty, dark tunnd, until we throttled them.

The Jotuns lay limp when Frey and | straightened, panting. We took the swords
the two warriors had not had a chance to draw.

"Come on," | panted. "Thisway. Those warriors must have entered from one of
the outside courts.”

We hurried down the shadowy passage from which the Jotuns had come. Then
Freya suddenly stopped, pulling me to a hat.

"Listen, Jarl Keith," she urged in a hushed voice. "Something sinister is coming.”

In the silence, | heard a strange, silky, rustling sound in the dark and misty
passage ahead. It was growing nearer, louder—

A giant, spade-shaped head reared out of the curling mists ahead of us! Two
opaline, unwinking eyes that held the dull glitter of an dien intelligence contemplated
us from above a gaping mouth in which a forked red tongue flickered.

"This is what the Jotuns feared!" Frey cried wildly.

"The fates save us!" Freya prayed. "It is lormungandr.”

| also recognized that giant, scaly body of long, rippling blackness, that huge head
and those dien, glittering eyes. It was lormungandr who towered before us in the
misty dusk of the chill tunnel. The ageless and undying, the great Midgard serpent
itself, was glaring down with blood-lusting eyes!



Chapter XII1
Flight and Death

We stood petrified by horror in that foggy, stone-walled corridor, gazing
cataleptically at the hideous creature whose reptilian head was rearing up from the
curling white mists. Freyas dim figure had shrunk against me with a choking cry.
Frey stood in front of us, his sword raised, his face wild as he looked up at the
looming head.

The hideous, abnormally huge coils could only be glimpsed in the mists beyond.
But the giant spade-shaped head that hung above us was clear to our appalled vision.

The enormous, opaline eyes were coldly brilliant as they stared down at us.

In that moment of stupefying horror, | recognized the inteligence in those
unwinking reptilian eyes. This ser- pent of a bygone age had lived on for centuries in
this land of eternd youth, with its master Loki and wolf Fenris. It had acquired an
intdlligence comparable with the human. A strange mind shone from those coldly
malignant eyes.

"The Midgard snake!" Frey whispered.

"Jarl Keith!" Freya screamed to me.

The great head of the snake lormungandr abruptly darted toward us. Frey struck
out madly with his sword. | saw the blade dash into the scaly neck. But it caused
only a shalow wound from which merely alittle black blood oozed.

The Midgard serpent recoiled, however. Its opaline eyes flamed with rage. From
the jaws of the monster, with a terrific hiss, came a cloud of fine green spray that
flew toward Frey. He reded back, covered by that weird vapor. But | leaped
forward, dragging him and Freya ahead. | saw our single chance. The momentary
recoil of the serpent had left open the mouth of a corridor on the right!

"Quick!" | cried, pulling them toward the black passage.

Frey seemed blinded by the green spray of the serpent. The monster's vast coils
were twitching with rage, its head swaying angrily forward again. But we plunged
safely into that branching corridor. It was utterly dark. As we stumbled forward in
it, | heard a distant babble of darm from the upper levels of the Jotun palace.

"The Jotuns will be after us,”" | cautioned. "Loki will be warned of our escape.”

"Jarl Keith, lormungandr follows us!" Freya cried wildly.

The angry hiss of the giant serpent was echoing from the stone wals. And |
could hear the loud rustle and scrape of its scaled body as it glided into the dark
passage after us.

No more than afew moments could have passed before we reached the end of the
passage. But it seemed ages that we ran in blind, unreasoning terror. Slipping on the
mossy, wet stone floor, we could hear the clamor of the far-off darm grow louder
and the hissing rustle of the Midgard snake overtaking us.

Then | collided with a metad door that closed the end of the passage. My heart
throbbed asif it would burst as | clawed frantically for the knob. If it were locked, if
we were trapped here by the serpent—

My hand found the catch, and | tore the door open. Outside was the open air.
We stared at the night that was filled with curling white fog-mists through which



shone the ghostly Moon. | pulled Freya and the stunned Frey through and dammed
the door shut behind us. The catch fell. Next moment, there was a loud thump
against the other side of the door as the Midgard snake's huge head struck it.

We had emerged into one of the courtyards of the great palace. In the vague
mists, the squat, brutal bulbs of Jotunheim's structures rose darkly dl around us.
But now torchlight was flashing from the upper windows of the palace as the darm
spread.

"Which way?' Frey mumbled thickly, gaping about in the shrouding mists, his
sword in his unnerved hand.

"Thisway," | said decisively, leading them toward the left. "It's the next court.”

Then | heard the stamp of restless horses on the stone paving of an adjoining
court. We ran forward. Frey was staggering like a drunken man as we burst into
that adjoining court. Out of the mists loomed a Jotun guard, black-bearded, huge,
his face awhite blur in the fog.

"Who are you?' he chalenged. When he saw the fair hair of my two companions,
he uttered aloud cry. "Aesir!"

He struck at me with his sword, but | had the advantage of surprise. | ran in with
an upward thrust of my blade, did past his defense, ripped between the laces of his
brynja. He collapsed, the darm bubbling through the blood that filled his throat.

| began running toward the vague shape of my rocket plane, which loomed out of
the mist. But suddenly | remembered that the port window had been smashed when
| had first landed on the sandy beach below Midgard's frowning cliffs. Flying in the
cold, thin ar of the Arctic, | might lose consciousness and crash into the sea. In any
case, my hands would be too numb to handle the firing whed.

"Hold the ship againg attack!" | shouted to Frey, handing him the guard's sword.

As| rushed into the cabin, | glimpsed him standing with the sword in hand, but he
was swaying drunkenly. | knew he could not hold off an attack for long, and |
dragged on the flying togs | had discarded before climbing to Midgard plateau. The
instant | strapped the oxygen tank to my shoulders, | heard Freya's terrified scream.

"Jarl Keth, Frey is swooning, and Jotuns ae coming!" | snatched a
super-automatic from the supply compartment and dashed outside. The Moon
dipped from behind the clouds, shining full on the Jotuns who were rushing up to
attack. Horned helmet on his head, sword in hand and the golden mustache writhing
above his savage lips, Loki was leading two fierce Jotun soldiers. But Freya was
struggling with Frey's almost inert weight. The blade had dlipped from his nerveless
grasp.

"Get him into the rear of the ship and close the door!" | shouted to the woman.

The Jotun archer drew back the string of his bow to strike me down with a heavy
arrow. | picked him off with a single snipe-shot. The pikeman raised his javelin,
dropped it as a dug blasted away his skull. Before | could whed on Loki and end
the menace to the Aesir, Freya called to mein despair.

"Jarl Keith, | cannot get him into the ship! He has swooned.”

| triggered a shot at Loki, saw him duck swiftly out of the bullet's path. Then |
had no more time to fight. | hurled the gun and caught him on the right shoulder.
The sword spun from his grip as he staggered back.

Franticaly | ran to the cabin door and dragged Frey inside. When | pointed



quickly, Freya opened the door of the freight hold while | carried him in and laid him
down on the floor. | wrapped him in blankets and told Freya to do the same. It
would be warmer and more easy to breathe than in the cabin, for the ship was
electricaly warmed and syntheticaly oxygenated. But the smashed window of the
cabin would lesk its own ar and warmth, and chill and thin the arr of the hold,
despite the tightness of the door | closed on them as | sprang back into the pilot
room.

Jotun reinforcements were charging up as | opened the jets wide and blasted off.
The plane soared into the freezing air, and | was glad | had taken time to don my
flying clothes and oxygen tank. Even through my wired suit, | could fed the
numbing chill, and my lungs were laboring under the lessened pressure.

Far below, | saw the glimmering river through the closing mist. The tal masts of
Jotun ships looked like dowels. | twisted the firing whed to top speed, and we rose
so steeply that | thought the ship would dip into a tailspin.  But it righted and
zoomed higher, rocketing above the misty river and the dark, fog-shrouded forests
beyond. When | looked back, the ominous citadel of Jotunheim was dive with
moving torches. | could wdl imagine the blazing anger that Loki would vent upon
the Jotuns because of our escape.

"We're clear!" | thought exultantly. "Maybe by now Loki has more respect for
outland science."

| set the robot controls and searched through the spare-parts compartment for a
new window. Fixing the smashed port was only a few moments work. Then |
opened the oxygen nozzles wide and let the cabin fill with fresh, invigorating air and
warmth. | removed my flying togs and opened the freight hold door. Freya and |
helped Frey into the cabin, put him in a seat. His blurred eyes looked less helpless,
and he sat unsteadily but without collapsing.

"Areyou dl right?' | asked anxioudly.

He nodded weakKly.

“Truly you outlanders have strange powers,” he mumbled. "We must warn Odin
of the attack..."

"Loki means to use those devilish storm-cones to overcome the Aesir,” | said.
"We've got to devise some defense against that weapon.”

| went back to the controls and guided the plane above Midgard's black hills.
Freyads frantic voice caled to me over the roar of the rocket motor.

"Jarl Keith, Frey has falen!"

| whipped around. He was lying on the floor, twitching. Then | saw something
that horrified me. His body was covered with green spray which the Midgard snake
had spat upon him. Around his bandaged wounds, his flesh was turning black!

"The venom has entered his wounds!" | cried.

| had never thought that a snake the size of lormungandr could be poisonous.
No Earthly serpent larger than nine or ten feet possesses venom. But | had forgotten
that Loki's science had developed it to its huge size.

Frey opened his fluttering eyes and stared dully at us. His lips moved feebly.

"I've fought my last fight... The poison of the Midgard snake has dain me..."

“Try to fight that venom!" | urged hoarsely.

"The Norns have spun out my long life-thread at last—" he mumbled. "l would



that | could see Gerda before | pass. But Wyrd ordains otherwise." His blearing
eyes grew strangely brilliant and clear for an instant. "Jarl Keith, you have been a
worthy comrade. | leave my kinswoman in your care, for | know you love her
dearly. Try to save her in the day that approaches — the day of Ragnarok."

Freya sobbed and the Aedsir's eyes dilated, as though looking past us a some
gigantic, terrifying spectacle.

"l see Loki riding in fire and storm to destroy Asgard — | see the Aesir dying — |
see the whole land-"

His eyes closed abruptly, and his jaw sagged as his life departed.

Freya turned a quivering, tear-stained face toward me as the plane thundered
northward through the night.

"Jarl Keith, he's dead. My kinsman was so great among the Aesir and has lived so
long. Now he's dead.”

| fet a hard lump in my throat. Handsome, steadfast Frey had been my first
friend among the Aesir.

"We cannot help him now, Freya" | said. "Damn Loki and his fiendish
schemes!”

"Aye," said Freya bitterly. "My kinsman is but the first of many Aesr who must
fdl because the arch-traitor has been loosed.”

"And that happened only because | brought the rune key into Asgard,” | said in
heavy self-reproach. "I have been an evil guest to the Aesir, Freya"

She clasped my hand. "Don't think thus, Jarl Keith! [t is not your fault that Loki's
powers brought you and the fateful rune key here. Sooner or later, he would have
accomplished it somehow. All my people aways feared that."

Dawn was paling in the sky. During the last half-hour we had flown over most of
the length of Midgard. Against the rose-flushed sky a few miles north of us stood
the high, lofty little idand of Asgard, with its eyrie of gray castles amid which
Vahdla loomed mountainously. Already the flying arch of Bifrost Bridge was
glittering as the short polar spring night ended,

"WElIl have to land on the fidd this side of the bridge,” | mused. "There's not
room enough to land safely in Asgard.”

| brought the plane down safely on the bare plain of the mainland promontory. As
we emerged from it, over Bifrost Bridge from Asgard a long stream of Aesr
warriors came galloping. At their head rode a yellow-haired, yellow-bearded giant,
his great hammer swinging.

