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Chapter I. The RuneKey

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

Keith, your hunch wasright. 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 theicy Arctic sea. Pure intuition had made me persuade Bray to lower histrawl in
this unpromising pot.

Coming, Bray! | called, and hurried through the litter of deds and snarling dogs.
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Our schooner, the sturdy auxiliary ice-breaker Peter Saul, waslying a anchor in the Lincoln Seg, only
four hundred miles south of the Pole. A hundred yards away, the dazzling white fields of ice Stretched
northward avast, 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 hisluck here. Bray had laughed at my hunch at first, but had finaly
consented.

Areyou 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 arow of queer symbols, amaost worn away.

What intheworldisit? | breathed. And what arethose letterson it?

Hasen, abig, bearded Norwegian sailor, answered me.

Those lettersarein my own language, Sir.
Nonsense, | said sharply. | know Norwegian pretty well. Those letters are not in your language.

Not the one my people writetoday, Halsen explained, but theold Norse therunewriting. | have seen
such writing on old stonesin the museum at Odo.

Norserunes? | blurted. Then this must be damned ancient.

Let'stakeit down to Dubman, Bray suggested. He ought to be abletotell us.

Dubman, the waspish little archaeol ogist of the expedition, looked up in annoyance from his collection of
Eskimo arrowheads when we entered. Angrily he took the cylinder and glared &t it. Instantly hiseyeslit
up behind the thick spectacles.

Old Norse! heexclamed. But these are runes of the most ancient form  pre-Vadstenan! What isit?

Maybetherunesonit can giveusaclue, | said eagerly.

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

With amagnifying glass, he began to examine the symbols graven on the golden cylinder. Bray and |
waited. | felt queerly taut. | could not understand just why | was so excited about thisfind, but
everything about it had been queer. A persistent inner voice had kept telling me: Make Bray et down
histrawl herel And thefirst timeit waslowered, it had brought up agold tube that must have lain on the
seax-floor for centuries.



Gotit! Dubman stated, looking up. Thisthingisold, al right the most ancient form of runic. The
trandation doesn't tell much. Listen to this

Runekey am|,

Chaining dark evil,

Midgard snake, Fenris,

And Loki, arch-devil.

Whilel liefar,

The Aesr safe are,

Bring me not home,

Lest Ragnarok come.

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

What does all that stuff about the Aesir and Loki mean? | asked.

The Aesr were the ancient Norse gods, eterndly youthful and powerful. Ruled by Odin, they lived in
thefabled city of Asgard. Loki turned againgt them. With histwo familiars, the monstrous wolf Fenris
and the great Midgard serpent, Loki joined the Jotuns, the giant enemies of the gods. The godsfindly
managed to chain Loki, hiswolf and his serpent. But it was predicted that if Loki ever broke hisbonds,
that would bring about Ragnarok  the doom of the Aesir.

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

| don't getit, Bray complained. What made you tell meto let down my trawl in just that spot, Keith?

When | picked up the gold cylinder, acurrent of queer power ran up my arm. Somehow it seemed to



warn meto drop it back into the sea. But | didn't obey, for something alien commanded me to keep the
rune key.

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

| didn't know you had archaeologica tastes, Masters, Dubman said, astonished. But you were
respongblefor finding it, S0 you can keep it awhile. Don't loseit, though, or I'll skin you.

Through thelittle ring on one end of the cylinder, | passed a cord and hung it around my neck. It was
cold againgt my skin  cold and menacing, persstently warning...

Naturaly | tried to convince mysdf that | just wasn't the superdtitioustype. Besides my thirty years of
disciplining mysdlf to examine even obvious truths, and my towering height of lean muscle, | have
inherited the canny skepticism of my Scottish ancestors. Anyhow, ascientist couldn't admit the existence
of the supernaturd. Like most other physicigts, | claimed there were il alot of forces which science
hasn't had time to investigate yet. When it does, there will be no room for superdtition, for belief in the
supernaturd is merely ignorance of natura laws.

But | worked twice as hard as anybody el se, unloading our smal rocket planefor my first
reconnai ssance flight northward. Not even intense physical |abor could make me forget the sinister cold
force of the rune key ingde my shirt, though.

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

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

The moment | buttoned my shirt, | cursed mysdlf for being afool. Why should | want to destroy
something of potential vaueto science? Inwardly, though, | realized that the demands of the rune key
were stronger than my own will.

It can be explained scientificaly, | muttered unessily. Everything has a scientific explanation, once we
canisolaeit.
But how could asmall, golden cylinder penetrate my mind and order it about like a servant? What filled

my heart with doubt and dread?

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



Chapter I1. Mystery Land

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

Don't go too far thefirdt trip, Masters. And return at onceif the weather grows threstening.
Therewon't be any sscormsfor days, | replied confidently. | know Arctic wesather.
Y ou'd better leave that rune key with me, Dubman shrilled. I'd hateto loseit 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 still far beyond my science. | had tested it with electroscopes, but they
registered nothing. Y et it did radiate some disturbing force. 1t was the same with the mental command
that fought the one which tried to make me throw away the key. Apparently supernatura or not, it had
to have some rationa, mundane explanation.

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

Inthe great hal Vahalareigned Odin, king of the Aesr, and hiswife Frigga. And in other castles dwelt
the other gods and goddesses. Once Loki had been of the Aedir, till he turned traitor and was prisoned
with histwo monstrous pets, the wolf Fenris and the Midgard serpent lormungandr.

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

Onething in these legends impressed me. They depicted the Aesir as morta beings who possessed the
secret of eternal youth in common with the giants and dwarfs. None of them grew old, but any of them
could bedain. If Loki were released, bringing about Ragnarok  the twilight of thegods the Aesir
would perish.

As| delved deeper into the books of Rydberg, Anderson and Du Chaillu, | learned that ethnologists



thought there was some redl basisto these legends. They believed the Aesir had been red people with
remarkable powers. All my reading had only intensfied my interest in the enigmatic rune key from the
sea | knew it bordered on superdtition, but | felt that if | were away from the influence of others, the
damned thing might actualy get coherent.

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

Be sure you take no chances, Dr. Carrul caled anxioudly.

Stresking acrossthe 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 diamondsin the sunlight, the sealice 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 deds
would lose no time detouring around leads or scrambling over ridges. Once awesther observation camp
was established, | would carry in suppliesin the plane.

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

Absorbed in keeping the plane on its course and making amap of the ice below, my sense of timewas
temporarily pardyzed. The rocket motor roared tirdesdy, and the ice unrolled endlesdy below. When
my ship lurched sharply, | aruptly redized that the wind was suddenly rising. | looked around, startled.
A huge dark wall wasrising across the southern horizon.

Damnit, I'll never cal mysdlf aweether prophet again, | swore. There just couldn't be any storm. But
thereitid

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

Two minutestolive, | gritted. It'll beafast degth

Driving beforeit acloud of stinging snow, the storm smacked my plane like agiant hand. Stunned by the
impact, deafened, | swung the nose around and | et the wind sweep the plane northward. There was no
hope of fighting. | could only run before the gde 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 planeinthear.

But why did the rune key insde my shirt seem to throb with frantic warning? Why did that dien voicein
my mind seem eager and exultant? Why did | fed there was something purposeful about thisgaes
direction? The storm had come up suddenly out of aclear sky as soon asmy planewaswell intheair.



Now it was hurling me straight in one direction.

Theimminent 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
voicein my brain, combined to demordize me.

After nearly six hours of ceaseless ssorm-driven flight, | received the greatest shock. Peering ahead
through the frosted cabin windows, | redlized suddenly that there was agreat areadead ahead which |
could not see!

It can't bereal! | 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 seetheice on either sde of it. But the areaitsdf just didn't register.

Sometrick of refraction, perhaps due to the terrestrial magnetic currents that are strong here, |1
muttered. Maybe it's connected with the mystery of the aurora.

My scientific reasoning didn't quiet my nerves. For the sorm that bore me on was carrying me straight
toward that huge blind spot. When | was amost to the edge of the enigmatic areamy vision seemed to
dide away to either Sde, dmogt at right angles. If thiswas refraction, it was atype 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 gaeflung my reding plane directly through the fantastic wall that defied my vison and |
wasingde the blind spot! But now | could not see outsdeit.

This thisisimpossble! | gasped with startled terror.

| could see nothing but the interior, agreat space of tossing ocean, curving ominoudly to every Snister
horizon. Black waves, black clouds ... Suddenly | gasped in amazement. Far ahead loomed along, high
meass of forbidding, dark land.

The sorm till howled with dl itsorigind fury, carrying me dangeroudy low over the foam-fanged waves
toward the distant land. Through the scudding snow, | detected afaint greenish radiance. But redlization
of my immediate peril swept awvay my demordization. | could not land in that vicious sea. Y et neither
could | dimb againinthat gae.

Theland | had glimpsed was now amile 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 hillswhere no landing was possible. Then | saw asmall beach strewn with
boulders. Pure desperation made me head the plane toward it.

Over the boiling white hell of breakers| shot. My wheelstouched the beach. Before | could brake with
the forward jets, the port window smashed againgt 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 seaingde the incredible blind spot made me forget my exhaustion.

Theair was keenly cold. It wasthe 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 wailing winds wereloud in my ears. Stranger even than the comparative warmth wasthe faint
green radiance that seemed to pervade the air. An edritch glow that could bardly 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 thiswhole areaablind spot. | wish | had instruments here to check. Hope it
doesn't havethe usud effects of gammaradiation on human tissue. But it seemsinvigorating.

Excitement began torisein me. | had found a hidden land of strange warmth completely unknown to
civilization, herein 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 areaand getting back to the ship for aregular 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
clothesfor Arctic weather. With apack of food pellets and blankets on my back, | began to climb the

jagged, craggy wall.

Gasping for bregth, | reached the rim of thelofty cliffs. Cold seawinds buffeted me, and the boom of
bursting breskers 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, astrip of heather ended in aforest of fir trees, bending
inthe wind. Beyond the dark fir forest, shaggy, wooded hillsrose steeply. Toward the south lay the
greater part of theland, risng into higher forested hills. It was awild northern landscape, blesk, harsh,
inhospitable. Y et somehow | relished being d one among screaming winds and gulls, and booming surf,
and groaning trees.

| stared at the towering littleidand | had glimpsed. Its cliffs rose sheer from the green seafor athousand
feet. Itsflat top was on alevel with the mainland, and separated from it only by anarrow, degp chasm



through which the ocean surged.

But upon theidand itself rose massed gray towers  buildings! Gresat castles sood out boldly against the
gray, tossing sky, grouped into an amazing city on the small 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 ydllow, it gleamed like afixed 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.

Weas| looking upon the city of the Aesir? Impossible! Y et thisplace wasred...

Chapter 111. Jotun and Aesir

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

Good Lord! | gasped. Must everything be like adream?

Therider of that charging black steed was ayoung woman, but like none | had ever seen before. She
wore awinged metd helmet, beneath which her bright yellow hair streamed like flamein the wind. Blue
eyesflared hatred out of abeautiful, angry face. Her dresswasagleaming brynja, or coat of ringed
mail, over akirtle. 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 alanguage that was remarkably closeto
Norwegian. Death for that!

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

Then | woke to redlization of my peril. Asthe 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 fell. But she was up and darting toward it inasingle motion. |



legped after her and caught her before she could reach the wegpon. Shefought like atigress. The
srength of her dender, mail-clad body was amazing. Her smdl fist struck my mouth furioudy.

Scum of Jotunheim! she hissed. | finally succeeded in pinning her armsto her sdes. Her white face,
inches away from my own, was blazing with rage, her sea-blue eyes sormy in wild anger. Shewas
beautiful, with avibrant lovelinesslike that of atempest. Her helmeted, golden head came only to my
chin, but her blue eyes glared into mine without atrace of fear.

Y ou'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 tokill me? | asked. I'm not your enemy.

Y ou are a Jotun, an enemy to the Aesir, shedeclared. Y ou havethe dark hair of atrue Jotun dog,
even though you have chosen to dressin outlandish garments. And you dared spy on Asgard!

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

| amno Jotun, | said earnestly. | have but newly cometo thisland, from far acrossthe outer ice.