"Thor has seen us and he comes!" Freya exclaimed.

In a few moments, Thor and the Aesir warriors reached us. The horsemen
seemed awed by sight of my flying craft.

"Jarl Keith and Freyal" cried the Hammerer, his smdl eyes joyful as he quickly
recognized us. "But whereis Frey?"

"Dead," | said bitterly. "Sain in Jotunheim by the poison of the Midgard snake."

Thor looked into the plane at the dead figure, as though unable to believe his ears.
He whispered blankly:

"Frey, who has ridden and sailed by my side these many centuries — dead!" Wild
rage crimsoned his face and he shook the great hammer Miolnir aoft, "Loki's work!
Aye, These are the first fruits of that devil's freedom!"



"Loki prepares to lead the Jotuns upon Asgard,” | warned him, "Tomorrow that
host of dread evil comes against us, Thor."

"Good! The sooner the better!" He turned to his Aesir warriors, who were il
staring awedly at the plane. "Take the lord Frey and place him on a shield. He goes
home to Asgard as awarrior should!"

Freya stood beside me, her blue eyes were bright with unshed tears as she
watched them slently remove Frey's body and lay it gently upon a big shield, | put
my arm around the woman comfortingly. But she did not weep now. The Viking
strain was too strong in her. Though her red lips quivered, she watched steadily as
the Aesir warriors lifted the shield that bore Frey's body.

We started back toward Asgard, following the warriors bearing the shield. Thor,
Freya, the warriors and | walked dowly behind, leading the horses. We reached the
promontory at the end of Midgard. When we started over the incredible, unrailed
stone span of Bifrost Bridge, the sea was washing loud a thousand feet below us.
And as we marched, the Aesir warriors behind us struck their sword-hilts against
their shields in a clanging funera rhythm.

Up the arch of the Bifrost Bridge we paced to the slow, sorrowful rhythm of that
clanging. In the castle which guarded the Asgard end of the bridge, the great gates
swung open for our entrance. And from the tower above the gates, we saw Heimdall
blow along, law, mournful note on the great Gidlar horn.

So we passed in the brightening sunrise through the gates into Asgard, ringed
round by the castles of the Aesir nobles perched upon the cliffs, dominated by the
huge pile of Vdhdla Inside the gates, a hastily gathered group of the Aesir met us.

Odin was foremost. The strong, stern face of the Aesr king grew taut and
strange. His eyes clouded darkly as he saw the burden upon the shield.

"So Frey had fdlen to the evil of Loki and his familiars," Odin muttered. "Now |
know that Wyrd stoops low over us. The Norns spin out the end of ther threads
for many in this land."

"Frey and | did dl we could to prevent the release of Loki, lord Odin," | said.
"But we failed."

"Y ou could not succeed,” Odin said broodingly. "It was written that Loki would
be loosed. How soon does he come with the Jotuns against Asgard?’

"Tomorrow," | answered. "And he will be armed with his storm-cones to loose
tempest and lightning on us."

"We must prepare a defense," Odin declared. "Now bear Frey's body to his
castle."



Chapter X1V
Thor's Oath

Our solemn little procession wound across Asgard, through the streets of stone
houses, past great Vahdla castle. We moved miserably toward the castle on the
eastern cliffs where Frey and hisline dwelt. Aswe approached its entrance, the lady
Gerda stood waiting to meet us. The lovely face of Frey's wife went pale as she saw
the stiff figure on the shield. But she did not fater.

"My lord comes home for the last time," she said quietly in the deep slence.
"Bring himin."

Gerda waked beside us, her eyes fixed on Frey's dead form, as we entered the
castle. We took him into the great hal of the castle, a high-roofed, big stone
chamber. There the shield that bore his body was laid across wooden trestles that
had been hastily procured.

| tried to speak aword of consolation to Gerda, and could not. Her strange eyes
seemed not to see any of us, but remained fixed on her dead husband. She had
seated hersdlf in a chair by the body. With hands folded in her lap, she stared
wordlessly. Freya plucked my arm as | stood, swaying from exhaustion. The
woman's eyes were bright with tears.

"We cannot soothe her grief, Jarl Keith," she whispered. "And you are weary to
the soul. You must sleep.”

"Aye, deep,” boomed Thor, his heavy voice rumbling ominoudy. "For
tomorrow we shall need every arm in Asgard.”

| let thralls lead me to a smdl chamber in the castle. Hardly had | flung myself
upon its hide bed when | was sinking into a dumber of utter physical and nervous
fatigue. My dreams were troubled. Agan | seemed to be facing Loki's beautiful
face and the snarling wolf Fenris. Agan | saw Frey confronting the venomous
Midgard snake. And again, like a dim echo from far away, the dying gasp of Frey
reverberated in my brain.

"l see Loki riding in fire and storm to destroy Asgard — | see the Aesir dying-"

| awoke with a shuddering start. The sun was setting. | had dept through the
day. A thrall had touched my shoulder to awaken me.

"The lady Freya bade me rouse you. It istime for the lord Frey's funeral."

| hastily donned my mail coat and helmet and buckled on my sword. Then | went
down to the lower floor of the castle, and looked into the hdl that was now growing
dusky with twilight. Gerda ill sat exactly where | had left her. Hands folded
unmovingly, her lovely face was a strange, immobile mask as she looked at the body
of Frey upon the shield.

Freya touched my arm. The woman had donned her own short mail tunic and
helmet. Agan she was the warrior-maid | had first met. Her white face was
composed.

"We give Frey buria now, Jarl Keith," she said. "The shield-bearers come. You
should be one of them."

Thor, dark-faced, brooding-eyed Tyr the berserk, and sad, noble-looking young
Forseti had entered. We entered the hdl where Gerda watched her dead.



"It istime, lady Gerda," said Thor softly.

"That iswdl, " she said in a calm voice.

We lifted the shield that bore Frey's body. Carrying it high upon our shoulders,
we paced dowly out of the castle, Freya and Gerda following.

The gloom of early dusk layover Asgard. A strong wind blew keen and cold from
the northwest, wailing around the lofty cliffs. Warriors in companies of hundreds
waited outside, clad in full armor. As we passed through them, they took up their
place behind our cortege. They marched after us, striking their sword-hilts against
their shields in that clangorous dirge.

We wound aong the edge of the cliff to the stair that led down to the fiord. At
the head of the tair, on the cliff-edge, were gathered Odin and his lady Frigga, old
Aggir and Ran, Bragi and dl the other Aesir nobles.

"Farewell, Frey," said Odin. "You have gone first into the shades, but others
follow soon."

From the warriors who had followed us, from dl the Aesir-folk, echoed that
solemn sorrow.

"Farewdl, lord Frey!"

Now we four started down the steep and narrow stair that was chiseled from the
cliffade. Only Gerda and Freya followed us. The wind blew in great gusts,
booming and moaning around the cliffs in the twilight. Thus we came down to the
deep, narrow fiord in which floated the long dragon-ships of the Aesir. Among
them, Frey's ship stood ready to give him Viking buria. It was trimmed and stacked
with wood, and a low, broad wooden platform had been built amidships.

We stepped aboard and laid the shield that bore Frey's body upon that platform.
Thor put Frey's sword in the dead hand. Then Frey's black horse was led into the
bow of the ship. Tyr's dagger flashed, and the horse fel dead.

"Now dl is ready,"” Thor rumbled.

We stepped back onto the shore.

"All is not yet ready," said Gerda camly.

She stepped past up to the platform where her husband lay. When she looked
down at him, her lovely face was strangely happy.

"For long," she said quietly, "my lord has lived with me at his side. He could not
go on this journey into the dead without me."

Before any of us could move, she drew a dagger from her robe, and sheathed it in
her heart. We watched rigidly as she fel upon the platform. Her golden hair fell
across Frey's dead face.

Freya broke into wild sobbing and clung to me. We stared in horror and pity, but
Thor lifted his great hammer in salute.

"Skoal to the lady Gerdal" he rumbled. "She goes proudly to death with her lord,
like atrue Viking."

Tyr dashed the mooring of the ship. Then he took a waiting torch from a socket,
and tossed it into the resinous wood with which the ship was filled. The pile blazed
up with a crackling roar, casting a red, quivering light through the degpening twilight.
We bent our shoulders against the stern. The ship of death forged out on the
heaving waves. Then, as the wind took its raised sall, it sprang forward like a thing
dive.



Back we climbed to Asgard, my arm supporting Freya. At the top of the cliff, we
stood with Odin and the other Aesir. By the light of many torches, we gazed slently
a the buria ship of Frey and Gerda. Blazing red with flames, its high sail carrying it
before the swift wind, the ship drove south over the heaving black waves.

"Viking funerd, for atrue Viking man and his mate!" Odin declared.

Thor raised his hammer into the air. His red face was even redder by the light of
the distant fire ship.

"Thy spirit hear my vow, Frey!" boomed the giant. "It was dimy lormungandr,
Loki's evil snake, that dew thee. | swear to rid Earth of that Midgard serpent in the
coming battle, or die myself. Wyrd binds me to that oath!"

The blazing ship that bore the bodies of Frey and Gerda was now far away upon
the dark sea. A great torch of red fire, it, was sill scudding southward before the
wind. Then we saw the ship's prow dip. The whole burning craft plunged down
beneath the waves.

"So passes the lord Frey and his mate," said Odin's heavy voice in the silence that
followed. "And now, jarls and warriors of the Aesir, we must prepare ourselves.
The hosts of the Jotuns come upon the morrow, led by evil Loki, to destroy us."

"We hold Asgard safe while we live, lord Odin!" cried Bragi.

All the voices shouted chorus. 1, too, joined that shout, fierce desire for
vengeance on Loki and the Jotuns burning in me strongly. Only one of us did not
join in that fierce yell, and that was Tyr. The berserk 4ill stood gazing out into the
windy night, his dark, brooding face unfathomable.

"Tonight we hold feast in Vdhdla as ever,” Odin was saying. "Now | go to
prepare that which may snatch victory from Loki's grasp. Son Thor, come you with
me — and you also, Jarl Keith."

The Aesr king strode with Frigga and his stwart sons, giant Thor, Vidar and
Vdi, back toward the black, looming bulk of Vahdla castle. The other Aesir nobles
and warriors dowly dispersed toward their own castles and homes. | remained with
Freya on the edge of the cliff. The chill darkness seemed dive with voices, with
winds that boomed and wailed about Asgard's cliffs as though bemoaning something
to come.

Freya crept into my arms. No longer was she the fierce, proud Viking maid who
had watched the burid of her kinsman and his mate. A trembling woman, she fet
even as | the shadow of colossal disaster deepening with inevitable swiftness over
us.

"Hold me close, Jarl Keith," she whispered. "l fear that when tomorrow night
comes, we may be separated forever."

"No!" | exclamed fiercaly. "Whether living or dead, Freya, you and | shdl be
together."

In the darkness, her blue eyes shone up a me with bright tenderness. Her cold
little hand touched my cheek.

| kissed her quivering lips. We clung together in the frigid darkness, the moaning
wind wrapping around us both the dark cloak | wore over my armor.