Shelaughed scornfully. Do you think | believe that you have come from beyond frozen Niffleheim?
Your lieisnot even clever. Why do you delay in killing me? Degth is preferable to your touch, Jotun.
And the desth of Freyawill soon be avenged.

Freya? | gasped.

Thiswoman was Freya, whom the old Vikings had worshipped Freya of the white hands, loveliest of
the Aesir? It wasimpossible! Shewasred, warm, panting with hate as she sought to free hersdlf. 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.

| can't understand, Freya, | fdtered, still holding her. My nameis Keith Magters. | came from beyond
theice Niffleheim, asyou cdl it.

For amoment, doubt softened her stony blue eyes. Then she looked past me, and they became bitter
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 gpproaching stedthily, after tethering their horses at the edge of the
forest. They weretdler eventhan|. Their hair was black as mine, and hung down in shaggy locks from



under cap-like meta hemets. They wore armor tunics of overlgpping meta scaes, and high buskinson
their feet, and carried swords and shields. Their faces were black-bearded, brutal.

Heistheman kill him! abrawny man bellowed, pointing to mewith 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 mein abunch. Thelight, straight sword in my hand flashed out vicioudy. | wasafair hand

with a saber, for it wasasport | had practiced in university days. Except for its straightness, this sword
was like the blades | had used.

It bit through a Jotun throat, then swung in adicing dash a his nearest comrade's neck. Both men
crumpled, but the others came on. | knew | was donefor. Red lifeisn't like the movies. One man just
can't dtand off Sx in asword fight.

We are at the edge of the cliff, Freyasaid camly. Another step backward and we fall.

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
amwastiring, and | was exhausted by al | had gone through.

Heweakens! roared the Jotun captain. Thrust home!

At that moment | heard athunder 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
riderswere charging toward us, from Asgard, followed by ahurrying troop. One was a helmeted,

gold-haired man, whose handsome face was wild with anger. The other's red face and smdll eyeswere
blazing. Hisyellow beard bristling, he swung ahuge hammer that to me seemed his only weapon.

The Hammerer! cried the Jotuns.

They bolted in frantic fear toward their horses. But they weretoo 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 wegpon at
another Jotun's head.

It'sthe Jarl Thor and my kinsman Frey! Freyastated 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 asthey 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 aready raised. | swayed
drunkenly, exhausted, unable to defend myself from that terrible weapon.

Wait! Freyacried.

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

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

He cannot be, Freyasaid. For they tried even harder to kill him than me, and he fought vaiantly
agang them.

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

Y ou're not harmed, Freya? he asked anxioudly.

No, by the help of thisoutlander, shesaid. Jarl Keithishis name, and he says he came from beyond
Niffleham,

It'strue, | panted. | 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. Y our civilization must be far different
from ours. Odin will wish to question this outlander. Well take him to Asgard with us.

Odin, chief of the old Norse gods, king of the mythical Aesir?1 shook my head and gave up the fight
agang disbdlief.

Very well, growled Thor rdluctantly. | till 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 weredl big, fair-haired men, armored in mail brynjas and helmets, obvioudy
disappointed & missing the fight.

| mounted, unable to lose the dreamlike qudlity 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 Freyalooked at me sympatheticaly.

You canrest in Asgard. Jarl Keith. shesaid. And you have nothing to fear from my people.

| do not fear, | answered thickly, but my dazed mind makes me unhappy. Areyou peoplerealy the
old gods?

Gods, sherepeated. | 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 afake, for they seemed genuindly bewildered by me and my questions. Naturaly they might
have been fairly recent immigrantsto 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 their 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 still 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 supernatura beings!

Defestedly | stopped thinking when we reached the rainbow bridge. Five hundred feet long, it conssted
of brilliantly painted dabs of stone, laid across two huge arched beams of massive, slvery meta. Far
benesth this giddy span, the green searolled between the promontory and the idand, Asgard. My hair
stood up in fright as we rode our horses up the arch. Their hoofs clattered on the stone, proving the
solidity of the bridge. But | shrank from looking over either side, for there were no railings or low walls.
But neither the Aesir nor their horses showed gpprehension.

Bifrost Bridge hung in the sky like arainbow frozen into stone. And |, Keith Masters, with Thor, Frey



and Freyaof the old Aesir, wasriding acrossit into Asgard, the mythical city of the gods!

Chapter 1V. Odin Speaks

The bridge ended in amassive 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, aguard blew along, throbbing call
on agreat horn that hunginading.

Our horses paused. Warily | glanced down into the abyss and looked at the idand more closely. | noted
that in the eastern cliffswas a deep fiord with anarrow entrance, in which floated severa dozen ships.
Dragon-shipslike those of the old Vikings, they wereforty 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, atall, lordly man in gleaming mail and helmet came out on the tower
above.

Open wide your gates, Hemddl! boomed Thor impatiently. Areweto be kept waiting heretill we
rot?

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

Heimdall, 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 tunndl that pierced the guardhouse, and clattered onto a stone-paved plaza.

Asgard lay before me.

Involuntarily | dacked my bridle and stared at the greet gray castles that were built in aring around the
sheer edge of thelofty idand. All twenty had been built of gray stone hewn from the rock of theidand
itsdlf, and al weretiled with thin stone dates. Each consisted of abig, rectangular, two-storied hall, with
two branching lower wings and two guardtowers. They faced toward afar huger pile that rose from the
center of theidand.

The largest castle had four guardtowers, and its vast, stone-tiled roof loomed over the rest of Asgard
like aman-made mountain. Between thisgreat hal and thering of smdler castleslay smdl fidldsand
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 metal rings around their necks, but they went about their 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.

Thefaint, ddritch green glow pervaded thisidand, likethe mainland. It was certainly exhilarating. It was
restoring my vigor with amazing speed. But if it was actudly gammaor asmilar hard radiation, as|
suspected, it would be bound to cause a partia sterility among people who were continually exposed to
it.

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

ThisisVdhala, the castle of our king, Freyatold me aswe dismounted. Courage, Jarl Keith. Odin will
explanadl toyou.

Thetouch of her dim white fingers seemed to Seady me. Vahadla, the legendary gathering hdl of the
gods, had stunned me. | grinned weakly and followed Thor as he clanked through the arched entrance
and strode down a stone corridor into avast 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 stonefloor held
massive tables and benches,

In the center was a great sunken hearth, where afew dying brands still smoldered. Facing this, ona
raised stone dais against the south wall, sat Odin, king of the Aesir. He was wrapped in ablue-gray
mantle, and wore a gleaming eagle-helmet. Thor led our little group across the shadowy hall and raised
hishammer in salute.

Hail, 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 isstupid as ever, lord Odin! Anyone can see thisman is an outlander from beyond Niffleheim.

Let the man spesk for himsdlf, Odin said inaheavy, 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. Hisleft eye was missing, destroyed by the accident or battle that had aso |eft awhite scar on
hisface. But he radiated such deep, stern power and wisdom that | felt like a child before him.

Y ou say you came from beyond Niffleheim? he asked.

Yes, lord Odin, | answered unsteadily. | wastraveling over that icy wastein my flying ship. A storm
caught me and flung me far north, toward this strange land which | could not even see until | was hurled
intoit.

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 iswarm compared with the polar cold outside, and it seems flooded with
some mysteriousforce.

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
ingtruments, yet their ruler was camly depreceting the science of the modern world.

| cannot understand you, lord Odin! | burst out. Asgard, al the Aesir, and the Jotuns have been
deemed but legend for many centuries. Y et in thishidden land | find you have the names of the old gods,
and have called your city Asgard. Mogt of dl, | do not understand why you speak of the science of my
race as though you knew amuch deeper science. | have seen no evidences of scientific knowledgein
thisland a al!

Outlander, who call yourself Jarl Keith, Odinreplied, we Aesir are men, not gods. But we have lived
for many centuriesin Asgard, and many legends may have risen about usin the outer world.

You'velived herefor centuries? | gasped increduloudy. 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 init, nor useit in our
everyday lives. We Aesr werethefirs civilized race of Earth. For we grew to civilization in the place
wherelifeitsaf first evolved beneath the crust of Earth.

Insde Earth? | exclamed unbdievingly. Why, not one of our biologists would agree!
Yetitisso, said Odinbroodingly. There are great spaces beneath the crust of the planet, mighty

hollows formed by its unequa cooling. It wasin one of those spaces benegth this northern part of the
globethat life first began. For in those hollows are great masses of imbedded radioactive e ements.



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

A rapid evolution of those first subterranean living cellsinto more complex creaturestook 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, thefirgt living things, thefirst
plants and insects and animal's, 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 wasin 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, half-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 intelligent when the men of the surface were till brutes. Those peoplein the
underworld developed agrest civilization and deep knowledge of science. They were my people, the
Aesr.

Generations of uslived and died in the gresat, hollow underground world we called Muspelheim. But
then our scientific progress brought catastrophe. One of our scientists, ignoring my warnings, believed
that he could enable usto live indefinitely without aging or Sickening.

Histheory wasthat by acceerating the natural disintegration of the radioactive substancesin our
subterranean world, they would emit aterrific flood of radiation. It would destroy all disease bacteria
and ddiver usfrom sickness. It dso would constantly renew the cdllsin our bodies by stimulating their
unceasing regeneration.

Odin paused, and a shudder seemed to run through all the Aesir in that greet hdl, Vahdla

Against 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 Aesir fled up
from our underworld to the surface. We found that the mainland yonder, which we called 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, brutd warriors, lacking al learning, they dwelt in the dark city Jotunheim, which lieson
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 herein Asgard.

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

Y es, for two thousand years have | and most of my people lived herein Asgard. Theterrific blaze of
radioactive fire which our rash scientist kindled in Muspeheim far below drenches al thisland with
penetrating radiation. Even as he had hoped, it kills al disease bacteriaand rejuvenates our tissues. We
do not sicken or age, and can live indefinitely, unlesskilled in war or accident. But because the radiation
has astrong sterilizing effect, our number has never increased.

The Jotuns and Alfings, who dwell in the mainland Midgard, are aso kept unaging by the radiation. And
it refractsal light around thisland. It aso causesthe northern lights that stream from this placeinto the
skies. Herein Asgard we have lived thusfor dl these centuries. Though we chiefs of the Aesir 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 herein 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. | sood staring at him, my mind dizzy. Incredible asit seemed, his story was
scientifically sound. It explained nearly al theenigmas | had met in thismystery land.

Y ou have lived herefor 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 beso, Odinagreed. Long ago, aparty 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 rjuvenating radiation. But their stories of us may have begun those

myths

So | am thought amythical god in the outer world, en? Thor guffawed.

Itistrue, | said earnestly. And asolord Odin, and Frey and Freya. But theresonething | 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. Y et how could they possibly know | was

coming?



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

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

But enough of that now, he said dbruptly. We shdl talk later of these things and of the outer world
from whence you come. Now Jarl Keith isto be an honored guest of the Aesir.

| can't damthat title, | replied. | am no chieftainin my own land. I'm only ascientis.

Any man who dared Niffleheim'sice haswon thetitle of jarl, hedeclared. You shdl rest inthiscastle.
And tonight, Jarl Keith, you st with the Aesir at our nightly feest, herein Vahdla

Chapter V. Shadow of L oki

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

The hand shaking my shoulder wasthat of a thrall. The servant, agrizzled, middle-aged man, worethe
meta ring of servitude around his neck.
Thefeast in Vahallabegins soon, lord, hesaid as| sat up. | have brought you proper raiment.

He pointed to a helmet and garments such asthe Aesir wore, which he had placed on the chest.
All right, if I'm supposed to dressin the fashion, | said dubioudly.

As he bowed and I€ft, | 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 thisland, if
Odin had told the truth, lay the great subterranean world of Muspelheim. There blazed the terrific atomic
radiation that made this awarm country where no man could sicken or grow old enough to die.

Beneath me, as dusk fell over Asgard, | could see a cheerful bustle of activity. Armed soldiers, who had



been training with sword and buckler on anearby field, were now trooping through the twilight toward
Vahdla Smokewasrisng from great castles and humble stone houses. | glimpsed huntersriding over
Bifrost Bridge, the carcasses of small deer dung over their saddles. As Asgard's gates were opened, |

heard the throbbing call of the warder's great horn welcoming them.

Wasit possible that | was actudly 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 al their people live so primitively?

| supposeit'strue, | muttered. They don't age or grow sick, so they can live pleasantly enough without
using science. Anyhow, they had adamned unpleasant experience with one reckless scienti<t. It'sno
wonder they don't encourage research. Slowly | shook my head. No. I'll wake up andfindit'sjust a
dream. But I'd hate to have it disappear before | could see Freya again. Wonder if shelll be at the feast.

That thought spurred meinto 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 stylesthey
wore a couple of decades ago! | didn't want Freyato 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 wasthe rune key! | had completely forgotten it since entering the blind spot. Now, however,
| suddenly thought of the rune rhyme.

Runekey anll,

Chaining dark evil,

Midgard snake, Fenris,

And Loki, arch-devil.

Why, | wondered, had | heard no mention of Loki? Everything esein 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 mail brynja
over it.

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

King Odin summonsyou to the fess, lord.



| quickly put on the heavy, gleaming helmet. Fedling tiff asaham actor in the strange costume, |
followed the thrall down stone stairsto the great hal. The thrall shouted aloud announcement.

The Jarl Keith, from the outlands beyond Niffleheim!

The voices and laughter died down, and every eyeturned toward me with eager curiosity. Vahdla
blazed with light from torches set in the walls and the gret fire blazing high in the central hearth. The
scores of tables now bore meta and earthenware dishes |oaded with food. Tal 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-haired men,
helmetslaid aside, their mail 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 hishigh, carved chair in
the middle sat Odin. Beside him was awoman of matronly beauty, his queen, the lady Frigga.

Jarls and captains of the Aesir, Odin boomed. Drink welcometo the Jarl Keith, our guest and friend
from beyond Niffleheim.

Skodl to the Jarl Keith! roared bearded Thor, winking jovialy at me asheraised his huge
drinking-horn.

Skod! pedled Freydsslver voice. Every voicein Vahalahal repeated the greeting. Hundreds of
drinking-horns were raised. Odin waved me toward a seet at his table of nobles, between Freyaand the
ddicatdy lovely wife of Thor. As| took the chair, serving-maids brought me agreat dab of beef ona
platter, and ahorn of mead. | tasted the drink curioudy. It wasthin, sweet and potent.

Freyaleaned toward me. She was dressed now like the other Aesir ladies, in along white linen gown.
Her bright hair was bound by aslver circlet, her dress belted by aheavy metd girdle studded with
flashing emerads.

Shdl | namethe othersfor you, Jarl Keith?'Y ou will meet them al soon.

At my right, beyond giant Thor and hiswife, sat three other sonsof Odin  Vidar, Vai and Hermod, tall
and fair-haired, salwart men all. There was Heimdall, the warder of Asgard gate, whom | had aready
seen. Niord was asguat, jovial bad 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 hislovely wife, Gerda. Beyond them were Bragi, a
gentle-looking man with dreaming eyes, hiswife, the noble-featured Idun; Aegir, agaunt, white-bearded
old sea-king, and his aged wife, Ran. At the- table-end sat Tyr, ayoung man but most gloomy and silent
of any inthe hal. Drinking moodily, he watched the merry feasterswith brooding eyes.



Tyrisadwaysdark and slent, Freyaexplained, but notin battle. Heisa berserk.
| remembered the legend of the berserks  men who went blood-mad in battle, and fought with unhuman
frenzy, without mail.

How isit that some of you are old, if the radiation kegpsyou al 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.

Youveal lived herein Asgard for centuries on centuries, | muttered. It seemsrepulsive.

Not al of us, Jarl Keith, said Freya. | 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 Freyaaso, she explained. Shewas sister to Frey, who sitsbeside
you. She and her husband Odur were among the party of Aesir Odin mentioned, who perished ina
mission beyond Niffleneim. But Freyaleft two daughters, Hnoss and Gersemi. Gersemi was my own
mother. She perished from drowning twenty years ago, soon after | was born.

Then youreredly only twenty yearsold? | exclaimed. I'm glad of that!

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

| was spared areply by an interruption to the feast. Tall Heimdall stood up and called:

A sagafromtheking of skalds, Bragi!

When the feasterstook up the cry, Bragi rose. Smiling, he went to agreat harp at the end of the hal. His
fingerstouched the strings, and rippling, shivering music welled out. He sang in aclear, strong voice.

Giveear, dl ye Aesr, Sons of the morning,

Wise men and warriors,

Men with great heartd



Y e who fared upward,

From Muspehem'sfire-hell,

Daing dl terrors

To seek anew land!

Bragi sang on, describing the migration of the Aesir from their disaster-smitten underworld, their repulse
of the Jotuns, the hunt and the battle of their ships dong Midgard's coast, and the fury of the sea.

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

| drank with the others. The potent mead made me alittle dizzy. | nearly forgot | was Keith Masters. |
wasthe Jarl Keith, sitting besde Freyain Vahala, feasting and shouting.

Now for the games, Odin announced.

A glegful yell camefromthewarriors.

What games are these? | asked.

Sword-play with blunted blades, and wrestling, Freyasaid. Asaguest, Jarl Keith, you'll take part in

them, of course.

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

I'm but afair swordsman, lord Odin, | said, yetI'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. Y ou know that asword in my hand brings
the madnesson me.

I'll face Jarl Keith, said Frey, slanding up and smiling a 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 ddliversthree 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 Freyaand thesefierce
warriors.

Frey's blade clashed against mine. Next instant, | realized | could never meet his equal. Centuries of
practice had made him unhumanly skillful. His blade flew like astresk 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 at Frey's head.

By sheer luck, the unexpected stroke caught his mailed shoulder. When he ssumbled, | smote down on
hishemet.

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

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

Areyou hurt, Jarl Keith? asked Frey solicitoudy.

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 awredtler, Jarl from the outlands, he boomed. Will you try afall with me?

Aye, amatch between Thor and the outland Jarl! the audience shouted.

Jarl Keith hasn't rested! Freyacried indignantly to the Hammerer. It'snot fair!

I'mready, | said coolly to Thor. | realized to the full that the chances of my overcoming the giant were
infinitesmal. But | realized, too, that dl thiswasakind of hazing which these Vikings gaveto 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 aquick trick that he
might not know.

Asthe giant grabbed for me, | dipped past him. Legping to hisback, | got a half-nelson on him before
he could expect it.

A mighty shout went up from the watchers asthey saw the Hammerer claw furioudy to pull meloose.
Furioudy | hung on.

With one sturdy arm against the back of his heavily cabled neck, and my legs braced, | strained to force
his huge head downward. For amoment | thought | had a chance to win the match. Then abull-roar of
rage camefrom Thor.

Hejerked his head upward with such tremendous force that my hold wastorn loose.

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

Thiswaswrestling in hisstyle, dl strength and little science. His huge arms crushed me, though | exerted
al my strength to win free. | felt thelacings of my mail coat burst under the pressure as | strained
frantically to bresk hishold. But he picked me up like achild and dammed me down upon the stone
floor.

Wl done, heroared ashelet mego. You amost conquered mewith your outland tricks, Jarl Keith.
Y ou will haveto teach them to me.

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

Odin amiled. Y ou have borne yourself 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 mail coat had let the rune key
dangleinfull view.

Therunekey! hewhispered.

Everyonein great Vahalawas speechless, saring in horror at the ancient gold cylinder that hung outside
my coat.



Therunekey! Odin repeated hoarsdly. It has come back to Asgard. Thisisthe day for which dark
Loki haswaited!

Chapter VI. Ancient Science

Thefrozen tilinessin Vahadlawas gppaling. Aesr nobles and warriors al 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 seawind around Vahdlas|ofty 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 hoarsdly.

Why, my comrades fished it out of the sea beyond theice-pack beyond Niffleheim, | answered
bewilderedly.

A deep groan went up from the entire gathering. | turned to them unhappily, feding like ahunted animal
that knowsit has done no wrong, yet still is persecuted.

Why did you bring it into thisland? Odin demanded fiercely.
| don't know, | blurted. Remembering the queer alien hunch that had made mefind the key, | added:

Some strange whim in my mind told me where it was and warned me not to throw it away.

Loki'swork! Odinwhispered. 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 hisfeet, clutching his mighty weapon.

The arch-traitor till seeksto ruin Asgard and the Aesir! heroared in overpowering rage. Oh, that |
could bring Miolnir down upon his skull this moment!

Even your strength and mighty weapon would fail againgt 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 therune-rhyme graven oniit.



Whilel liefar,

The Aesr sofe are.

Bring me not home

Lest Ragnarok come.

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

| do not understand, lord Odin, | fatered. Have | donewrong in bringing thissmall and apparently
harmless key into your land?

Because you brought it, Odin stated, calm at last, we are threatened with doom. A terrible menace has
been ashadow over usfor al these long centuries. That isthe key which aone can loose the evil traitor
Loki, who long has been prisoned.

When he saw me pale a hiswords, his deep, heavy voice rumbled comfortingly through the frozen
dlence

Itisnot your fault, Jarl Keith. | seeit dl now. It was Loki's power that brought you and the rune key
here. Y es, from the gloomy prison where his body lies hel pless, 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 freetheir dark lord that the
Jotuns attacked you when you arrived.

But whoisLoki? | asked bewilderedly. Inthe old myths of the northland, there was atale of atraitor
by that name, who sought to destroy you

Aye, ablack traitor was accursed Loki! shouted Thor. The shame and the curse of the Aesir, since
first hewas born.

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

Then Loki wasthe scientist you told me of! | exclaimed. Hekindled the atomic fires of Muspelheim
and nearly destroyed you!

Odin nodded. Loki wasthat rash scientist of whom | spoke. Seeking to kindle aradiation that would
keep us ever young, he touched off atomic fires that engulfed Muspelheim and forced usto fleeto this



upper world. I should have punished Loki then for his reckless disobedience. But | did not, because the
flood of radiation would keep usadmost immortd 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 asruler of the Aesir and
conquer al Earth. My son Baldur discovered Loki's forbidden researchesin degp Muspelheim. To
prevent Baldur from exposing him, Loki dew him. But he had aready exposed himself.

Loki fled from Asgard. Taking with him histwo hideous pets, the wolf Fenris and the Midgard snake,
hefled to dark Jotunheim. There he dlied himsalf with the brutal Jotuns. He knew they hated the Aesir,
s0 heincited them to attack us, promising that with his scientific powers, he would help them conquer
and sack Asgard.

That wasthetime of which | told you, Jarl Keith, when surprise and treachery aimost enabled the
Jotunsto 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 powersto defeat Loki's and had we not dl fought
vdiantly. Werepeled the Jotuns with great daughter.

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

Defeated, Loki fled with hiswolf and serpent into the [abyrinth of cavesin Midgard. We followed him
to the cavein which he hid, but Loki, in hisextremity, bargained cunningly for hislife. Loki caled out to
us: 'l have an instrument which can destroy dl Asgard and the Aesir, by loosing the sea upon the atomic
firesof Muspeheim. Unlessyou agree to spare my life, | will use that secret and you will al perish with
me.’

"We agree then to spare your life, Loki,' | answered. 'Y ou 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 isdl! Though you shal remain dive, you will no longer be amenaceto us, for we shall
prison you eternaly in this cave to which you fled.

And we did that to Loki, Jarl Keith. We cast him into a state of suspended animation by filling his cave
with a gas whose scientific secret | had discovered. That gas parayzed the functions of the body by
freezing, but Ieft the mind conscious as ever. Into that waking, frozen deep we cast Loki and histwo
hideous pets. Then we closed that cave forever with adoor that was not of metal or stone, but of
invulnerableforce.

That wall of energy was ascreen of vibrations controlled by the generator inside atiny projector. Y ou,
Jarl Keith, havethat projector the rune key! Only the rune key can unlock the door of Loki's
cave-prison. Until itisunlocked, Loki must lie there with histwo dreadful familiarsin suspended
animation.



But though L oki's body liesfrozen, hismind is awake and active, and he seeks by mental forcesto 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 L oki.

Fearing that Loki's tel epathic orders might some day succeed, | commanded Odur to take the rune key
and trave to the great ocean far outsideicy Niffleheim, 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 hiswife Freyaand their party werelost. | 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 Kaith. But we thought ourselves safe, with the rune key resting in the
ocean deeps far outside Asgard.