We could hear the tramping of feet, the clanging of hammers beating out spear
and arrowheads, the bustle of activity as the warships below were prepared. All the
stir of preparation was for the coming battle. Freya raised her bright golden head



with proud gladness.

"Come Loki and dl his evil hosts, come the end of Asgard itsdlf, and | shdl not
weep now," she whispered tensely. "Beloved who came to me from beyond the ice,
we are one till time ends." She stepped back. "You must answer the summons of
lord Odin. We meet again at the feast tonight."

My heart was throbbing with pride and gladness as | turned from her and hurried
across Asgard to Vahdla castle.



Chapter XV
TheFireWorld

Odin and Thor were waiting for me in the great hdl of Vdhdla The stern,
iron-strong face of the Aesir king was heavy. As he spoke, | could hear the bustle
of preparation, the clatter of shields and spears and hurrying feet throughout the
great castle.

"Jarl Keith, | shall not hide from you that Asgard isin dire peril. The Jotun hosts
outnumber us by many to one. Though we might repulse them, if that were al, they
will be led by cunning Loki and aided by the storm-weapons of which you spoke."

| nodded wordlessly, for dl this knowledge had weighed on my own mind
through these last hours.

"It is necessary, unless Asgard is to perish,” Odin continued, "that | devise some
defense againgt those storm-cones. Otherwise they would blast our forces and make
us easy prey."

"Can you prepare a defense against them, lord Odin?' | asked hopefully.

"l think | can,” said Odin, gravely thoughtful. "I possess as much of the ancient
science of our race as Loki, remember, though | have not probed into unholy
researches as he did. Tell me, what did you learn of the nature of his storm-cones?"

Rapidly | told Odin and Thor what Loki himsdf had related to me of those
amazing devices. They could project a controlled electric field to any desired spot
and cause an abnormal difference of eectric potentia between that place and the
sky. The result would be a blasting discharge of lightning.

"Ah, | understand now," Odin muttered. "Loki has found a way to draw power
from the static eectric charge of Earth, transform and project it in a controlled field.
Truly heisadaring scientist, as aways."

"Curse him and his devil's tricks!" growled Thor. "I dways mistrusted him, even
in the ancient days in Muspelheim.”

"Couldn't there be some way of creating an eectric energy field that would screen
out Loki's projected field?' | asked Odin eagerly, with great anxiety.

"You have divined the only possible defense, Jarl Keith." Odin nodded. "And |
could soon build a mechanism to create such a screen of energy. But it would take
tremendous power to operate it. Only controlled disintegration of a large mass of
intensvely radioactive matter could yield such power as that."

"You said once, lord Odin, that there are tremendous masses of radioactive matter
in the deep world from which the Aesir origindly came.”

Odin's stare narrowed.

"Are you suggesting that we could get the radioactive substances from
Muspe heim?"

"That's my idea,” | stated. "You told me that there was a way down into
Muspelheim. It was away by which the Aesir origindly came up, and which Loki
later used for his researches in the atomic fires below."

"It istrue” Odin said dowly. "There is such a path down to Muspelheim, though
it is a perilous and fearful one to follow. The opening to that path is in the deepest
chamber of this castle. When we emerged here long ago, we built Vahala over it.



And it is the same way that Loki used to descend and tamper with the atomic fires
below, until we discovered what he was doing and banished him."

"But it would be deadly dangerous for anyone to go down that way to
Muspelheim and seek to bring back radioactive matter. For that deep-buried world
Is a place of awful, raging atomic fires. The terrific radiation is such that it streams
even up through Earth's crust into this land."

"l know, but a lead garment of sufficient thickness would protect me from the
radiation," | said earnestly. "I know that from my own science. Let me go on this
mission, lord Odin!™

He hesitated. "The lead suits which Loki used for his secret descents into
Muspelheim are Hill here,”" he muttered. "It might be done, Jarl Keith. | will go with
you on this perilous trip."

But Thor shook his great, shaggy head.

"No, Father, you must not go," the Hammerer declared. "You must be here to
take command if Loki's forces attack before tomorrow. And you will also need dl
the available time to build the mechanism of which you and Jarl Keith speak.”" He
turned to me. "l will go with Jarl Keith down into Muspelheim.”

Odin reluctantly assented.

"So be it, then, though | didike to send you, Jarl Keith, upon this fearful mission.
Thefight is for the sake of our people, not yours."

"The Aesir are my people, now and aways, if you will let me claim that privilege!”

Odin's iron face softened, and he laid his great hand on my shoulder.

"Jarl Keith, | welcome you as one of us. Wed or woe, life or death, you are
outlander no longer, but jarl and captain of the Aesir.”

Hard-headed American scientist or not, | felt pride such as | had never felt before,
to be accepted into the company of these mighty men.

"Now go we down to the chamber that holds the mouth of the terrible road to
Muspelheim," Odin said. "Come!"

Thor and | followed out of the great hdl and through corridors. We descended
dark stone stairs until we reached the deepest level of Vdhdla castle. We came to a
door carved with runes, and with a great lock upon it. Odin touched the runesin a
certain combination, and the door swung slowly inward.

By the light of the torch Thor carried, | saw that we had entered a round stone
chamber of considerable size. It was dank and dusty, as though unused for ages.
Standing about were dust-covered instruments and mechanisms of copper, quartz
and iron, which | guessed were long unused devices of the ancient Aesir science.

In the very center of the big chamber's stone floor yawned a pit fifty feet in
diameter, sinking to unguessable depths. Up from that opening beat a fierce green
glow of throbbing force, from somewhere far beneath. | heard a dim, remote,
roaring sound.

Most strange of dl, in the opening of that pit floated a twenty-foot disk of white
metd, with a squat, thick standard of meta risng from its center. It poised in the
radiation, apparently without support, rocking gently as the fierce green rays from
below streamed up through it.

"What in the world isthat?' | asked startledly.

"That is the chariot on which you and Thor will ride down the road to deep



Muspelheim," Odin explained. "And yon pit in which the disk floats is the road
itself."

Odin looked somberly about the dusty room and its looming, enigmatic
mechanismes.

"This isthe very heart of Asgard, Jarl Keith. Up that pit-road the Aesir came long
ago, fleeing from disaster-stricken Muspelheim. Over the opening of this road |
caused Vdhdla castle to be built. And secretly, from this chamber, Loki came and
went to Muspelheim in the perilous researches that caused his exile, using the floating
disk which he had devised to come and go easily."

Thor was looking in obvious didike at the meta disk that was rocking eerily in
empty air at the edge of the pit.

"I've not ridden that disk since we caught Loki in his secret researches,” rumbled
the bearded giant. "I've not much desire to repeat the trip, but | suppose it has to be
done."

"Here are the lead suits, Jarl Keith," caled Odin.

| went to the side of the chamber to which the Aesir king had gone. He had
reached down, from hooks on which they hung, two of the four strange garments
which had hung there, gathering dust for long. The garments were iff robes of
heavy but oddly flexible lead, faling to the ankles, with leaden boots for the feet and
leaden gloves for the hands. A hood-like cowl of the same materid went over the
head, and had two eye-holes of heavily leaded glass for vision.

"These are the suits which Loki and the thralls he forced to help him used in the
fiendish researches below," Odin said. "When Loki was forced to flee Asgard, he
had to leave these behind him."

| examined the heavy garments.

"They ought to be proof againgt any ordinary radiation,” | muttered. "But we've
got to have something in which to bring back the mass of radioactive matter."

Odin nodded understandingly. "Yon crucible should serve the purpose. Put it on
the disk, Thor."

The crucible was a big one of lead, and so heavy that even huge Thor grunted as
he lifted it. He staggered with it to the floating disk. It rocked a little as he put the
crucible on it, then quieted. Thor and | each donned one of the protective suits.
The lead garments were so heavy that | fdt crushed, and | could see only dimly
through the dark glass of the eye-holes. Odin handed each of us a stout iron staff.

“Thor, you know from long ago how to operate the disk," he told his huge son.
"While you are gone, | shdl begin converting one of these mechanisms into a
generator whose energy may screen us from Loki's storm-cones in the coming
battle."

"Well get the stuff to operate that generator, or not come back," | promised.

The Aedir king's iron-strong face was anxious.

"| pray the Norns that you return with it, Jarl Keith."

Thor had stepped out onto the floating disk. | followed, moving siffly in my
hampering garments, and fedling more than a little uneasy as | boarded the disk
which floated in empty air.

"Crouch by the standard with me, Jarl Keith," came Thor's muffled voice. "Cling
to the hand-grips."



| followed his example and crouched down beside the squat pillar which rose
from the center of the disk. Upon that pillar was a single lever, movable in a
graduated slot, which seemed to be the only control of the strange vehicle. There
were protecting hand-grips on the pillar and across the whole disk, for passengers to
cling to. Thor's lead-gloved hand clutched the lever and moved it dightly. It
operated a Ssmple mechanical device which did open scores of tiny doors in the
disk, which until now had been haf -open.

At once the disk began to fdl into the pit. Faster and faster we fel, the ar
whigtling around us, and the blazing green radiation streaming violently up through
the many tiny openings in the disk.

"How in the world does this thing operate?' | shouted to Thor over the roar of air.

"Isit by radiation-pressure?’

| heard his muffled answer.

"You have guessed it, Jarl Keith. The meta of this disk is one that is extremely
light and opaque to radiation. The pressure of the radiation from below is so
terrificaly powerful as to drive the disk upward. By opening the little doors and
controlling the radiation through the disk, the vehicle can be poised motionless
againgt the pressure, or caused to fall."

"Certainly Loki isaclever scientist, to have devised such athing," | declared.

Thor growled an answer, but | could not hear, the whistling wind and din,
thunderous roaring from far below were growing louder. We were fdling a an
gppdling speed, straight down the pit. It was a ride wild beyond imagination, with
the ar shrieking like fiends, and the fierce green rays streaming up around us.
Through every fiber of my body, even though | wore the protective lead suit, tingled
stronger vibrations of the stimulating force | had felt since entering this land. It was
wildly exhilarating and intoxicating.

Thor's hig, lead-clothed figure crouched, his gloved hand on the control lever.
His cowled head was bent as he peered tautly down through a square quartz plate in
the bottom of the disk. A giddy sensation akin to nausea shook me, so swift now
was our fdll.

"We approach Muspelheim!” came Thor's bellow over | the roar and shriek.
"Hold tightly, Jarl Keith!"

His hand moved the lever in its slot. The tiny doors in the bottom of the disk
closed alittle. Our fdl began to ow. Pressed hard against the disk, crushed by the
decderation, | peered down through the quartz view-plate with Thor. The end of the
vertica pit was close below. | saw, benesath it, a vast, fiery space.

The disk slowed further, as Thor moved the lever. Findly it hung motionless
again, its weight just balanced by the pressure of radiation from below. It had halted
just where the vertica pit debouched into the roof of an inconceivably vast, blazing
space. An underworld of terrible atomic radiance stretched away for miles from the
rock wal beside which the pit entered.

"You look upon deep Muspelheim.” Thor's voice reached me muffledly. "Once
the home of the Aesir, it is the home now of the atomic fires and the creatures of the
fires."

The scene before me was indescribably awe-inspiring. The vast dimensions of
this mighty space beneath Earth's crust were enough to stagger the mind. This was



no mere cavern, but an enormous hollow such as many have believed was left under
the planet's surface by the hurling forth of the Moon.

The rocky roof was a mile above the floor. Our disk had halted just where the
vertica pit entered the roof, close beside one rock wall of the great space. From the
spot where Thor and | gazed, the subterranean world stretched off out of sight, to
right and left and ahead.