For even did astranger chanceto 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.

Sothat'swhy | felt that sensation of ominouswarning, after | first touched the key! | muttered.

That iswhy, Odinreplied gravely; And yet you, Jarl Keith, were influenced by the even stronger
commands of Loki. Y ou kept the key, and brought it back into Asgard. And now Loki, through his
alies, the Jotuns, will seek to get the rune key from us, to useit to free himsdlf. And if Loki isever freed
again, hewill lead the hosts of Jotunheim once more againgt Asgard. And it might well be that Asgard
fdls, that the Aedir perish!

| listened in horror. Not for amoment did | doubt Odin wastelling the truth. The ancient science of these
Aesir, though neglecting mechanica discoveriesfor which they had little need, had clearly surpassed us
in the study of the subtlest forces of the Universe.

Yes, | knew now what the two contending, aien voicesin my mind had been. The constant tel epathic
warning of the rune key projector itself and the more powerful mental command of dreaded L oki!

| did not know, lord Odin, | declared with sincereregret. 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 hasfailed. The Jotuns
he sent to take the key failed in their task, and we still hold it.

| took thelittle gold cylinder from around my neck and handed it to him. Theinstant | parted withit, | felt
relieved of that throbbing, warning sensation which had incessantly oppressed me. Odin took the key.
Whiledl inVahdlawatched, he solemnly handed it to the wide-eyed Freya.



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

Couldn't you just destroy thething? | asked.

Odin shook hishead. Y ou know little of our science, outland Jarl. The projector in the rune key
maintains the energy screen that bars L oki's cave-prison. Destroying the key would destroy that screen.
Let no fear enter your hearts, men of the Aesir. Loki isstill prisoned, and shall remain so. Not yet has
the hour come when the evil one shall escape.

A fierceroar of shouts crashed from the throng, astheir swords and axes flashed high in the torchlight.

Our swords for Asgard!

Itiswel, Odinsaidwith somber pride. Now let thisfeast of ill omen end. Heimdall, keep closest
watch on Aggard's gates tonight. Loki's mind knowsthe key is here, and he might telepathically incite the
Jotuns to attack us and secureit. And you, Frey, seethat your castle iswell guarded, to protect your
kinswoman and the key.

Freyastood fingering the cord of the rune key. She looked a me with wordless, troubled apped as she
left. | followed her into the night.

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

Jarl Keith, | am afraid! shewhispered. |, who never knew fear before, am fearful now. If Loki is
loosed

There's no chance of that, while you and your people hold the key, | encouraged her. And evenif he
were st free, heisonly one man.

Heisevil itsalf. Sheshuddered. | never saw Loki. Long centuries before my birth, he was prisoned.
But | have heard the tales of the other Aesir. | know that, in their secret hearts, they still dread Loki and
his dark powers.

She was trembling like awind-shaken lesf. | put my arm protectingly around her, and she shivered
closer to mein the moonlight. Even the dread that I, too, was fegling 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 maid of the Aesir | held her in my 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, | breasthed, | 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 small, strong hands behind my head and drew my lips

down again to hers. | felt strangely shaken when | raised my head again. We heard a cough. Frey stood
inthe paelight near us, regarding uswith ahaf-amile.

I'll go with my lady Gerdato 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 arm was around Freyas dim waist aswe
walked through the silent, moonlit streets of Asgard. She led me toward the castle on the eastern edge of

Asgard. Behind us, Vdhalatowered 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 thisisadream from which | shall awake, | breathed.

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

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

Chapter VII. Ambush!

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

These are Jotuns! | shouted to Freya. Run and givethe 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 mysdlf at the disguised Jotuns. My whirling blade cut
away half the face of one. Another reeled back, clutching an amost severed arm. Then two blades
crashed down on my helmet, and | collapsed to the ground.

Asl| fought to raly my senses, | glimpsed the disguised Jotuns dragging Freya, struggling like awildcat,
toward the cliff. Thelast thing | remember wastryingtorise...

Thenext 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. Whereisthe lady Freya?

Jotuns! | gasped. They got into Asgard, disguised as Aesir. They were after the rune key, and must
have seen Odin giveit 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 aship!

Asthey rushed forward toward the cliff-edge, | staggered after them. My head till ached from the
shock of two swords clashing on my helmet. At the edge of the cliff wasthe narrow stairway, chisded
down the solid rock of the precipice to the fiord below. Two dead Aesir warriorswho lay on the stair
showed what had become of the guards. Thor started down the steps, but Frey's heart-stopping shout
helted him.

Look! Wearetoo late!
Out on the ocean, a ship was forging southward through the raging waves, its sail taut in the screaming

winds. It was heading straight along the precipitous coast of Midgard. Swiftly it vanished beyond the
diffs

The Jotuns and Freyal moaned Frey. They have her and the rune key. Now they can loose dark L oki
and bring destruction on Asgard!
Thor shook hisgreat hammer in terriblerage.

Loki'swork! heroared savagely. It wasthe arch-traitor who put the thought of that cunning ruseinto
the heads of the Jotuns, by histdepathic tricks.

Arewejust going to stand here? | cried wildly. They've got Freya, aswell asthe rune key.

It was Freyal 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 Aesir feared, that possibility wasless dire to methan
the threat to Freya. To have her snatched from my armsin thisvery hour when | had won her love! | felt



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 hiscastle. 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 ascore or more of warriors following. The Moon shone out from behind the flying slorm
clouds. It lighted our way down the dizzy path that the Aesir had hewn to their harbor. The stepswere
no more than four feet wide, and there was no protectiverail 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. Aswe neared the bottom, the
steps were so wet with spray that our feet dmost dipped from benegath us. Where the stairway ended on
the rock ledge that rimmed the harbor, three more Aesir warriorslay dead in their own blood.

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

My own ship! Frey was shouting above the howling wind to hismen. 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 alive meta monster. We followed him as the moorings were
loosed. The yeling 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 musclesto fend off with long oars. The dragon-ship shot out of the protection of
thefiord, into the open sea. Great waves lifted us sickeningly, threatening to hurl us back againgt the
cliffs. But the square, painted sail rose at that moment, as Frey's men frantically pulled the ropes. The
wind sivung our heavy craft away from thelooming diffs.

The brazen prow buried itself 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 dliffs of Asgard dropped behind, | glimpsed torches
flaring around Vahala castle asthe dlarm spread.

We surged past the strait between Asgard 19and and the mainland, Midgard. Far overhead, on our |eft,
gleamed the arch of Bifrost Bridge. Then Asgard and Bifrost dropped from sight behind us as our speed
quickened. We shot dong the mighty cliff coastline of Midgard.

Can you seethem, Thor? Frey called anxioudy to the yellow-headed giant.



His beard glistening with spray as he stood in the plunging and rising 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 beneeth his gleaming helmet as he
shifted thetiller.

What will they do to usdl, Jarl Keith, if they succeed in using the key to loose Loki? That devil will lead
the hosts of the Jotunsin the last terrible attack on Asgard.

Itisdl my fault, 1 said bitterly. If | had not brought the rune key with me, this never would have
happened.

Theflying clouds had again obscured the Moon, and black shadow shrouded the stormy sea. Close on
our |eft rose the sinigter dliffs of Midgard, soaring sheer from the water. Frey was keeping our ship
hazardoudy 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 pray on our faces.
Each time the ship buried its brazen beak in the waves, we shipped water and Frey'swarriors were
bailing furioudy.

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

Therethey go! roared Thor's great voice from the bow as the giant Aesir pointed with his hammer.

Far ahead on the wild, moonlit waters, a single 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.

Smultaneoudy ashower of arrowsrattled down like hail into our craft, instantly killing two of our men. |
swung around, appaled. 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. Their archersloosed another shower of arrows
the ingtant we discovered them.



A Jotun ambush! shouted Frey, swinging thetiller hard. They knew wed follow. They waited herefor
ud

Port helm, or they'll grappleus! bellowed Thor.

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

Out swordsand cut free! yelled Frey. | rushed with Frey, ssumbling to the side where yelling 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 sde. Bellowing, he whirled his hammer and crashed it down on Jotun helmets,
smashing them and the skullsingde.

Our ship was gtill being drawn southward by thewind thet filled its sall, dragging the Jotun craft that had
grappled us. The other Jotun ships were straining oars and sailsto grapple with us. Theroar of waves
under the shuddering ship was drowned by the clash of sword, ax and the terrific clang of Miolnir asthe
huge hammer crashed down on helmets. Over dl rose Thor's terrible battle-cry.

Theflat of aJotun ax struck my shoulder and sent meto my knees. A sword in the hand of ayelling
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 aongside 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 legped upon Thor's towering form like dogs trying to pull down abear. Miolnir flashed
in hishand, dmost athing dive. But two axes crashed on his hemet and hefdl, sunned. | was seeking

to cut the grapples of our first attacker. My sword dashed the hide ropes. As the Jotun ship was drawn
away from us by thewaves, | heard achoking 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 helplesdy sinking, weighted down by his heavy
mail coat. Ingtantly | tore off my own mail coat, flung it away, and dived from the back rail into the sea.
Theicy 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 shipswere 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, adozen
yardsfrom me, | battled the raving wind and crashing seauntil | reached hissde. Diving deep, | caught
him and pulled him to the surface. It was amost more than | could do to keep him afloat, weighed down
as hewas by hismail and sword. Now | began to regret taking along my own sword, for it was
hampering me. The waves were running mountainoudy, bearing usin toward the looming cliffsthat
bulked ominoudy close.

Leaveme! Frey choked abovetheroar of thesea. Save yoursdlf, Jarl Keith or well both perish.
Clingto my shoulder kick hard with your feet, | panted.

Hisweight threatened to drag me under at any moment. | fought to swim away from the dliffs, but | was
likeachild in the relentless grip of those great waves.

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

Thisway! | criedto 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 boiling breakers carried usresistlessly

toward the looming cliff. We were going to beflung againgt it

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

Chapter VIII. World of Ghomes

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

Was Thor dain? | saw him fal as| was hurled into the sea.



Hewas only stunned, | think. The men of your ship got it free and fled back toward Asgard.

| oweyou my life, Jarl Keith. Frey'svoice throbbed in the darkness. | was sinking in the waves when
you leaped after me. I'll not forget that dett.

| 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 hopelessly, they must be near Jotunheim. We couldn't overtake
them even if we had aship.

| can overtake them in afew minutes, | said grimly. You Aesir may know alot about atomic fires and
subtle forces, but you don't know airplanes. Mineis moored right on this beach.

Y our flying ship? hegasped. | had forgotten about it. Isit swift enough to overtake the Jotun ships?

Swift enough? | repeated. Wait till you get init. Maybeit'll make you think alittle more highly of my
sciencel

| hastened toward the two grest boul ders between which | had moored my plane. It was gone! The
tracksin the sand showed that it had been dragged down to the water.

Someone's stolen my ship! | groaned.

The Jotuns must have doneit. 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 achance of overtaking Freyas captors before they reach Jotunheim.

Aye, | fear that dl islogt, Frey sighed, Now that the Jotuns have Freya and the rune key, the Jotun
king Utgar will hasten to release L oki from his prison-cave. And once Loki isfree and congpiring again
with the Jotuns, it will be doom for al Asgard and the Aesir.

My natura inclination was to hasten by the fastest method to Jotunheim, in an attempt to rescue Freya.
But | redized 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, tell me. Where and how far from hereisthe cave in which Loki isheld prisoner?

It ismilesto the south, deep in the labyrinth of cavesthat 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



Jotunhem.

Frey was startled by the boldness of my plan.

Itisadaring scheme, hebreathed, and | do not crave to go near Loki. Y et 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?

Theresbut one quick way through the tunnels of the Alfings, Frey declared.

The Alfings? The dwarfswho live in the caves under the mainland?

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

Lead on, then, | said. Find the nearest way into the Alfings caverns!
Frey led meto ablack opening in the rock wall, the mouth of a pitch-dark passage that ran straight back
into the cliff. Its Sdes showed that it had been excavated by human ingenuity. We entered it.

The tunnel was only five feet high, forcing usto stoop aswe 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 a usfrom ahead.

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

Alfings, Frey answered tautly. They can see useven 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 tensely into the darkness ahead, listening to the
muffled sound of rapid shuffling. The green eyes shining eerily through the blackness wereincreased in
number. The extreme tenson 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 arefriends, Alfings! Frey called clearly.

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

Y ou come uninvited into Alfheim. The pendty is death, whether you be Jotunsor Aesir.

Weare Aesir, Frey answered quickly, and we entered your passages only because of dire necessity. |
am Frey, kinsman of the lady Freya, whom you know well.

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



Freyas name may save us here, he muttered to me. She has dways been afriend of the Alfings, asher
mother and mother's mother were before her.

The bass voice answered from the dark.

The lady Freyaiswelcome alwaysin Alfheim. But that welcome has not been extended to the other
Aesir, asyou well know. However, we shall take you to our king Andvar for judgment. Lay down your

weapons.

Drop your sword, Jarl Keith, said Frey.

Our swordsfell to the rock floor together. We saw the shining green eyes approach, heard heavy feet
thumping al around us and the sudden scratch of flint on stedl. A spark legped. Big resinoustorches
flamed with ruddy light, illuminating the whole cramped tunnel.

Surrounding us were adozen Alfings, al armed with short, heavy spears and huge maces of metal. They
kept their weapons raised dertly toward us, except the two who held the torches. The tallest was only
four-and-a-haf feet high. But their bodies were squat and massive beyond belief, with enormoudy
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 lesther
tunics and leather sandal's soled with iron.

Andvar will judge you, Aesir, their leader rumbled to us, his green eyeswatching us suspicioudy. If
you try to escape, you die.

We have no thought of escape, | assured him. Lead usto Andvar.
The Alfings shuffled forward with us dong the cramped tunnel, one of the torch-bearers keeping ahead

and one behind. The otherswatched us closaly, keeping their weapons alertly raised. Presently the
tunndl ran into another low passage chisaled from the rock, and then into another.

Do these people dways live underground? | asked Frey.

Not dl thetime, Jarl Keith. They emerge cautioudy by day, sometimes. But their dwellingsand
workshops are in these caves.

Workshops? | repeated.
The Alfings are cunning workers with sirange skills, Frey explained. Not alone are they wonderful

forgers of metd. They know how to transmute metals a will, by an achemy that makes use of
radioactive force. Freya has often told me of their weird achievements.



After an Alfing had run ahead to bear tidings of our gpproach, | heard drums throbbing hollowly through
the maze of passages. Ever louder they boomed, like the amplified beating of many hearts. We emerged
from the tunndl into agreat cavern, one of their smithies. Great forgesblazed iniit, and clever
trip-hammers were beating out white-hot metd.

The quivering glow of theforges paled the torchlight of our guards, and the banging clangor of the brazen
hammers was desafening in the echoing cavern. The Alfing smithslooked up from their work to watch
with wide, suspicious green eyes. We passed through another resounding cavern of smiths, and entered
achamber that wasfilled with aglaring white radiance.

What isthat? | exclaimed, blinking.

One of the caverns of the alchemists, Frey said. See, Jarl Keith, how they use strange scienceto
change metds.

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 wall
were suspended a dozen globes like brilliant, tiny suns, blazing with white radiance. These were bits of
extremely active matter procured from far within the Earth by the fearless dwarfs.

Round shilds of heavy lead confined the fierce radiation and firmly directed it downward. That intense
torrent of force wasfiltered through varying plates of tranducent, quartzlike stone. Thus tempered, the
streaming force played upon leaden trays set undernesth. On these trays lay iron or copper objects
ornaments, buckles, dagger-sheeths, and the radiation was transforming them into gold!

Theselittlefdlows aren't so primitive, | muttered envioudy. Transmutation of metalsby radiation it's
been alaboratory experiment in my own world, but here they actudly useit.

Itisquitesmple, Jarl Keith, Frey stated. They get the radioactive matter from the safer fringes of
Muspelheim, the fire-world far benesth thisland, from which we originaly came.

But what about those plates of quartz they use asfilters?

They're not redlly 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. Thusthe 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 inalow, anxious voice.

| don't know, Frey said doubtfully. He may, if he thinks there's danger of Loki's release. The Alfings
fear Loki as greatly aswe do.



Chapter I X. Loki'sPrison

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 hastily gethered here. There
were afew of their women, short-statured and hunched as the men, and not many children. Men,
women and children al stared a usin heavy silence.

Upon astone 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 eyeslooked at us out of hisdark, heavy
face. It was Andvar, the Alfing king. He listened to our guards explanation, then spoketo meina
rumbling bassvoice.

Who are you, stranger? Y ou do not look like any Aedir, yet you claim to be afriend of the lady Freya.

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

The lady Freyadone among Aesir or Jotun iswelcome here, Andvar said sullenly. She aone has
aways been friendly to us. But you are not welcome. Y ou have trespassed in entering Alfheim.

Dire necessity forced usto trespass, | said earnestly. We hurry to reach the deep cavern where Loki
liesimprisoned.

My words created a stir of horror among the Alfings.

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

We must go there, | replied, because even now the Jotunswill be hurrying by other waysto 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 Alfingsin thetorchlit cavern. | saw Andvar's massive face grow
pale beneeth its swarthy skin.

They hold the lady Freyaand the runekey? he boomed. But if they release Loki with the key, it means
war again between Jotun and Aesir. Thistime, Loki might well win thefind victory!

Hemight, | agreed quickly. And if Loki succeeded in conquering the Aesir, hewill lead the Jotunsto
subdue Alfheim.

Theterror upon the faces of the Alfings showed clearly that they had aready thought of the possbility.



Thereis dill timeto 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 a peace and trade with both of them. We cannot break our promise by
raising our wegpons against the Jotuns.

But unlessthe Jotuns are prevented from freeing Loki, it meanswar, in which you Alfings may be
crushed as between mill-stones! I 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 Alfingsin the torchlight. But as Frey
and | waited tensdly, Andvar shook hishead again.

We dare not help you. If the Jotuns ever learned that we had raised our wegpons against them, then
would they seek to destroy usdl. They would ruin our gardens and day our hunters on the surface, and
we would not dare emerge any more. Thuswould we perish, since we could not live dwaysin darkness.

It'sno use, Jarl Keith, Frey muttered defeatedly. They'retoo afraid of the Jotunsto 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 done might be able to prevent Loki'srelease.

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

Andvar, you can help uswithout raising your weapons againgt the Jotuns, | said. Give usback our
swords, and lead us by the shortest route to the door of Loki's prison. We oursalves 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, unlessyou tell them. Swear that no matter what befals you, you will not tell of our part
inthis. Then wewill guide you to Loki's cave.

Frey raised hishand. | swear it by the Norns, the fateswho rule al, and by Wyrd, their mother.
Though | repested the oath, Andvar seemed only partly satisfied.

Itisagreat risk werun. But Loki must not again go free to ravage Midgard with war, death and

destruction. Wewill give you back your swords and guide you, Aesir. It rests upon you two aloneto

prevent theloosing of Loki.

The red torches bobbed as the Alfingsturned fearfully to us.



We are dmogt to the cavern-prison of Loki, said Andvar. | fear to go farther.

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

Y ou promised to lead usto the door of the prison, | said. Take usto where we can seeit. Thenyou
can return.

Andvar shuddered and hesitantly advanced with his three subjects, though now their 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 myself into the maze of natura cavities.
Traveling dwayswestward and southward, | judged we were benegath the center of the rocky mainland.

Hours before, we had |eft the tunnel s and work-caverns of Alfheim. 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 thislabyrinth of caves. It wastoo 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 still leave Freyaa prisoner in dark and distant Jotunheim. A prisoner or perhaps atortured
corpse by now...

At that thought, | 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 adesperate course we had charted. But if Frey wasright,
upon our swords rested the only hope of thwarting the release of the prisoned arch-devil.

Andvar led usinto anarrow split in the rock. We squeezed through it in singlefile, bruisng our limbs.
From this crevice, we emerged into asilent, tomb-like gdlery, piled with rocks in fantastic shapes.

Wego no farther! quavered Andvar. Tremblingly he pointed toward the far end of the great gdllery.
Thereliesthe door of Loki's prison!

| peered between the masses of falen rock that filled the gdlery. Far away, something like aweb of
shimmering radiance closed agap in therock wall.

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

The Jotuns haven't come yet with the key! | breathed eagerly. Werein timel

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.

Besurewewill, Andvar, | promised. Somehow well get her out of Jotunheim.

She has aways 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.

| know, | said humbly.

Hagten, Andvar! called the other Alfings softly. The Jotuns may come at any momern.

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 L oki's prison without going through Alfheim aswe did? | asked Frey.

Y es. 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 al, but of force, that apparently their web of light was probably less
vulnerable than any material door could be. It was projected from agpertures on either 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 al three-dimensional matter. They are controlled by
thetiny projector in the rune key. That iswhy, if the key were destroyed, the door would vanish in one
terrific flash of force.

With aqueer, shrinking dread, | gpproached the transparent web. | was about to touch it when Frey
hastily drew me back.

Keep asafedistance, hewarned. The extra-dimensiona force web would blast your hand.

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

Loki! | whispered hoarsdly.



Helay upon askin rug, dimly visblein the light of the radiant door. His arms were outspread, hisface
upturned. Bright gold was L oki's hair and mustache. dender and gracefully formed was his unmoving
body. He wore helmet, brynja and sword like those of the Aesir.

Loki'sfacewas beautiful! Mere handsomeness could never have struck such aweinto me. Hiseyes
were closed, the long, golden lashes dumbering on hiswhite cheeks.

Most beautiful of al the Aesir was Loki outwardly afair shell that hid his black, evilly ambitious soul,
Frey said fiercely. See, Jarl Keith. Besde him lie his monstrous pets, prisoned like himself in suspended
animetion.
| tore my eyesfrom the angelic 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 asabear, it held

itsmighty head between its paws, itslips baring the awful fangsin an eternd snarl. In acompletecircle
around both Loki and the frightful wolf lay the black, motionless coils of an enormous serpent.

Thewolf Fenrisand lormungandr, the Midgard snake! hissed Frey, hiseyes 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 asthat? | 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 fiendsin silence.

Frey, arethey redly only in suspended animation? | whispered. They seem to be dead.

They aredive, Frey assured me. Only the functions of Loki's physica body are suspended. Hismind
isconscious, even at thismoment. Just as aman can be pardyzed and il be fully conscious, soitiswith
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 hisresearches, Loki had developed the power to send telepathic messages, Frey explained tautly.
Do your scientists have that power?

They'rejust beginning to find out about it. They cdl it extra-sensory perception.

Loki had devel oped that power to great lengths, Frey said. Though hisbody 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 isthat vapor drifting about the chamber?

That contains the secret of suspended animation, Frey told me. Odin devised the vapor, which freezes
and hdtsthe chemica activity of the body's cdlls, at the sametime 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

Ligten! | hissed suddenly, clutching Frey'sarm.
| had heard adim murmur of voices, footsteps approaching from the farther end of the gdlery.
The Jotunscome! bresthed Frey.

Coming to freeLoki! | said. Weve 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 rocksthat 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 gallery from
the crevice a itsfar end. Then, asthe 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 agiant Jotun with awolf-like, savage face and glittering black eyes. His great helmet and armor
were studded with gems, hisfierce face blazing with excitement. The other was a dark-haired Jotun
woman whose sinuous form was clothed in along, 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 Hdl, princess of Jotunheim, past accomplice of Loki in his
plots againgt the Aesir and his pupil in dark scientific knowledge.

Utgar hastherune key, | muttered, gripping my sword-hilt.



| had seen thelittle gold cylinder shining in the hand of the Jotun king. From Utgar came a bellow of
brute triumph, bestial exultation, as his eyesfound the shimmering door &t the end of the galery.

Itistheplacel heshouted. There'sthe door of our lord's prison.

Hél, the dark Jotun princess, uttered alow laugh.

Said | not that | could bring you to the place by ways which would avoid the Alfings? sheaskedina
throaty, snisterly rich voice. For | myself 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.

| hear our lord's mind spesaking to me now, she murmured. Hewarnsthat thereis danger lurking in this
place. Enemies have been here and are il herel!