Many miles away from us there shone a dazzling thing that dominated the whole
vast, blazing fane with its brilliance. 1t was a colossal fountain of cold, white fire that
gushed from a chasm in the floor. Hundreds of feet into the air it rose, faling back
on itsdf in continua blinding spray. From it shot beams and banners of blinding
light and force, a shaking, shuddering radiance.

All across the underworld rose smilar but smaler geysers of white fire, gushing
jets of radiance like that mighty distant one. Wherever the eye turned, it encountered
such fiery fountains. They filled the underworld with a roaring that was deafening,
and a terrific green-white radiance.

"Can your people ever have lived here?' | cried shakenly to Thor, as | gazed
stupedfiedly from the floating disk.

"Aye, Jal Keth. Centuries ago we dwelt here, where we had evolved and lived
for ages. But then this was a far world. There was no fire except that one great
atomic fountain which you see far away. It was smdler then than now, yet its
radiations were sufficient to keep this whole underworld warm and habitable.

"Then accursed Loki tampered with our fire fountain. He sought to stimulate it to
greater activity, so that its increased radiations would make us almost immortal. He
so disturbed and aroused the fountain that its fires shot up and fdl here and there, dl
across the underworld. Eventudly it set masses of radioactive matter everywhere to
blazing up in atomic flame themselves.

"Thus we had to flee from disaster-smitten Muspelheim. We managed to pierce
the pit up to the upper world, and clambered up it by a toilsome stair carved in its
side. And since then Muspelheim has been aworld of fire, forsaken by men."

| was so stunned by the awesome spectacle that | had almost forgotten our
mission here. But Thor recalled it to me.

"We must not stay here long, Jarl Keith!" he warned. "The awful radiation here
would day usif it penetrated our leaden suits."

| glanced down.

"There must be plenty of radioactive matter here, dl right,” | said. "But how do
we get down to the floor?"

"By this stair. It's part of the ancient way by which my people escaped to the
upper world."

| saw now that the disk had halted beside the landing of a stair which was chiseled
from the rock wal of the underworld. The stair climbed up from the floor and
disappeared into the pit-shaft by which we had descended.

Hadtily, fully awakening to the peril of remaning long in this hdl of fierce
radiation, | helped Thor pick up the leaden crucible we had brought. We stepped
from the disk to the landing, and started down the stair. It was hard waking in our
stiff lead garments, and with the weight of the crucible to carry. Moreover, the stair
was without any protective rail, and periloudy narrow.



Chapter XVI
The Flame Creatures

When we reached the floor of the underworld, we stood within a hundred yards
of one of the many geysers of atomic fire. Though half-blinded by its brilliance, |
was able to see that it jetted from a mass of radioactive minerd whose normally slow
disintegration had been tremendoudly accelerated. It had been kindled to this faster
disintegration, | knew, by the flame that had fdlen from the central fountain.

"We shdl have to find a radioactive deposit unkindled as yet," | caled to Thor.

He nodded his lead-cowled head vigorously.

"Let us try this direction, Jarl Keith."

We stumbled with the crucible between the geysers of atomic flame. Sometimes
we were forced to go so near one of the jets that its inconceivable radiation seemed
bound to penetrate our suits. Dazzled even through my lead-glass eyeholes by the
raging brilliance, every fiber of my body tingling, | searched desperately for such a
deposit as we required. |If our suits should be penetrated, we would die horrible
deaths.

"Thisway, Thor!" | called suddenly as | found a mass of minerd in a niche in the
broken rock floor.

It was glowing with a soft light that seemed feeble in comparison with the flaming
atomic fountains. | recognized it as an isotope of radium itself, never found in a
natura state in my own upper world.

"There's more than enough of the stuff here, if we can dig it out!" | exclaimed.
"Well have to use our staffs.”

The iron pikes we carried were ill-adapted to digging out the hard, glowing
minerd. But we set to work, prying out chunks of the stuff and tossing them into the
crucible. As | straightened once, panting for breath, | glimpsed an amazing sight in
the middle distance.

Around one of the geysers were circling and flitting a dozen things that |ooked like
swirling spheres of flame, with coiling, brilliant tentacles of light.

"Those things look as though they were alive!" | yeled in horror.

Thor straightened to see.

"Flame-children!" he exclamed, his muffled voice suddenly anxious. He turned
to me hastily. "They are dive, in a way. But it is not life like ours. They are
creatures evolved somehow from the flaming radiation of this underworld of atomic
fires. We bdieve they consist of force currents that cohere in a permanent pattern,
which possess powers of movement and perhaps dim intelligence. We don't know
much about them, for they've evolved here since the Aesir |eft poor Muspelheim.”

"They look beautiful, like flame-winged birds of light," | said, staring in awe and
fascination.

"They're dangerous, Jarl Keith — pure concentrated atomic energy!" warned the
Hammerer. "We must be gone before they find us."

| redoubled my toil of helping to dig out the radioactive chunks. We had the
crucible haf-full of the precious minerd when | felt a terrific shock of force against
my back. | whirled around, uttered a cry. One of the dazzling flame-children was



poised behind me, had just touched my suit. The mere touch of the weird creature
had burned almost through the thick |ead!

"We've got to get out!" Thor bellowed. "The thing has almost pierced your suit.
The radiation will penetrate it in afew minutes, and you'll die horribly."

"But we haven't dl the radioactive matter that Odin will need,” | protested.

"We have most of it. If you perish here, well never get even this much back to
him. Quick, up the stair to the disk!"

He grabbed the crucible's handle. Reluctantly | took the other handle and started
with him toward the stair. As we hastened with our heavy load between the roaring
geysers of atomic fire, | looked back. The one of the flame-children that had
touched me experimentaly was now joining severa other dazzling creatures like
itself, and drifting after us.

Hadtily we started up the stair. With some relief, | saw that the flame-children did
not follow us, but drifted on and started circling and flitting around another of the
fire fountains. Apparently the dim inteligence of the creatures, if indeed they
possessed any, had lost interest in us.

Panting and exhausted, we reached the landing and set the crucible down on the
floating disk. Thor hastily adjusted the controls to make up for the increased weight
on it. As he crouched down, preparatory to starting up the shaft, | noticed
something.

"Thor, what is that door up there, high in the roof ?' He turned his gaze to follow
my pointing finger. The door looked like a massive diding sheet of dull metal, set in
the roof of the underworld some distance from us. There was a shielded mechanism
of some kind set in the rock by the door, obviously controlling it.

"That is the forbidden research upon which Loki was engaged, and which caused
us to banish him from Asgard,” Thor explained. "Above that door is a tunne
connected with the sea of the upper world. If the door were opened, sea water
would rush down into this underworld."

"Good lord!" | cried in horror. "If sea water ever poured down into this world of
fire, there'd be an explosion that would shake the planet!"

"Aye, and Odin saw that danger,” Thor said. "Loki planned to admit only enough
sea water to produce the titanic power of which he had need in his experiments. But
Odin pointed out that if anything went wrong — if this door were completely opened
and the sea rushed down unchecked into Muspelheim — there would be such an
explosion as would rend the whole land above. It was the reason for Loki's
banishment."

As Thor spoke, he was moving the control lever. The floating disk began to rise
in the vertica shaft, out of the fiery underworld. With dl the tiny valve-doors
closed, it rose quickly under the pressure of the powerful radiation. We shot up the
dark shaft at a speed that almost equaled that of our descent.

We were none too soon. A savage pain in my back told me that the radiation had
just been starting to penetrate my weakened protective garment. Already it had
scorched my flesh!

Clinging to the rocking, risng disk, | held the crucible to keep it from diding
away. The radioactive matter in it shed a feeble glow upon the dark walls of the pit
as they raced downward. Then Thor slowed our rise, and findly the disk came to a



hdt at the mouth of the shaft. Again we were in the torchlit chamber under Vahala
castle.

Odin was awaiting us. The Aesir uttered an exclamation of rdief as Thor and |
stumbled off the disk with the crucible and removed our stiff garments.

"Lord Odin, | fear we didn't get dl the radioactive fue you'll need for your
mechanism,” | said bitterly. "It was my fault that we were forced to leave-'

Odin looked with a shadow of worry in his eye at the hdf-filled crucible. But he
spoke confidently to me.

"It should be enough, Jarl Keith, to defend us from Loki's storm weapons. See, |
have converted another mechanism into such a generator as we will need for that
defense.”

The mechanism was concealed by a spherical copper cover upon which was
mounted a smaler copper bal. There was a hopper in its side, into which we
poured the chunks of glowing mineral.

"It should have power enough to maintain a defensive screen against the force of
Loki's storm-cones for a short time," Odin said. "If he should use the storm-cones
for longer than that—"

He did not finish, but | shared the deep worry that was etched in his strong face.

"l saw Loki's handiwork below," | said, and described the diding door in the roof
of the fire-world, which Loki had designed to admit sea water. "No wonder you
cast Loki out for such aterrifically dangerous plan.”

"Aye, it was Baldur who discovered that plan, and was dain by Loki for exposing
it," Odin said somberly. "Loki had perfected a remote control for that diding door,
operating by tuned vibration. Hereitis."

And Odin showed me, among the many dust-covered instruments in the chamber,
a smal, square dlver box. On it was mounted a knob whose pointer could be
turned along a semi-circular scale.

"Turning this knob would open the sea-door a bit or wide," the Aesir king said.
"When Loki fled from Asgard, he took this control box with him. And when we
trapped him in that cave below Midgard, and we were about to kill him, Loki
threatened to open the sea-gate wide and destroy us dl. That was why we had to
agree not to kill him, if he would surrender this control box to us. He did surrender
it. We kept our word and did not kill him, but placed him in the suspended
animation in which he lay for so long."

Odin went to the door and called up through the corridors for some of his thralls
to come. When they came, he bade them carry out the big spherical copper
generator.

"We shdl place it on Vigrid field, on the mainland across Bifrost Bridge," he said,
"and keep it under guard tonight. For it is there that we must make our stand against
Loki's forces when they come in dl ther fury."

He, Thor and | followed the thralls as they bore the heavy mechanism through
Vdhadla castle and out into the windy, gusty night. Torch-bearing thralls went ahead
to illuminate the way. Lights shone from al the castles of Asgard. The Moon was
hidden by driving clouds as we moved in alittle torchlit group across the giddy span
of Bifrost to the flat field on the opposite promontory,

My plane was still where | had landed it. Aesir warriors and mounted scouts were



on guard, watching toward the south for the first approach Of Loki and the Jotun
horde. As Odin directed the placing of the copper mechanism, | went to my plane.
Something had occurred to me which might enable me to devise an additiona
weapon for the coming battle.

In the plane were the half-dozen big signa rockets which were to be used in case |
made a forced landing and had to summon help. | began taking the rockets apart,
pouring out the gun powder in them, and carefully unfixing the detonators. At the
end of a half-hour, | had made three crude hand-grenades or smal bombs. | hoped
they might be of some use againgt the Jotuns, who knew nothing of explosives. | left
the bombs in the plane and emerged to find Thor waiting for me.

"My father has aready returned to Asgard,” the Hammerer told me. "And it is
time we followed him, for our nightly Vahdla feast begins soon."

"Thor, what of tomorrow's battle?' | asked. "If it comes to sword and spear,
with the Jotuns outnumbering us many times, what can we do?"

"We can triumph or we can die!" boomed the giant. "And if it is death — wdll, the
Aesr have lived long and are not afraid to die, so long as we take our enemies with
us." He tossed his great hammer in the air and caught it in outstretched hand, as
though it were a willow wand. "Be not impatient, Miolnir.  You'll not thirst long.
And now to Vdhdla, Jarl Keith."

Vahdla was blazing with torchlight when we entered it. Logs in the great hearth
burned high. In the flickering torchlight, dl the captains and great warriors of the
Aesr were gathered at the many tables. The Aesir nobles were appearing, striding
toward the high table on the dais. | took my place beside Freya. Beyond her were
the two empty seats of Frey and Gerda, then Bragi and Idun, old Aegir and his wife,
and brooding, slent Tyr.

Odin and Frigga entered, and we dl stood up. The Aesir king's eye surveyed us
with stern pride.

"Be seated, jarls and captains," he boomed. "Let us eat and drink as of old.
Though war and death surge upon us tomorrow, yet is there no fear in our hearts."

"Skoal to Odin!" rang Forseti's deep voice.

We saized our drinking-horns and raised them high to a crashing shout of
confidence and pride.

"Skoa to the king!"

We drained the mead and sat down. The tdl serving-maidens hastened to bring
us more drink and meat. The din of voices and laughter rang forth, loud as ever.
The deepening shadow of dire disaster which lay over Asgard that night intensified,
rather than lessened, the merriment of the feast. Horn after horn of the sweet, potent
mead we drank.

Besde me, Freya's blue eyes clung to my face. The shadowed tenderness and
love in them was more heart-tirring to me than dl else.

"Come good or ill, Freya," | whispered, "it is worth having lived to sit here tonight
with you and your people.”

"Aye, Jarl Keith," she replied. But there was wistfulness in her voice as she
added: "I would that | could foretell our stting here again tomorrow."

Suddenly dl the cheery voices died. Into the hdl strode tdl Heimdall, warder of
Asgard's gates.



"Why are you here, Hemdall?' Odin asked. "ls it not your task tonight to watch
over Bifrost Bridge, and sound the great blast on Gidlar horn when the enemy
approaches?’

"Lord Odin, Loki has sent a herald to us," Haimdall answered. "That herald, the
Jotun king Utgar, | have admitted under truce. He waits to enter."

Fierce passion leaped into every face as the men reached for their weapons. Thor
raised his great hammer menacingly, but Odin spoke with stern calm.

"Let the herad of Loki enter.”

Utgar came alone into Vahallas blazing torchlight. Yet the big, black-bearded
Jotun king came swaggering, bearing himsdlf like a conqueror as he strode up to our
table where the nobles of the Aedir sat.



Chapter XVII
Magic Science

Utgar's brutal face showed no sign of fear as he met the fiery gaze of his deadly
enemies. He spoke to Odin, his coarse, rasping voice loud with utter confidence.

"l bring a message from the lord Loki, ruler of Midgard and soon to be ruler of
Asgard.”

A fierce exclamation went up from every throat. But Odin's stern face did not
change as he replied.

"Speak Loki's message."

"These are the words of Loki," Utgar said loudly. "'Odin and the other Aesir, the
time of your downfall has come. |, whom you cast out long ago, whom you
prisoned for centuries, am now free and thirsty for vengeance. Tomorrow | come
againgt you with the Jotuns. We shdl have three warriors for each warrior of yours,
three ships for each of your ships. You cannot stand against us.

"'But because | was once of your blood, | shal offer you your lives. If you swear
to submit to me as your ruler, if you become my subjects as the Jotuns are and
crown me your king in Vahdla hdl, then shal you retain your lives. Think well
before you refuse this offer. If you refuse it, | shal utterly destroy you al." These
are the words of Loki. What answer, lord Odin?"

"I'll answer now with Miolnir!" Thor roared, risng with crimson rage on his face.

A fierce chorus of yells from every throat there, including my own, seconded his
cry. But Odin waved us to slence. He spoke dowly, solemnly, gazing gravely
down at Utgar.

"Take this answer to Loki, Jotun. Tel him that he knows wdl the Aesir will never
yidd to his demands. We will fight until our swords break in our hands, until our
hands be shorn away, until our breath is no more in us. But we will not take back
among us the murderer Loki who long ago proved traitor to our race.

"And tell Loki this also. Tdl him that he shal never — even though he and his
Jotun hosts utterly overcome us — reap profit from his work. For | say that before
that snall happen, dl this land will quail beneath destruction. Flame and death shall
eat up Midgard and Asgard dike, and dl the Jotuns and the Aesir. Tdl the
arch-traitor that!"

Involuntarily Utgar recoiled from the dark, dreadful menace in Odin's voice. Then
the Jotun king drew his huge figure scornfully erect.

“Think not that our lord will be frightened by such words," he retorted. "You
have asked for doom, and doom you shdl have."

He turned to go, but Tyr, the brooding berserk, stepped in front of him.

"You know me, Utgar," said Tyr in a dow, bitter voice. "Look for me in
tomorrow's battle. | will look for you."

"Come and find me, then, Aesir,” laughed Utgar savagely. "Too long have |
heard of your valor. Tomorrow I'll test it with my sword."

Utgar strode proudly out of the hal, Heimddl following. In the silence, we heard
the Jotun king gallop across Asgard to Bifrost Bridge.

"Let the feast go on,” bade Odin at last. Drinking commenced again, the fierce



babble of voices arisng. My head spun from the mead that | had drunk as the hours
went by. Freya sat slent, close insde the circle of my arm, looking up ever and
agan a my face. | saw Odin brooding as he watched his people make merry on the
brink of dreadful war. Pridein these Aesir, gratitude that they allowed me to be one
of them, filled me,

The first light of dawn began danting through the windows. Bragi stepped
forward with his harp, and dl voices died as the gentle-faced skald touched the
quivering strings. His clear voice rang martia-loud through Vahdla

Now comes the great hour
When Norn-spinners gather
The fate-threads of warriors
Of Aesir and Jotun.

Now Wyrd's dark daughters
Make ready the battle,

The struggle long fated
Twixt darkness and light.

Bragi sang on, firing the blood with the stirring strains. And when he had finished,
a tremendous shout of applause roared from us dl. As the echoes of our shout
died, there came on ther heels from far away the low, long reverberation of a
horn-blast.

Louder and louder it grew as we listened in tense silence, waxing until the deep,
tremendous note of that mighty trumpet throbbed through every corner of Asgard.
Then it fel and died away.

"The great blast of Gidlar horn,” Odin said with quiet sternness. "Heimdall warns
that the hosts of Loki approach."

We sprang to our feet. Odin's voice rang in quick command.

"We go forth to meet them. On the fiedd Vigrid, on the other side of Bifrost
Bridge, we will await them. Gather your men and horses. Aegir, you and Niord
command our fleet! Put out with dl our ships and lie off Asgard until you see dong
which coast the Jotun fleet comes."”

With ayell the Aesir nobles and captains poured out of Vahala Trumpets blared
out in the dawn, and there was the thunder of galloping horses, the clanking tramp of
marching men hurrying up, the roar of orders shouted loudly. | remained in the
amost empty hal with Freya, Odin and his family. The Aesir king was putting over
hismail brynja aslver emblem carved with runes.

Vidar, the tdl second son, brought Odin's great sword, and the king buckled it on.

Thor, his little eyes blazing with battle-light, was swinging great Miolnir in the air,
giving a last test to the strength of its helve.

Odin looked into the beautiful face of the lady Frigga

"Farewell, my wife," he said in his deep voice. "We come back victors or dead
men, as Wyrd willsiit."

| had taken Freya into my arms. Almost fiercely | held her bright head between
my hands and kissed her. Bright sunbeams from a window lit her hair to dazzling
gold as | released her. Her blue eyes looked up into mine without a shadow of fear



intheir proud depths.

"Jarl Keth, | must remain with the women instead of riding by your side as |
would wish. But my heart goes with you. | am proud that you from the outlands
fight today beside my people."

"Your people are mine, Freya," | answered. "It was | who brought the key that
loosed Loki. | can only atone for that by fighting against the devil today."

Odin was striding toward the exit of the great hdl. | tore myself from Freya and
followed with giant Thor, Vidal and Vdi. We emerged from Vahdla castle into the
bright day. Before us were massed the warriors of Asgard, helmets and mall
gleaming in the Sun. Three thousand horsemen and five thousand footmen they
numbered, their jarls and captains sitting their horses at the head of the men.

A great shout greeted Odin as we emerged. Thralls held our horses as we swung
into the saddles. Thor vaulted heavily onto his great black stallion. Odin raised his
hand high and shouted ringingly:

"To Vigrid!"

We spurred forward, the king, his sons and | galoping at the head of the massed
horsemen. Across the city Asgard we rode, toward the castled gates of Bifrost.
They swung open as we approached, and Hemdall, warder of the gates, was waiting
for us on his own steed.

The guards on the tower above again sounded the great, throbbing blast of Gidlar
horn as we rode through the gates and onto the bridge. With Odin leading us, our
horsemen streaming out in narrow file with armor shining gold in the dazzling Sun,
we galloped up the arch of the rainbow bridge. Like thunder clattered our horses
hoofs on that flying arc of stone.

Far below us raged the green sea between Asgard and Midgard. Far back to our
right, from the eastern cliffs of Asgard, the Aesir ships were putting out to sea under
Aegir's command. Forty big dragons of war, square sails raised to the wind, brazen
beaks dipping into the heaving waves, they quickly moved out to await the coming
of the Jotun fleet.

Wild exultation was throbbing in me like wine as we rode down the descending
arch of Bifrost Bridge. | had forgotten that | was Keith Masters of the outside
world. | had forgotten everything except that | was one of the Aesir, that | was to
fight beside them for Freya and for Asgard againgt the savage hosts of evil Loki.

We halted on the open, rocky plain that lay at the northern extremity of Midgard.
Behind us arched the rainbow bridge leading to Asgard. In front of us, beyond the
flat fidld Vigrid, extended the dark, forested hills of Midgard. Odin had hated us
beyond the hillock upon which his spherical copper generator stood, and near which
my plane was parked.

"The footmen will mass in our center under Vidar," Odin ordered. "Haf our
horsemen on the left wing under Thor, and half on the right under Hemdall."

By now the infantry was streaming across Bifrost Bridge in dense, long files,
archers, and spearmen, and swordsmen. Thor bellowed the orders that drew them
and the horsemen up in front of the little hillock. Odin had dismounted and climbed
the hillock to his generator, and | followed him. Findly Thor, having completed the
disposition of our forces, rode up the hillock to where the Aesir king and | were
examining the generator.



"They come!" boomed Thor, pointing southward with his gleaming hammer.

We peered intently through the bright daylight. From the south, the glitter of a
forest of helmets and spear-points flashed in the Sun as a dense mass of Jotun
soldiery advanced along the cliff-edge, screened by horsemen. Far out on the sea to
the right, a great fleet of dragon-ships was sailing northward. There were at least a
hundred of the black Jotun long-ships, and the Aesir vessels were advancing to meet
them. In the south, a growing darkness was clouding the heavens. A strange dusk
was creeping up rapidly across the brilliant sky.

"Loki's storm-cones!" | shouted. "See where he has set them up on that crest,
lord Odin!"

| pointed. Southward, well behind the advancing Jotun army, rose a crest. Upon
it was a smal group of clustered objects that gleamed in the last rays of the
half-obscured Sun.