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 arethere!  She pointed straight at the rocks behind which we crouched. Our lord warns

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

| leaped toward Utgar and my sword dashed desperately. But with aroar of rage, the Jotun king parried
my stroke with his own great blade. Numbing shock deadened my arm asmy steel clashed againgt his.
Sparks leaped from the blades. Seeking to beat down his guard with terrific strokes and seize the rune
key from hishand, | glimpsed Frey in silent 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 atiny dagger in her hand. Her
eyeswere 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 isFrey and the outlander! Utgar bellowed as he fought off my attack. Separate them and cut them
down!

Kill them! Hel commanded throatily. They seek to prevent the freeing of our lord!



With astrength that was born of desperation, | beat down Utgar's sword. My blade whirled up and |
yelled hoarsdy 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 antagoni<ts.

| 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 mysdlf faling, my sword dropping from my nervel ess hand, my vision 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 metherune key, Utgar! | heard Hel cry. I'll release our lord before other Aesir cometo
stop us.

Aye, set Loki freeat once! Utgar bellowed, his bruta, 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. Hel recoiled from
it. Utgar, too, staggered back, choking and dazed. My consciousness was passing.

Darkly | perceived the prostrate body of Loki tirring. | saw him stcumbleto hisfeet. The huge wolf
Fenriswas rising, opening blazing, fera eyes, snarling asavage roar that reverberated thunderoudy. 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 sugpended animation. As he stood, histall, dender, graceful form seemed to expand. His
beautiful white face and gold hair shonein 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 L oki's blue eyes.



Beside Loki, the wolf Fenriswas snarling horribly at us. Itsterrible 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
inand out between its scaly jaws.

Darkness was claiming my mind. Asthough from dim, enormous distances, | heard the jubilant, golden
voice of Loki.

Free at last! Now comesthe hour of my vengeance upon the Aesir!
That voice wasthe last thing | heard. Even asits accents of superhuman triumph struck my ears,

complete unconsciousness clamed me.

A throbbing, blinding pain in my head was my first sensation of returning consciousness. Then | became
awarethat | lay upon ahard bed of some kind, and that the air was cold and damp. | tried to open my
eyes and could not. Summoning strength by agreat menta effort, | raised my hand weakly to my heead.
Ingtantly | heard ajoyful, sweet voice.

He awakens, Frey!
That voice, vibrating through the fibers of memory in my dazed brain, compelled me to open my eyes.

Freyawas bending over me. Her pae, beautiful face was framed by her unbound yelow hair, and it was
eager with gladness. Her warm, blue eyes|ooked fondly down into mine.

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

Freyal My voicewas only aweak whisper.

Tearswerein her lovely eyes as she put her face against mine, her cool cheek against my lips.

Jarl Keith! shewhispered. | feared you were dying. It has been hoursthat 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 hair on

my face seemed at that moment to hold al of the sweetnessin the world.

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



Loki! | gasped. | saw him comeforth

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

The blood seemed to leave my head as redlization 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 freeto
lead the Jotun hogtsin the last and most terrible attack against Asgard. | groaned at the thought of my
own guilt, for it was dl my responsbility. It was|, inspired by what spellsof 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 menacethat had lain dormant for centuries yet conscious to add new torments and more vicious
horrorsto the old ones.

Freya had raised her face. She was looking a me with blue eyesthat were bright with dread, her red lips
quivering.

But where arewe? | cried, trying to sit up. How isit you're with us, Freya?

Wearein Jotunheim, Jarl Keith, shewhispered. | 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. Y ou were unconscious dying, | feared.

Her dim arm supported me as | sat up. Dazedly | stared around. We occupied asmall stone cell, with
wadlls 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 meas| roseto my feet
from the rude hide couch where| had lain. | sstumbled with their support to the window, and looked out
a ancient Jotunheim.

Jotunheim crouched like a great, dumbering reptile on alow plateau above steaming marshes. A
duggish, black river wound from the rugged hills behind the city. Down past the stcone walls, it oozed
through the dank, brooding marshesto the distant sea.

It was acity of squat, massive castles and forts, built with antediluvian rudeness. The giant stone blocks
were overgrown with green, hideous moss. Our cell wasin the basement level of the most enormous of
the castles, ahigh, oblong structure.



Even in daylight, the city wasfilled 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.
Hogts of Jotuns were busy on ships and shore. Warriors and thralls were carrying stacks of weapons,
fitting new oarsand madts, dl in abustle 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

Heishere, too, Frey said unhappily. Inthis palace, which belongsto Utgar, he directs the preparations
you see. Those are the preparations for the last great attack on Asgard.

Freya, holding my arm, looked up at me with blue eyes that were aimost black with dread.
The Jotuns went mad when Loki arrived with Utgar, Hel, you and Frey, shesaid. They cry that now at
last shdl they wipethe Aesr from existence.

Ragnarok, thefind struggle, draws near, Frey declared solemnly. Aye, thisisthe struggle that we
Aesir knew must comeif ever Loki were freed.

But Odin and the Aesir will not yield! | cried. They will throw back Loki and the Jotuns!
| pray thefatesthat it be so, Frey said. But the Jotuns outnumber us how more greetly than before.
With Loki and hisevil science, Fenrisand lormungandr fighting on their side, we have reason to fear for

Asgard. But if perish we mugt, 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 wewin past dl the soldiers of Jotunheim to freedom.
What will they do with us? | pressed. Why do they hold usinstead of killing us?

| don't know, he muttered. Be surethat Loki has some evil schemein mind that will make use of us.

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

Frey'swoundsin 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 cell,
racking my brain for some means of escgpe. Therewas 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 pale beam onto the stone floor. There was arattle a the lock of
our door. It opened, and a big, fierce-eyed Jotun captain stood glaring at us. Behind him were adozen
guards.

Y ou, outlander, said the captainto me. Comewith us. Our lord Loki would speak to you.

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

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 agloomy, 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 outsdeit. The others marched me away.

The dank chill of the passage struck me to the marrow. But | felt agreater chill of dread at this summons
from Loki. | was going to face the arch-traitor who had waked for hisfinal 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 squesked across our path unheeded. Up broad
gtairs of troglodytic hugeness, we climbed into the upper levels of the massive palace. Everywhere we
met soldiersand thralls hurrying to and fro, carrying piles of spears and arrows, stacks of shields, and
other war supplies.

Tense preparaionsfor 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, hebarked, stopping. Our lord isnot finished with Princess Hel.
What arethey doing? | asked, awed. What kind of machinery isthat?

Silence, outlander! snapped the captain.

| stood among my guards, Staring at the amazing scene that was taking place. The hdl intowhich |



looked was of great dimensions, its roof supported by aforest 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 till swirled amid the pillars, like homeless
ghogtsidly drifting.

On araised stone platform at one end of the hdl, in amassive throne carved of black rock, sat Loki. His
bright golden hair glittering in the gloom, and the flashing mail he wore made him seem afigure of living
light. Beside histhrone, mighty head between its paws, lay the monster wolf Fenris. The Midgard snake

| did not see.

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

See, lord Loki, the picture clears! cried Hel.

| see, too, Utgar roared. Itis Asgard!

Aye, itisAsgard, said Loki in hiswonderfully sweet voice, his eyes brooding as he peered into the
screen. Behold, the nobles of the Aesir are gathered in Vahdlafor council. We shdl hear them.

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

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

Theking Odinis spesking, sad He, with a contemptuous smile on her beautiful face. Hetdlsthe Aesr
noblesthat he fears Loki isloosed, with Fenris and lormungandr, and that Frey and Freyaand the
outland Jarl are captivesin Jotunheim. The Aesir look wildly at one another, at that news. Thereisa
shout from Thor.

That stupid, brainlessbear! said Loki scornfully. A lout who knows nothing but wrestling, eating and
cracking skulls.

What saysthe Hammerer? Utgard asked.
Hel laughed. Thelord Thor isangry. His head isbound from awound, as you can see. Heroars that the
Aesir vanquished Loki and the Jotuns once before, and that they will do so again. And thistime, he says,
they will day Loki ingtead of prisoning him.

Loki legped to hisfeet. A flash of rage as blinding and terrible aslightning twisted hisface.



Say me? hehissed. Sonsof the Aesir, my ancient people, you will rue that thought when Asgard goes
down in flame and degth.

Theking Odinis gpeaking again, Hel told Utgar. He saysthey must prepare for the coming struggle.
They must devisg, if possible, someway to rescue Frey and Freya and the Jarl Keith from Jotunheim.
And Odin says hefears Loki may be using his scientific powersto spy on them. He will make sure, he

says
Hastily Loki reached out and touched a screw on that strange mechanism. The picturein its quartz

screen and the buzz of voices ceased. | knew it must be some super-development of television, ableto
operate without atransmitter.

We have seen and heard enough, Loki said moodily. The Aesir know we will atack them, but they'll
have small 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 warningsto me! Loki stormed. | have had centuriesin which to think. Nothing can
savethe Aesr thistime. Get you both gone now, till | cal you.

At the tone of his master'svoice, Fenris raised his enormous head and snarled horribly. Utgar hagtily
retreated from L oki's blazing wrath, backing toward adoor. Less urgently the princess Hel followed
him. Without looking in the direction where | stood with my guards, watching this scenein fascinated
horror, Loki spoke.

Bring the outlander before me.
Asthe Jotuns marched meforward | saw that they were dl trembling. They hadted 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 alone with thisoutland dog! protested the captain.

Loki turned awithering glance on him.

Think you | need such asyou to protect me? he asked bitingly. Get you gone!

The captain and his men almost tumbled over themsavesin their hasteto leave the hall. | stood there

aone, facing Loki, thewolf, the snake that had did to the throne, in that vast and gloomy hall of drifting
fog and chill. Uncontrollably my heart pounded in sudden excitement and hope.

For my eyes had fastened on the sword that hung at Loki'sside. 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
Aggard.

| sprang forward with wild determination. But instantly, like athunderbolt of hurtling flesh, the huge wolf
Fenrislegped upon me. The monster's weight knocked meto 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, ferd green eyes of the gigantic wolf blazed down into mine with most 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.

Fenristurned his massive head alittle, and aprotesting, savage snarl rumbled from him. Hewasresisting
his master's order. He wished to kill me,

Do you grow disobedient? flared Loki'svoice.

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

Fenriswhimpered gpologeticaly 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 besideit. But hisferd,
blazing eyes never |eft my face. Shaking, | sumbled to my feet. | saw amusement in the brilliant blue
eyesand angelic face of Loki as he sat regarding me.

Do you ill wishto kill me, outlander? he asked with ashockingly sweet laugh. | might not be ableto
hold Fenris from your throat, next time.
Hearing his name, the monstrous wolf growled deep in histhroat, snarling and baring hisgreat fangs as

he watched me. Hot resentment a the mocking devil who was regarding me with such amusement made
me giffen and dench my fids.

If you are going to have mekilled, why not get it over with? | demanded.

| am not surethat | shal take your life, outlander, said Loki, searching my face. After dl, | oweyou
much. It was you who brought back into thisland the rune key that finally gave me and my pets our
freedom.

| 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 s0?

Because | know that you are evil and that your plansarevicious, | said harshly. For twenty centuriesin
the outside world, the name of Loki has been synonymous with treachery, even though no onein that
outer world dreamsthat area Loki ever existed.

Loki nodded his golden head thoughtfully.

That istrue. Y et what evil have | doneto 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 | dofor you?You see, | know that in your soul you are an adventurer, a seeker of the new and
the strange.

It'swhat you plan to do to the Aesir that makes me hate you, | retorted. | admirethem and you plot
to use the Jotuns to destroy them.

Loki's beautiful face darkened, like the Sun when astorm cloud vellsit. His wondrous eyes throbbed
with an age-old hate.

| loved the Aesir, too, Jarl Keith, he said broodingly. Y es, long ago when we dwelt in deep
Muspelheim and | was second to Odin himself, | 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 metheir ruler in Odin's place. For | was never satisfied, as Odin was, with a static, stagnant
well being.

| burned with the desire to acquire al 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,
s0 that we should be unchallenged masters of al nature. It was | who freed the Aesir from sickness and
age. | made them amost immortd, by kindling the atomic fires whose radiation prevents disease and
age. Wasthat not agreat gift | made to my people?