"Aye, | see,” Odin said in his deep voice. "Loki prepares to loose his lightnings
upon us, as we feared.”

The Aesr king began to manipulate the enigmatic controls of his big spherical
generator, to throw up a defensive screen. The wind was moaning around us with
increasing force as the darkness spread rapidly across the sky. The gloom seemed
to boil up visbly from the distant crest where Loki had his storm-cones, and from
which he was spraying aterrific eectric field to unlock the tempest.

Down in the sea beyond the cliffs, the dark waves were churning ever higher.
They and the shrieking winds were wildly tossing the Jotun and Aesir ships that
maneuvered swiftly for battle.

Crash!

Out of the night-black sky, a blazing flash of white lightning had struck amid our
massed footmen. It left a heap of scorched dead. On its heds came another
blinding bolt that blasted three horsemen.

"Lord Odin, Loki's lightnings begin to day my men!" roared Heimdal from the
right wing. "Let us charge them!"

"Wait!" Odin called, undismayed.

At the same time, the spherical copper generator began to throb with power. The
radioactive matter in it, which Thor and | had procured with such risk from deep
Muspelheim, was breaking down into pure power. The energy was being
transformed into a radiant shell of power that was broadcast from the smaller copper
bal atop the generator.

Up into the storm-nighted sky, Odin's mechanism flung a great halo of glowing
light. The halo that tented our forces stopped the blazing lightning-bolts that had
begun to decimate us! Those blinding flashes hit the halo and splashed harmlessy
upon it.

"It shields us from Loki's storm-cones!" | cried jubilantly. "We've neutraized his
best weapon!"

"Wait, Jal Keth, before you exult,” warned Odin. "There is not enough
radioactive fuel to operate this mechanism much longer. When it stops, Loki's
lightnings will play yet greater havoc with us."

"Can't we charge with dl our horsemen and destroy Loki and his devilish
weapons?' Thor cried fiercely.



"As soon as we leave the defense of this generator's screen of energy, Loki's
lightnings will cleave us,”" Odin replied.

| redized the desperate nature of the emergency. If the Aesir and the Jotuns were
to fight this battle on anything like even terms, Loki's storm-cones must be
destroyed! Even if they were, the Aesir would be facing overwhelming numbers.
But there would be a chance for victory, a least, whereas there would be no chance
a dl if Loki's forces were not checked.

In this emergency, my eyes fdl on my plane parked some distance to the rear of
our forces. Suddenly | remembered the bombs | had made the night before, for
possible use in the battle.

“Lord Odin, | think that | may be able to destroy Loki's weapons!" | cried
eagerly. "In my flying craft | have a weapon of the kind my people use in war. Let
metry it."

"Can any flying ship livein this tempest?' the Aesir king asked increduloudly.

| wondered, too. The storm that raged over this strange battlefiedd had now
become chaotic in its insensate fury. From dl the black sky over us, bolts of
lightning induced by Loki's storm-cones were sizzling and flashing down. Though
they were splattering on Odin's defense screen, the mounts of our horsemen were
rearing wildly. Our warriors were white-faced in the light of the flashes. In the
south, the mighty Jotun army was forming up to advance against us.

"l can makeit!" | persisted without conviction. "I'll circle back around the worst
of this storm."

"Then go, Jarl Keith, and the Norns guide you," Odin said reverently.



Chapter XVIII
The Battlefor Asgard

| raced back toward the plane. In a moment | had the rocket motor roaring, and
then | managed a perilous take-off from the fild. Raging winds, blowing now in this
direction and now in that, threatened to hurl my risng plane back to the field. Sheets
and flares of blinding lightning dazzled my eyes. But | rose and zoomed out over the
seg, to circle back and approach Loki's position from the rear.

| hurtled through the unnatural darkness over the water. Lightning flares gave me a
momentary glimpse of Aesir and Jotun ships locked in death-combat down on the
wild waters. | rocketed over them. Then | swung back toward the cliffs of Midgard
and came roaring down from behind upon the crest where Loki had his storm-cones.

| had the cabin-window open, and my crude bombs near a hand. As | dived
steeply, | peered down at the crest. Loki stood by the vicious storm-cones. The
big mechanisms were clustered close together, their quartz nozzles pointed toward
the distant Aesir forces. A fine violet electrical brush played over them as they
sprayed their controlled static field.

| saw Loki's startled white face, and the aarmed features of Utgar, Hd and the
Jotun captains as my plane swooped down. Diving within a few yards of the
storm-cones, | dropped four smal bombs. There was a crimson flare in the
lightning-seared blackness behind me. | looked back to see the storm-cones, al but
one, lying shattered and dismounted. | glimpsed Loki and Utgar. Unharmed, the
Aedr arch-traitor was shouting orders as the Jotuns ran to their horses.

"Score one for my science,” | muttered between my teeth, as | hurled the plane
back toward the Aesir positions.

The single remaining storm-cone was ill operating, and lightning was flaring and
thunder rolled. But the terrific hal of bolts that had threatened to destroy the Aesir
had stopped.

"Wel done, Jarl Keith!" roared Thor, when | had landed my plane and run back to
the hillock where Odin and his captains stood.

"It was well done," Odin declared. "For my generator is fatering now. Had you
not destroyed the storm-cones, we would have been helpless.”

"L oki's preparing to advance with dl the Jotun forces,” | said breathlesdly. "See,
there they come now!"

The Jotuns were deploying on the farther side of Vigrid field. At least ten
thousand unmounted warriors formed up behind their wide screen of cavalry.

"There rides the arch-traitor!" cried Hemdall wrathfully.

| saw Loki. He rode behind the cavalry, a the head of the massed Jotun footmen.

His bright golden helmet gleamed in the lightning flashes, his white steed curveting.
Besides Loki's horse ran a gredt, gray shape — the huge wolf, Fenris, coming like a
war-dog with its master into battle.

"If only lormungandr were with him, too!" rasped Thor. "The Midgard snake
must die this day, to fulfill my oath."

The archers of the Jotuns, advancing behind thelr screen of horsemen, were
discharging their missiles. Arrows rattled down like ran among us. Men dropped



from their mounts and horses squealed with pain.

"Take your places, but do not chargetill I give the word,” Odin ordered.

"Are we to be riddled without striking back a blow?" cried Thor furioudly.

"Wait till | give the signa," Odin bade sternly. "Both our wings of horsemen shall
ride at the center and split through their main body. Vidar will follow with our
footmen. Then, if Wyrd willsit, we shdl cut their split forces to bits."

Odin rode forward, and | followed with Vdi, Bragi, Forseti, and the other of the
Aesr captains. Taking up our position between Thor's horsemen on the left and
Heimdall's on the right, we waited. | felt the awful suspense of the moment. The
arrows rattled down among us during the low advance of the great Jotun host. The
thunder and lightning of the storm still grumbled across the dark sky. In the face of
them dl, the horsemen and footmen of the Aesir waited slently and motionlessy
behind Odin.

The Jotuns were wdl within bowshot, and their arrows were taking even greater
toll. So close were they that back among them | could make out the white face of
Loki, urging them forward. | could see big Utgar, the Jotun king, riding beside the
arch-traitor. An ancient feud was rushing toward its climax in these last moments. |
fdt the tension of men who were somehow more than men. When this battle joined,
it would be the clash of cosmic forces...

"Now!" cried Odin, raising his mailed fist and flashed his sword high.

The trumpets of the Aesr blared wildly in answer. With a ydl of pent-up
tenseness, we spurred our horses and galloped forward. Our two mounted wings
converged, charging right at the center of the great Jotun army. Riding forward with
the others, | was scarcely conscious of individua action. Instinctively | spurred and
drew my sword and leaned forward over my saddle-bow.

Before me, Odin's mighty figure galloped with great sword ill raised high.
Beside me, Thor was dready whirling his gigantic hammer, belowing his terrifying
battle-cry. Beyond him were Heimdall, Forseti and Bragi. And behind us thundered
the three thousand Aesir horsemen, followed by the footmen under Vidar, Vdi and
Tyr.

Arrows showered among us. Men and horses tumbled, crashing in our midst as
we galloped in that wild charge. Thunder roared deafeningly from the blackened sky
ahead to drown our ydling trumpets. Lightning flashed blindingly across the sky.

We struck the screen of the Jotun horsemen like a thunderbolt, tore through them
as a sword tears through paper. Then our charge carried us smashing deep into the
main body of the Jotun army. All Earth must have fdt the splintering shock of that
collison! My horse stumbled over Jotun bodies. | leaned from the saddle and
struck furioudy with my sword at black-bearded warriors who sought to reach me
with ax and blade. | hewed down two enemies before their spears could touch my
Side.

All around me, swords were banging on helmets, men ydling in fierce blood-lust
or shrill death agony, hamstrung horses squealing horribly, shields crashing together
with deafening clangor. The trumpets of the Aesir were blaring unceasingly. The
hoarse horns of the Jotuns roared a savage answer.

Thor, close beside me in the battle, was forcing his stalion forward. His huge
hammer kept fdling like a thing endowed with its own life upon the helmets of the



Jotuns. Miolnir's steed was red with blood and gray with brains as the bearded,
red-faced giant whirled it. Thrice in as many moments, he beat down Jotuns who
would have dain me. And on my other side, Heimdal was widding an ax like a
woodsman, and Vidar was riding forward through the corpses he had made.

Right in front of us, Odin's eagle helmet gleamed through the chaos of battle. The
great sword rose and fdl as the Aesir king forced deeper into the Jotun host.

"For Asgard!" rang his deep voice.

And from the Aesir horsemen and footmen behind us shouted an answering
chorus.

"Follow the king! Strike for Asgard!"

The Jotun host began to split and give way before our concentrated assaullt.
Though they greatly outnumbered us, we were driving a wedge between them.

"They waver!" shouted Vidar, wildly exultant. "Push hard and the battle is ours.
They are breaking!"

As we forced forward, the Jotun footmen were giving ever more rapidly. If we
could split them in two, cut them up and destroy them—

"Loki comes!" screamed Heimdall.

| saw his golden helmet shining through the murk of lightning-seared storm. Loki
was pushing fearlessly through the Jotun host toward us. His face was white and
beautiful with the exhilaration of battle as he came through the fight toward us.
Beside him rode Utgar, and between them ran the great, gray shape of Fenris.

"Stand firm, Jotuns!" Utgar was yelling to his wavering host. "The lord Loki is
with us!"

With a fierce war-cry, Odin spurred forward to meet Loki. Thor, Vidar, Hemdal,
Bragi and | were dl close behind the Aesir king. Heimdall and Bragi, forcing farther
ahead, met the charge of Loki and Utgar first. | saw Loki's sword flash and
Heimdal tumbled from his horse, stabbed through.

Utgar's ax had crashed down upon Bragi's hedm at the same moment. From Thor
came an awful ydl of wrath as he saw our two comrades fall.

"Come to meet me, traitor!" he bellowed to Loki.

But Odin reached the arch-demon instead. Beneath the flare of lightning, they
struck at each other with swords that flashed like streaks of light. Fearless, blazing
and beautiful shone Loki's face as he fought. His slver voice pealed in exultation.

"At last, Odin, | repay you for my long imprisonment!"

But Odin, at that moment, struck forth fiercely with dl his strength in a great blow
a Loki'shdm. Loki swerved, but the sword grazed his helmet. The stunning force
of the blow sent him hedling back in his saddle.

"Death for Loki!" yeled the Aesir behind us in wild triumph.

A snarling, terrible roar, a scream of warning from my lips, both broke at the same
moment. The giant wolf Fenris, as Loki was stricken aback by that terrible blow,
leaped up like a gray thunderbolt at Odin. His huge jaws closed upon Odin's throat.
Holding fast, he dragged the Aesir king from the saddle.

"Odin faldl" raged the shout of joy from the Jotun host.

| had already leaped from my saddle. | struck aterrific blow a Fenris as the huge
wolf tore a Odin's prostrate body. My sword slashed deep into the wolf's shoulder.

He turned, his green eyes blazing hell-fires, and catapulted at me.



But with a hoarse shout, Vidar struck at the charging wolf with his ax. The blow
severed Fenris head from his shoulders in one tremendous stroke. Odin's throat
was torn into red ribbons. His eyes were closed and he seemed barely living as
Thor lifted him.

"Odinisdan!" pealed Loki's silver voice. "Now fals Asgard. On, Jotuns!"

Loki had recovered from the stunning slash that had been Odin's last. He was
urging the Jotuns forward, his eyes flaring with unhuman rage at the daying of his
wolf. The Aesir charge had halted, our warriors dismayed by the fdl of Odin. And
now, as the Jotuns rushed forward on us, we were pushed back by their superior
numbers.

Back toward the end of the field, the cliff-edge from which Bifrost Bridge sprang,
we were forced. Though the Aesr fought like madmen, they were fdling in
ever-increasng numbers before the ydling hosts of Jotuns. Thor had taken Odin's
body and was bearing it back with us as we retreated. From dl sides except the
rear, the Jotuns surged upon us. The daughter here was terrific. | seemed to be
fighting in an unreal dream.

There was no standing against the heavier Jotun mass. Our shattered forces
streamed over the high arch of Bifrost Bridge, through the gates of Asgard. Vidar,
Tyr, Forseti and | came ladt.

Now dl our surviving forces were safe within the gates. Utgar and Loki were
leading the Jotuns hagtily up onto the bridge after us. But as the winches inside the
guard-castle creaked hastily, the gates were dowly swinging shut. Loki yelled an
order. Asthough obeying a prepared plan, a score of Jotuns flung heavy spears into
the hinges of the closing gates. The spears jammed the hinges, and the gates
stopped closing.

"Push shut the gates!” Vidar ydled to the men at the winches.

"We cannot, for they are jammed!" was the frantic answer.

Across the rainbow bridge, Loki was leading his men forward and crying to them
triumphantly.

"Forward, Jotuns! Over the bridge! The gates of Asgard are open to us!”



Chapter XIX
Swords Athirst

Vidar yeled to the warriors behind us.

"Clear the hinges, some of you! The rest of uswill hold back the Jotuns!"

He sprang out onto Bifrost Bridge. Tyr, Forseti and |, with a score of Aesr
warriors, leaped after him. The men behind us worked frantically to pull out the
heavy spears that had jammed the hinges of Asgard's gates. We four stood abreast
on the arched bridge, our warriors behind us, facing the Jotun masses as they rushed
up behind Loki and Utgar.

The storm darkened the whole sky, and wild winds threatened to sweep us from
the unrailed, narrow span on which we stood. Lightning flared continualy across the
snister sky, and the thunder was rolling louder.

Tyr had torn off his brynja and thrown away his helmet. His great breast bare,
streaked with blood, he held two swords in his hands. His cavernous eyes glared
with a terrible light as he stepped in front of us. He yelled in a howl like that of a
wild beast to the advancing Jotuns.

"Berserk anI! Who comes against me?"

The Jotuns pushing up onto the narrow bridge hesitated at sight of him, for he
was truly terrible in his berserk madness.

"l await you, Utgar!" Tyr howled, his body quivering. "Come, for these swords
are athirst!"

Utgar answered with aroar of rage. He and Loki, dismounted now, came up the
arch of the bridge againgt us at the head of the Jotun mass. Tyr did not wait their
coming. With aferocious scream, our berserk companion sprang to meet them.

His two swords leaped like living things. Utgar's ax shore into his side — and Tyr
laughed! Shouting with glee, he smote Utgar's head from his shoulders with a single
awful stroke. Five Jotuns fel before him as he raged in berserk fury. Abruptly
Loki's blade stabbed through his heart. Tyr swayed, staggered at the edge of the
bridge. Then he crumpled and fel clear from the stone, plummeting down toward
the raging, stormy sea far below.

Vidar, Forseti and | had been rushing forward with our men to support Tyr. Now
we met the Jotuns, who were maddened by the killing of Utgar, urged on by Loki's
dlver voice.

For whole minutes we held the bridge against them! How, | do not know. Before
my eyes was only a blur of flashing steel and wolfish faces, into which | struck by
instinct rather than by design. | fet the red-hot stabs of sword-blades in my left
shoulder and right thigh; | saw Forseti red back, dying from one of Loki's incredibly
swift, deadly thrusts. | glimpsed the arch-fiend's wrathful, beautiful face as he
fought with Vidar.

We were pushed back over the arch of the bridge, toward the gates. A vydl
crashed up from the men behind us.

"The gates are freed!"

We staggered back through the small opening of the nearly closed gates. Instantly
the gates were dammed shut in the faces of Loki and his hordes. For severd



moments we stood motionless, panting, wild-eyed, covered with blood. The Jotun
hordes were banging vanly at the gates with sword and ax.

No more than a few hundred Aesir warriors remained as exhausted, wounded
survivors of that dreadful battle. Out on Vigrid field, the dead lay in thousands.
Ravens were swooping down on the pathetic corpses from the storm-black sky.

"Get to the towers and use your bows upon Loki's horde!" Vidar called hoarsely
to part of our warriors.

They obeyed, and arrows began to rain down on the besiegers on the bridge. The
howling of the Jotuns was loud even through the degpening thunder of the storm, as
they sought to batter down the gates, yet avoid their own daughter.

Vidar hastened with us through the guard-castle to the stone plaza beyond. There
Odin lay upon the stones. Thor was knedling beside his dying father. Odin's lips
stirred, his wavering stare held a feeble, dying light as he looked up at his giant son.

"The Norns sever my thread,” he whispered "Doom fals upon me, as Wyrd
ordains — upon Asgard, too, | fear. If Loki prevails, you must do that which |
ordered you."

"l will, Father," rumbled Thor, his big hand clenching tight the helve of his mighty
hammer. "But stay with us!”

Odin's life was aready gone, though, spent by his last effort to speak.

"Bear him to Vahallal" ordered Thor's great voice as he arose.

"Loki and some of the Jotuns move away," caled a warrior from the guard-castle
tower.

We hurried back and looked through the loopholes in the gates. Loki and haf the
Jotun forces were striding back across the bridge and Vigrid field, marching
southward. The rest of the Jotuns 4ill battered at the gates, heedless of the arrows
that fell upon them from above.

"Loki plans some trick," Thor muttered.

"Where are our ships?' Vidar cried. "Look!"

He pointed down at the sea east of Asgard. There the waves were running high
and foam-white beneath the howling winds of the storm. | saw the Jotun fleet below,
hacked and reduced to less than forty almost useless ships. But they were beating
southward aong the coast, pardld to Loki's marching force. Scarred and torn by
battle though the Jotun ships were, of the Aesir vessels | saw nothing but floating
wreckage.

"Skoa to Aegir and Niord!" shouted Thor. "Skoa to the sea-kings who have
gone to Viking death beneath the waves!"

A clanging like the din of doom beat from the gates before us as the Jotun horde
upon the bridge sought to batter them down. We worked a Thor's orders, hastily
piling blocks of stone to hold the sagging gates. Then into our midst a wild-faced
Aesr warrior came running. He shouted over the clangor and the terrifying roll of
loud thunder.

"Loki's forces come upon usin their ships!" he yeled. "They seek to land in our
harbor!"

Thor uttered afierce cry as he stared down at the stormy sea. The Jotun fleet was
moving aong the coast, the ships janmed with men, heading for the unprotected
fiord in the eastern cliffs of Asgard.



"They try to force entrance to Asgard from the harbor — and we have but few
guards there!" Thor roared.

"Vidar, hold these gates! Haf of you come with me to hold the harbor!"

The bearded giant ran with mighty strides toward the eastern edge of Asgard
iIdand. Haf of us followed him. The storm was now buffeting Asgard with full
force. Lightning burned in sheets and stabs across the night-black sky. Torchlight
was flaring from the dark, mountainous mass of Vahdla, whence came through the
tempest the dim wailing of women's voices as Odin's body was borne home.

Out of the storm-seared dusk, a dim, mail-clad figure darted to my side as |
hastened with Thor and our scant force of warriors toward the eastern cliff. It was
Freya, wearing her mail and helmet, holding a shield and light bow in her hand.

"Jarl Keith!" she cried. "l feared you dain in yon terrible battle! | leave you no
more!"

"You can't stay with me!" | protested. "We go to hold the harbor against Loki's
new assault."

“Then | fight with you!" she said fiercely. "If doom comes now upon Asgard, |
meet it at your side.”

| could not turn her from her relentless purpose. She ran lightly beside me as we
hastened after Thor down the first steps of the narrow cliffsde stair. Lightning
washed the cliffs, and the deafening crack of thunder drowned the shrieking winds
and boom of the sea. By the flashing flares, we saw the Jotun ships aready
sweeping quickly into the narrow fiord below us. Behind them in the raging sea
swam something long, black and sinuous, a great, incredible shape.

"lormungandr comes with his master Loki!" boomed Thor. "It iswel!"

Before we were down the stair, the Jotuns were landing below. Overwheming the
amdl force of Aesir guards there, they rushed up to meet us.

| swung Freya behind me.

"Keep a my back," | ordered.

"l am not afraid!" argued her clear voice in my ear. Her bow twanged, and an
arrow sped down into the throat of the foremost of the swarming Jotuns. | saw Loki
legping ashore from one of the ships. Then the nearest Jotuns reached us.



Chapter XX
Ragnar ok

Thor's hammer smashed down, and the first two Jotuns fdl back with crushed
skulls. They pitched off the stair to the depths below. Arrows from enemy archers
farther down the stair whizzed up through the lightning-seared dusk and rattled off
our mail, or struck down men among us. Freya's bow kept twanging. Each time she
loosed an arrow, her clear cry sang loud in my ears.

| tried to keep her near me as | fought beside Thor and tal Vdi, desperately trying
to hold back the Jotuns. But the stair was wide enough only for three of us to fight
abreast. Thor, crimson with blood from many wounds, swung his hammer like a
demon of destruction. Yet we were forced up the stairs. Vdi dropped with an
arrow in his eye, and an Aesir from behind rushed to take his place.

Upward we were pushed, to the top of the stair, the very edge of the cliff. There
we hacked with sword and ax. The terrible weapon of the Hammerer whirled and
screamed with such fury that the Jotuns could not force the narrow way.

"Make way for me!" pealed Loki's slver voice from below, through the clash of
battle and the storm's roar. "I will force the way!"

"l am waiting for you, Loki!" bellowed Thor to the arch-traitor.

Lightning flared again in a continuous blinding flame. It showed Loki's golden
helmet flashing up amid the Jotuns crowded on the stair. And it showed, too, a
dimy, black, scaly monster whose coils rippled up the steps as it advanced before
its master.

"lormungandr comes!"” cried Freya. "The Midgard serpent!”