Asascientis, | could not help feeling a certain sympathy with Loki. Yet | redized that he was presenting
merely hisown side of the case.

Yes, | admitted. But in making the Aesir thet gift of near-immortality, 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 gresat victory without great danger, outlander. | had avision 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 gresat 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 real scientist could willingly submit to suppression of hisdesireto know,
hisyearning to master the laws of nature. Loki's blue eyes fastened on me, and he smiled thoughtfully, his

passon fading.

| read your mind, Jarl Keith, he said quickly, and | seethat you think the sameasl.

Not your lust for power, | snapped.

Do not deny it, hesaid. 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. Y es, we two are of the same minds.

Though his voice rang with sincerity, | fought mentaly againgt his seductive thoughts.

It isbecause we are so much dike, 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 intenseinterest. How could your will range far when your
body was held in suspended animation in that prison-cave?

Y ou 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 isredly an eectro-chemica
generator, and thought isthe eectric current it generates. A brain which has developed the power can
fling itsweb of dectric thought-impulses abroad and into another brain. 1t can see with the senses of
that other brain and even somewhat direct its physical bodly.

Thus, during the centuriesthat | lay prisoned and helpless, | sent the web of my thoughtsfar afield,
seeking ameans of escape. At long lagt, | located the rune key where the Aesir had thrown it in the
outer ocean. | could not send any of the Jotunsto secureit, 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
wereintheair inyour flying ship, | sent amental message to the princess Hel, my pupil, I commanded
her to operate the storm-cones in my laboratory, which would cause atempest to blow you hither.
Storm-cones? | repeated. What device could be used to cause such atempest?

Loki smiled and roseto hisfeet.

Come, Jarl Keith, I'll show you. | think you, ascientist like mysdf, will be interested in my laboratory.



Chapter XII. The Laboratory

He led the way acrossthe vast, many-pillared hal. The giant wolf, Fenris, rose and followed uson
padding feet, itsfera green eyes never leaving me. Loki brought meinto asmaler stone chamber. It was
indeed alaboratory the strangest | had ever seen.

Two smadl, 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 insruments.

| saw another of the complex instruments of remote vision, with asquare quartz view-screen, such as
Loki, Utgar and Hel had been using in the great hall. And | noticed devices which appeared to be smilar
to the transmutati on gpparatus used by the Alfings. But these were greetly refined in design. Using
concentrated beams of radioactive energy shot from leaden funndls, they could effect even more rgpid
transmutation of smal metal objects.

Loki led theway to the most gtriking feature of thisarray of aien scientific instruments. Proudly he
gestured a arow of big objects which looked like heavy nozzles of fused quartz mounted on swivels
above square, copper-shielded mechanisms. Theinterior 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 mogt terrific tempest at a
distance of hundreds of miles.

How can they do that? | asked increduloudly.

Itisquitesmple. Hesmiled. A lightning stormis caused by a sudden sharp differencein electric
potential between cloud and Earth, or cloud and cloud. These storm-cones spray a carefully aimed and
candlized dectric fied that causes such an abnormal difference of potentia in any desired location. When
| lead the Jotun horde to attack Asgard, I'll first bring destructive lightning down upon the Aesir forces.
Thenthey'll fal easy prey to my savagewariors.

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

Now perhaps you can ingtruct me alittle, Jarl Keith, he said. Come with me.
The door opened into abig, stone-paved court outside the ancient citadel. It waswalled, but a great

gate in one wall was open, leading out onto the dope that ran steeply toward the river. Dusk had fdlen,
and the white mists that shrouded Jotunheim were thicker.



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

Yes, itisyour flying ship, Loki said. After you landed in Midgard, | knew it was only amatter of days
until 1 wasreleased. | sent athought order to the princess Hel to have Jotun ships brings the craft here,
for I wish much to examine this product of the outland world's science. But don't cherish any hopes of
making asudden escapeinit, Jarl Keith. I've only to say aword to send Fenrisravening at your throat.

The mongter wolf behind us snarled again, as he heard hisname. | shrugged.

| wouldn't leave without Freya and Frey, anyway.
Loki ingpected the wholeinterior of the plane, asking me quick, intelligent questions about every feature
of it. He seemed to grasp the design of the ship and its highly improved rocket motor dmost instantly.

Y ou 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 awild, insane opportunity. Loki entered the cabin, and |
explained the controls. Then | opened the sack of white chemicas which we dways carried on these
Arcticflights. | took out a handful and showed them to him.

These are chemicalsthat generate heat. We use them to free the plan€'s whed siif they become frozen
intotheice.

That, too, isclever, he mused as he emerged from the plane. Y ou outlanders are indeed mechanicaly
ingenious, though you have not probed the ancient science of the deepest forces of nature aswe Aesir
did.

He said nothing more as he brought me back through the laboratory to the dusky great hal. Fenris
stalked at our hedls. Then Loki turned.

| could teach you our ancient science, Jarl Keith, he said, to my surprise. Y ou 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 metoturn againgt the Aesir  againgt my friends?
That woman Freya and even Frey, if youwish can be spared.

Why do you wish meto become your follower? | asked suspicioudy.



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

Becauseitisas| sad. Wetwo are more akin than any othersin thisland. 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
isbut awicked wildcat who never can learn my science. It istruethat | have Fenris and lormunganar.
My wolf and serpent have wisdom and cunning which are dmost human, but they are not human friends.
Speak, Jarl Keith. Will you join me asfriend and follower?

Stunned by the offer, | tried desperately to think. If | could make Loki believe | waswilling to join him,
and then work againgt him

Y our words are convincing, | answered asthough deeply thoughtful. We aredike. | think that | shall
joinyou, Loki. Loki smiled a me; aweary, hdf-scornful, half-amused smile.

Jarl Keith, | 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 asasmall child? Can you hopeto
dupe mewhen | can read your mind?

| looked up a him defiantly.

| would fight the devil with fire. Y ou know the truth now, Loki. | have only hate for you, asfor al
traitors. Y ou 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 asplit-second |
glimpsed that angdlicaly beautiful face warp into a hell mask of white fury. It was asthough the raging
evil indgde him looked forth naked and unhidden. The wolf Fenris, as though understanding his master's
mood, sprang to hisfeet and snarled vicioudy a me. Then Loki's face cleared, and he laughed at me
without atrace of ill-feding.

Y ou have courage, Jarl Keith, proving even more that you are like mysdlf. Yes, you are afraid to admit
to yoursalf how much wetwo are dike, and how much you like me.

That shot got hometo me, for | sensed that it wasthe truth. | did fed asympathy for thisfallen Lucifer
that was hard for me to thrust down.

Y ou shdl stay prisoned herein Jotunheim until after our forces have conquered Asgard, Loki decided.
Oncethe Aesir are destroyed and the past cannot be recaled, | think you will be wise enough to join me
asfriend and follower. Heraised hisvoicein aperemptory order. Guards, return this prisoner to his
cdl!

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 hdl.



As| went with them, | looked back. Loki seemed dready to have forgotten me. He sat in that dismdl,
mist-filled hall, brooding with chin in hand, his bright-gold head bent. The wolf Fenrislooked 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 anxioudy acrossthe 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 pale faceintent.

| told them most of what had taken place. Freyalistened with horror-widened eyes, her kinsmanin
thoughtful slence,
So Loki wishesyou tojoin him, he muttered, when | had finished. That is strange.

| think it's only because heé'slondly, | said. He has nothing but contempt for these Jotuns, whom he
meansto use merely to crush the Aesir. | fdt alittle sorry for him.

Freyastared at 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 L oki.

Never fear, | reassured him. My loyaty iswith the Aesir. No tempting could ever change that.

| went onto tell them of what Loki had told mein hislaboratory, explaining hisintention to use his
storm-cones againgt the Aesir.

We must get back to Asgard and warn Odin, so he can prepare adefense, | concluded. My flying
shipisinthe court on the citadd'sriverside

How can we reach your craft when we can't even get out of thislocked cell? Frey replied hopelessly.
| think we can escapethiscell, at least, | said. | drew from my pocket a handful of white chemical

powder and showed it to them. It'sthe chemicd | dways carried in my planeto melt ice from the
wheels when necessary. | showed L oki this handful and then put it in my pocket.



What good will that do, Jarl Keith? Freyaasked puzzledly.

The lock on the door of this cell isacrude one, made of soft copper, | answered. | believethis
substance can burn away enough of the lock to free us. I'm going to try it anyhow.

| stuffed the chemica powder into the large crevices of the clumsy lock. Then | took our jar of water
and poured alittle over the powder. The hissing and Sizzling of the chemical reaction continued for
severd minutes. When it ceased, | gently tugged at the lock. It till held. | pulled harder, and with arasp,

it gaveway.

Follow me, | whispered tensdly. | 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! onewas urging the other fearfully. Do you wish to meet the hideous one that now lurksin these
passages?

Frey, well haveto jump them, | whispered. Beready.
The two Jotuns came around the corner into our dusky corridor. Frey and | lesped on them, taking them
utterly by surprise. What followed was not pretty. We had grabbed their throats, for it was essential that

they should not give an darm. Therewas afierce, deadly scufflein the misty, dark tunnd, until we
throttled them.

The Jotunslay limp when Frey and | straightened, panting. We took the swords the two warriors had
not had achanceto draw.

Comeon, | panted. Thisway. Thosewarriors 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 meto ahdlt.

Ligten, Jarl Keith, sheurgedin ahushed voice. Something sinister iscoming.

Inthesilence, | heard astrange, 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 opaine, unwinking eyes



that held the dull glitter of an dien intelligence contemplated us from above a gagping mouth inwhich a
forked red tongue flickered.

Thisiswhat the Jotunsfeared! Frey cried wildly.

Thefatessaveus! Freyaprayed. Itislormungandr.

| ds0 recognized that giant, scaly body of long, rippling blackness, that huge head and those dien,
glittering eyes. It was lormungandr who towered before usin the misty dusk of the chill tunndl. The
ageless and undying, the great Midgard serpent itsalf, was glaring down with blood-lusting eyes!

Chapter XlIl1I. Flight and Death

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

The hideous, abnormaly 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, opdine eyes
were coldly brilliant asthey stared down &t us.

In that moment of stupefying horror, | recognized the intelligence in those unwinking reptilian eyes. This
ser- pent of abygone age had lived on for centuriesin thisland of eternal youth, with its master Loki and
wolf Fenris. It had acquired an intelligence comparable with the human. A strange mind shone from
those coldly maignant 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 ashalow wound from which merdly
alittle black blood oozed.

The Midgard serpent recoiled, however. Its opaline eyes flamed with rage. From the jaws of the
mongter, with aterrific hiss, came acloud of fine green spray that flew toward Frey. He reded back,



covered by that weird vapor. But | legped forward, dragging him and Freya ahead. | saw our single
chance. The momentary recoil of the serpent had |eft open the mouth of acorridor 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. Aswe stumbled forward iniit, | heard adistant babble of darm from the upper levels of the
Jotun palace.

The Jotunswill be after us, | cautioned. Loki will be warned of our escape.

Jarl Keith, lormungandr followsus! Freyacried wildly.

Theangry hiss of the giant serpent was echoing from the sonewalls. And | could hear theloud rustle
and scrape of its scaled body asit 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. Sipping 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 ameta 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 Freyaand the
stunned Frey through and dammed the door shut behind us. The catch fell. Next moment, therewas 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 asthe darm spread.

Whichway? Frey mumbled thickly, gaping about in the shrouding mists, hissword in his unnerved hand.

Thisway, | said decisvely, leading them toward the left. It'sthe next court.

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



Who are you? he chalenged. When he saw thefair hair of my two companions, he uttered aloud cry.
Aesr!

He struck at me with hissword, 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 alarm bubbling
through the blood that filled histhroat.

| 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 dliffs. Flying in the cold, thin air of the Arctic, | might lose consciousness and
crash into the sea. In any case, my hands would be too numb to handle the firing whedl.

Hold the ship againgt 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. Theinstant | strapped the oxygen tank to my shoulders, |
heard Freyasterrified scream.