The Jotuns hugged the dliff side of the stair. Even they were appalled by ther
dread dly as the incredible snake writhed up toward us. Thor raised his hammer
high. Like a shooting black thunderbolt, lormungandr propelled himsdf at the
bearded giant.

In the lightning streak, | saw the snake's giant spade-shaped head darting with the
speed of light. Its opaline eyes were coldly blazing. Its opened jaws emitted a flood
of fine, green poison-spray that covered Thor's crimsoned figure.

"My oath to Frey!" roared Thor, and his hammer flashed down.

The snake, with more than human speed, swerved to avoid that terrific blow. But
not so swift as Thor's stroke was its swerve. The steel head of Miolnir smashed
down upon the spade-shaped head and ground it into the rock of the stair. The
hammer itself shivered to fragments from that tremendous stroke.

lormungandr's monstrous body writhed in its death-throes, flinging Jotuns from
the stair to death. Then the serpent's great body fell over the edge, dropping to the
sea far below.

"San — my wolf and serpent dain!" raged Loki's voice. "Vengeance, Jotuns!
Vengeance on Thor!"

The giant was staggering amost helplessly. The helve of his broken hammer
suddenly fel from his hand. His red face grew palid through the blood and green
poison that coated it. | sprang with Freya to support him. The few score Aesr
warriors left were trying to hold back the Jotuns. Loki's sword was stabbing in



deadly strokes among them.

"I am sped,” gasped Thor. "The poison of lormungandr enters my wounds.
Help meto Vahdla, for Asgard islost. There dill remains that which Odin bade me
do."

Freya and | stumbled with the reding giant away from that hopeless battle. Our
last Aesir warriors could not hope to hold back Loki and his ravening horde. The
unending drum-roll of thunder was crashing over Asgard. By the sheeted lightning,
we saw Aesir women running camly to stand beside their men in death. We
staggered with Thor into the torchlit entrance of Vahala castle.

"To the chamber of — the pit-road — to deep Muspeheim — take me there!™ Thor
gasped.

Aswe entered Vdhdla castle, | heard awild, wolflike shout of triumph behind us.
| looked back. The last Aesir resistance had been overcome, and Loki and the
Jotuns were pouring onto the lofty plateau of Asgard. Some of the Jotuns aready
were running to open Asgard gates to those who battered them from Bifrost Bridge.
Women who had rushed out to seek ther dead mates were being cut down
everywhere.

"Asgard has fdlen!" moaned Freya, her blue eyes stricken in the lightning flare.
"Loki triumphs!"

"No!" cried Thor in agartlingly great voice. "Never shal Loki reign triumphant in
these hdls. Lead me on!"

Freya snatched a torch from a socket as we entered the passages of Vadhdla We
stumbled past the great hdl where Frigga sill sat motionless beside Odin's body.
On we went, down into the dark passages to the chamber of the pit that led to fiery
Muspelheim.

Swaying blindly, Thor pressed the runes on the door with a swiftly falling hand.
The door swung open and we entered. Immediately the bearded giant crumpled
standing againgt awall. Fighting to retain consciousness, he pointed to the square
dlver box that held the remote control of the sea-gate in the roof of the fiery
underworld.

"Give me that control box, Jarl Keith," he whispered in a weakening voice, "that |
may open the gate far below and let the waters of the sea rush down into
Muspelheim upon the atomic fires. It was my father Odin's order to me. Yes, the
atomic fireswill be smothered and their radiations will be ended. This will no longer
be a place of eternd youth and warmth."

"But when the sea water strikes Muspelheim, there will be an explosion that will
wreck thisland!" | protested.

"And that, too, would be well!" Thor shouted, swaying. "Let the land be wrecked
before Loki and the Jotuns reap fruit of ther victory and become a dread menace to
dl the rest of Earth. It was Odin's warning — Loki must not be alowed to menace dl
the world!"

He fdl heavily to the floor. But he raised his great head and his voice came
chokingly:

"Give me the box!"

| heard the quickly approaching roar of Jotun voices from Valhalas hals above.
| heard the shriek of the last Aesir women being cut down by the followers of Loki.



In my mind unfolded a shocking vison of Loki, usng his overwheming powers of
evil science to dominate al the outside world. | sprang toward the silver control box
and was turning to hand it to dying Thor, when Freya screamed.

A man burst into the chamber. Loki's angdlic face was a hell-mask of rage. The
sword glittered in his hand and his blue eyes were blazing.

"I knew the Aesir would seek thus with my own ancient handiwork to snatch
triumph from me by destruction,” he said. "But you are too late."

He sprang at me with tiger swiftness, his sword raised. | ripped out my own
weapon, but Loki's blade was already stabbing through my shoulder like a white-hot
iron. | reeled, senses failing from that agony, dropping the slver control box. Freya
darted forward with awrathful cry, and | saw Loki hurl her back against the wall.

"You have lost, Aesr!" taunted Loki malicioudy. "Asgard is mine, and the last
Aesr fdls to the swords of my Jotuns.”

He did not see the great shape risng behind him. Thor, roused by sound of
Loki's hated voice, had clutched the rock wdl with his nerveless, bloodily tattered
fingers and dragged himsdlf erect. Involuntarily | recoiled from the staggering,
ominous, black-fleshed figure. But Loki was caught unprepared. The giant hands
stole close — and clutched Loki's white neck!

"Turn the knob upon the control box, Jarl Keith!" Thor roared.

Loki stabbed his dagger blindly and furioudy back into Thor's breast, battling
venomoudly to free himsdlf. | lunged forward and snatched up the siver box. |
seized the knob upon it and turned it as far asit would go.

From the pit-mouth at the center of the chamber came a dull, distant roar of
rushing waters. Then a terrific shock rocked Asgard to its foundations. Blinding
steam swirled up from the pit with a ravening sound.

"Fool!" shrieked Loki as he tore free from dying Thor.

He hurled himsdf a me, seeking to snatch the control box from my grasp. |
thrust him back with the last of my strength. Through the scalding steam that filled
the chamber, Loki staggered backward — and reeled straight into the pit!

A fading scream came up from the roaring cloud of steam as he plunged down
into the abyss...

All Vahdla castle was rocking wildly above us. One fearful earth-shock followed
another. Wild yells of panic chorused from above, coming thinly through the tumult
of grinding mountains. Freya was flung against the stone floor, and | stooped
franticaly over her.

"It iswdl!" choked Thor. "Asgard and Midgard shal die with the Aesir!" As he
sagged to the floor, he raised his dying face toward me. "Save Freyaif you can, Jarl
Keith. If you can reach your flying ship, you may escape the death that stoops now
over dl thisland."

His eyes blazed up with the last light of fast departing life. For a moment his
voice rolled out as strongly as of old.

"Skoal to the Aesir! Skoal to the great race that is gone forever!™

Then his bearded face sagged to the floor in death.

| helped Freya to her feet and dragged her out of that scalding, steam-filled
chamber. The Earth-shocks were becoming more violent with each moment. The
crash of faling masonry was ominously loud.



"We can't stay here any longer!" | cried to her. "But if we can get to my plane,
we can escape."

“"Let me die here with my people,” Freya moaned, her white face agonized.
Abruptly her eyes cleared and she clasped my arm. "No, Jarl Keith. Even now |
wish to live for you. But can we escape?"

| stumbled with her up through the shaking, grinding hals of Vahdla castle. The
Jotuns had fled or been buried. The scene outside the castle was appaling. Storm
dill blackened the sky. Lightning flared and thunder roared, but al noises were
drowned by the terrible grinding crash of the Earth-shocks.

The castles around the edge of Asgard were being shaken down into ruined
masses of masonry. The Jotuns were fleeing wildly down toward their ships in the
fiord.

| hastened with Freya toward Bifrost Bridge. A terrible roar beneath us heralded
the new shock that flung us off our feet. From cracks splitting in the solid rock of
Asgard, wild clouds of steam rushed up. There was a prolonged roar of fdling
stone. Freyacried out. | looked back just in time to see great Vdhala collapsing
into flaming, tumbling ruin.

By this time we had reached Bifrost Bridge and were stumbling precariousy
across that corpse-littered, dizzy, trembling span. The rainbow bridge abruptly
rocked beneath us, threatening to throw us into the crazily boiling sea far below.
Some Jotuns were escaping ahead of us, paying no attention to us in their mad
panic.

My plane suddenly loomed out of the stormy dusk. The Jotuns, in their fierce
eagerness to get into Asgard, had not even molested it. | pulled Freya into the cabin.

The rocket motor roared into life, and the plane rushed along the quaking field and
lurched into the air. Upward we climbed, the ship bucking and rocking in the terrific
currents.

As we climbed higher and headed northward, | saw the full extent of the disaster
that had smitten the hidden land. Midgard and Asgard, rocking wildly and shaking
the rainbow bridge between them into fragments, were sinking into the sea, shrouded
with steam.

The titanic explosion caused by the inrush of sea upon the raging atomic fires of
Muspelheim was forcing the whole land to collapse upon that buried underworld.
Before our eyes, as | fought to keep the plane aoft, the land solemnly sank.

There was nothing but sea and veils of steam. The blind-spot refraction around
the whole land instantly vanished. The rhyme of the rune key had been fulfilled.

Ragnarok had come — the twilight and doom of the Aesir, destroying them and
their amazing, wonderful civilization — and aso their destroyer...



Epilogue

Of my great adventure, little remains to tel. Our night back across the frozen
ocean to the expedition's schooner was without mishap. | shdl never forget the
amazement of Doctor Carrul and the rest of the expedition's members, when |
landed my rocket plane beside the Peter Saul. Feverishly they asked excited
questions when they saw Freya and the bloodstained, battered helmets and mail we
wore.

| told them the truth, though | suppose | should have known they could not
believe my story. But for their disbelief, | cared little. Nor did | care about what
happened after our return to New York. The expedition included in its report a
satement that Keith Masters, physicist and pilot, had returned in a delirious
condition. They said | had been caught in an Arctic storm, and had brought with me
awoman who was obviously a survivor from some storm-wrecked Norwegian ship.

| know now that the smug skepticism of modern men is not to be shaken lightly.
Far in the north, beneath the frozen ocean, lie the shattered ruins of the hidden land |
trod. Though men may some day penetrate to that submerged, lost land and lay
bare the broken stones that once were Asgard's proud castles, they will not wholly
believe.

Nor can | entirdly blame them. For there are times when even to me dl that |
experienced takes on the semblance of a dream. It certainly seems like a dream that
| rode over Bifrost Bridge with Odin and the warriors of Asgard. Did | redly st in
Vahdlas high hal and feast with the nobles and captains of the Aesir? How can |
be sure | fought side by side with Thor against Loki and his hordes, on that last great
day?

But to reassure mysdf that it was no dream, | have only to turn and smile
gratefully at Freya, my wife. She is dressed now in modern garb, but with the same
bright golden hair, sea-blue eyes and dender grace as when | met her first on the
cliffs of Midgard. For aways Freya is beside me, and not one day have we ever
been separated, nor will we ever be.

We do not speak often of lost Asgard and its people, though aways they are in
my mind as | know they are in hers. But on one night each year, the night of that
doomsday eve when we feasted in Vahdla before the coming of the enemy, | pour
wine into two glasses and we drink a toast. And our toast is in the words that Thor
spoke from dying lips.

"Skoa to the Aedir, to the great race that is gone forever!” | say as | raise my
glass.

And from across the table comes Freya's sweet, sorrow-filled voice, whispering
her reply.

" Skoal!"

And we drink in memory of the greatest people Earth has ever known.

The End
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