Jarl Keith, Frey is swooning, and Jotuns are 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 Freyawas struggling with
Frey'sadmost inert weight. The blade had dipped 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 aheavy arrow. | picked him
off with asingle snipe-shot. The pikeman raised hisjavelin, dropped it asadug blasted away his skull.
Before| could whedl 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 ashot at Loki, saw him duck swiftly out of the bullet's path. Then | had no moretimeto 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 himin and laid him down on the floor. | wrapped him in blankets
and told Freyato do the same. It would be warmer and more easy to breathe than in the cabin, for the
ship was dectricdly warmed and synthetically oxygenated. But the smashed window of the cabin would
leak its own air and warmth, and chill and thin the air 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
thefreezing air, and | wasglad | 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. Thetal masts of Jotun shipslooked like
dowds. | twisted the firing whed! to top speed, and we rose so steeply that | thought the ship would dip
into atailspin. 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 aive with
moving torches. | could well imagine the blazing anger that Loki would vent upon the Jotuns because of

our escape.
Wereclear! | thought exultantly. Maybe by now Loki has more respect for outland science.

| set the robot controls and searched through the spare-parts compartment for anew window. Fixing the
smashed port was only afew moments work. Then | opened the oxygen nozzles wide and | et the cabin
fill with fresh, invigoraing air and warmth. | removed my flying togs and opened the freight hold door.

Freyaand | helped Frey into the cabin, put him in aseat. Hisblurred eyeslooked less helpless, and he
sat ungteadily but without collgpsing.

Areyou dl right? | asked anxioudly.

He nodded weakly.

Truly you outlanders have strange powers, he mumbled. We must warn Odin of the attack...

Loki meansto use those devilish storm-conesto overcomethe Aedir, | 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. Freyasfrantic voice cdled
to me over the roar of the rocket motor.

Jarl Keith, Frey hasfalen!

| 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, hisflesh wasturning black!

The venom has entered hiswounds! | 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 L oki's science had developed it to its
hugesize

Frey opened hisfluttering eyes and stared dully at us. Hislips moved feebly.

I'vefought my last fight... The poison of the Midgard sneke hasdain me...

Try tofight that venom! | urged hoarsdly.

The Norns have spun out my long life-thread at last he mumbled. | would that | could see Gerda
before| pass. But Wyrd ordains otherwise. His blearing eyes grew strangely brilliant and clear for an
ingtant. Jarl Keith, you have been aworthy 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 Aesir's eyes dilated, as though looking past us at some gigantic, terrifying
spectacle.

| see Loki riding in fire and storm to desiroy Asgard | seethe Aesir dying | seethewhole land
His eyes closed abruptly, and hisjaw sagged as hislife departed.

Freyaturned 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 haslived so long. Now he's dead.

| felt ahard 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 hisfiendish schemes!

Aye, sad Freyabitterly. My kinsman isbut thefirst of many Aesr who must fall because the
arch-traitor has been loosed.

And that happened only because | brought the rune key into Asgard, | said in heavy self-reproach. |
have been an evil guest to the Aesir, Freya.

She clasped my hand. Don't think thus, Jarl Keith! It isnot your fault that L oki's powers brought you
and the fateful rune key here. Sooner or later, he would have accomplished it somehow. All my people
awaysfeared that.

Dawn was paling in the Sky. During the last half-hour we had flown over most of the length of Midgard.
Againg the rose-flushed sky afew miles north of us stood the high, lofty littleidand of Asgard, withits
eyrie of gray castlesamid which Vahalaloomed mountainoudy. Already the flying arch of Bifrost
Bridge was glittering as the short polar spring night ended,



Well haveto land on thefield thisside of the bridge, | mused. There's not room enough to land safely
in Aggard.

| brought the plane down safely on the bare plain of the mainland promontory. Aswe emerged fromiit,
over Bifrost Bridge from Asgard along stream of Aesir warriors came galoping. At their head rode a
yellow-haired, yellow-bearded giant, his grest hammer swinging.

Thor has seen usand he comes! Freya exclaimed.

In afew moments, Thor and the Aesir warriors reached us. The horsemen seemed awed by sight of my
flying craft.

Jarl Keithand Freyal cried the Hammerer, hissmal eyesjoyful as he quickly recognized us. But
whereis Frey?

Dead, | sad bitterly. Sainin 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 hisface
and he shook the great hammer Miolnir aoft, Loki'swork! Aye, These arethefirst fruits of that devil's
freedom!

Loki preparesto lead the Jotuns upon Asgard, | warned him, Tomorrow that host of dread evil comes
againg us, Thor.

Good! The sooner the better! He turned to his Aesir warriors, who were still staring awedly at the
plane. Takethelord Frey and place him on ashield. He goes home to Asgard asawarrior should!

Freya stood beside me, her blue eyes were bright with unshed tears as she watched them silently remove
Frey'sbody and lay it gently upon abig shidld, | put my arm around the woman comfortingly. But she
did not weep now. The Viking sirain was too strong in her. Though her red lips quivered, she watched
steadily asthe Aesir warriorslifted 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 seawaswashing loud a
thousand feet below us. And aswe marched, the Aesir warriors behind us struck their sword-hilts
againg their shiddsin aclanging funerd rhythm.

Up the arch of the Bifrost Bridge we paced to the dow, 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 gatesinto Asgard, ringed round by the castles of the
Aesir nobles perched upon the cliffs, dominated by the huge pile of Vahdla. Insdethe gates, ahastily
gathered group of the Aesir met us.

Odin was foremost. The strong, stern face of the Aesir 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 hisfamiliars, Odin muttered. Now | know that Wyrd stoops
low over us. The Norns spin out the end of their threads for many in this land.

Frey and | did al we could to prevent the release of Loki, lord Odin, | said. But wefailed.

Y ou could not succeed, Odin said broodingly. It waswritten that Loki would be loosed. How soon
does he come with the Jotuns against Asgard?

Tomorrow, | answered. And hewill be armed with his storm-conesto loose tempest and lightning on
us

We must prepare adefense, Odin declared. Now bear Frey's body to his castle.

Chapter XIV. Thor'sOath

Our solemn little procession wound across Asgard, through the streets of stone houses, past great
Vahdlacastle. 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. Thelovely face of
Frey'swife went pae as she saw the iff figure on the shield. But she did not fater.

My lord comes homefor thelast time, she said quietly inthe deep silence. Bring himin.

Gerdawalked beside us, her eyesfixed on Frey's dead form, as we entered the castle. We took him
into the great hall 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 achair by the body. With
hands folded in her lap, she stared wordlessly. Freya plucked my arm as| stood, swvaying from
exhaugtion. The woman's eyes were bright with tears.

We cannot soothe her grief, Jarl Keith, shewhispered. And you are weary to the soul. Y ou must



deep.

Aye, deep, boomed Thor, his heavy voice rumbling ominoudy. For tomorrow we shal need every
amin Asgard.

| let thralls leed meto asmal chamber in the castle. Hardly had | flung myself upon its hide bed when |
was sinking into adumber of utter physica and nervousfatigue. My dreamsweretroubled. Again |
seemed to be facing Loki's beautiful face and the snarling wolf Fenris. Again | saw Frey confronting the
venomous Midgard snake. And again, like adim echo from far away, the dying gasp of Frey
reverberated in my brain.

| seeLoki riding in fireand storm to destroy Asgard | seethe 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.

Thelady Freyabade merouse you. It istimefor thelord 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 il sat

exactly where | had |eft her. Hands folded unmovingly, her lovely face was astrange, immobile mask as
shelooked at the body of Frey upon the shield.

Freyatouched my arm. The woman had donned her own short mail tunic and helmet. Again she wasthe
warrior-maid | had first met. Her white face was composed.

Wegive Frey burid now, Jarl Keith, shesaid. The shield-bearers come. Y ou should be one of them.
Thor, dark-faced, brooding-eyed Tyr the berserk, and sad, noble-looking young Forseti had entered.
We entered the hall where Gerdawatched her dead.

Itistime, lady Gerda, said Thor softly.

Thatiswdl, shesadinacadm voice

We lifted the shield that bore Frey's body. Carrying it high upon our shoulders, we paced dowly out of
the castle, Freyaand Gerdafollowing.

The gloom of early dusk layover Asgard. A strong wind blew keen and cold from the northwest, wailing
around thelofty cliffs. Warriorsin companies of hundredswaited outside, clad in full armor. Aswe
passed through them, they took up their place behind our cortege. They marched after us, striking their
sword-hiltsagaingt their shieldsin that clangorousdirge.



We wound aong the edge of the cliff to the stair that led down to thefiord. At the head of the gair, on
the cliff-edge, were gathered Odin and hislady Frigga, old Aegir and Ran, Bragi and dl the other Aesir
nobles.

Farewdl, Frey, said Odin. Y ou have gonefirg 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 chisdled from the cliffsde. Only Gerda
and Freyafollowed us. Thewind blew in great gusts, booming and moaning around the dliffsin 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 burid. It was trimmed and stacked with
wood, and alow, 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 fell dead.

Now dl isready, Thor rumbled.

We stepped back onto the shore.

All isnot yet ready, said Gerdacamly.

She stepped past up to the platform where her husband lay. When shelooked down at him, her lovely
face was strangely happy.

For long, shesaid quietly, my lord haslived with me at hisside. He could not go on thisjourney into
the dead without me.

Before any of us could move, she drew adagger from her robe, and sheathed it in her heart. We
watched rigidly as she fell upon the platform. Her golden hair fell across Frey's dead face.

Freyabroke into wild sobbing and clung to me. We stared in horror and pity, but Thor lifted his great
hammer in saute,

Skod tothelady Gerdal herumbled. She goes proudly to death with her lord, like atrue Viking.



Tyr dashed the mooring of the ship. Then he took awaiting torch from a socket, and tossed it into the
resinous wood with which the ship wasfilled. The pile blazed up with a crackling roar, casting ared,
quivering light through the deepening twilight. We bent our shoulders againgt the stern. The ship of death
forged out on the heaving waves. Then, asthewind took itsraised sail, it sprang forward like athing
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 silently at the buria ship of Frey and Gerda.
Blazing red with flames, itshigh sall carrying it before the swift wind, the ship drove south over the
heaving black waves.

Viking funerd, for atrue Viking man and hismate! Odin declared.

Thor raised hishammer 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 mysalf. Wyrd binds
meto 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 still scudding southward before the wind. Then we saw the ship's prow dip. The
whole burning craft plunged down benegth the waves.

So passesthelord Frey and hismate, said Odin's heavy voicein the silencethat followed. And now,
jarlsand warriors of the Aesir, we must prepare oursalves. The hosts of the Jotuns come upon the
morrow, led by evil Loki, to destroy us.

We hold Asgard safe whilewelive, lord Odin! cried Bragi.

All the voices shouted chorus. |, too, joined that shout, fierce desire for vengeance on Loki and the
Jotuns burning in me strongly. Only one of usdid not join in that fierce yell, and that was Tyr. The
berserk gill stood gazing out into the windy night, his dark, brooding face unfathomable.

Tonight we hold feast in Vahdlaas ever, Odinwassaying. Now | go to prepare that which may
snatch victory from Loki's grasp. Son Thor, come you with me and you dso, Jarl Keith.

The Aesir king strode with Friggaand his stawart sons, giant Thor, Vidar and Vali, back toward the
black, looming bulk of Vahdlacastle. 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.

Freyacrept into my arms. No longer was she the fierce, proud Viking maid who had watched the burial



of her kinaman and hismate. A trembling woman, shefelt even as| the shadow of colossa disaster
deepening with inevitable swiftness over us.

Hold me close, Jarl Keith, shewhispered. | fear that when tomorrow night comes, we may be
Separated forever.

No! | exclamed fiercely. Whether living or dead, Freya, you and | shall be together.

In the darkness, her blue eyes shone up at 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 asthe warships below were prepared. All the stir of preparation was for the coming
battle. Freyaraised her bright golden head with proud gladness.

Come Loki and dl hisevil hosts, come the end of Asgard itsdlf, and | shall not weep now, she
whispered tensaly. Beloved who came to me from beyond theice, we are onetill timeends. She
stepped back. Y ou 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
Vdhdlacadle

Chapter XV. TheFireWorld

Odin and Thor were waiting for me in the great hdl of Vahala 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 greet cagtle.

Jarl Keith, | shdl not hide from you that Asgard isin dire peril. The Jotun hosts outhumber us by many
to one. Though we might repulse them, if that were dl, they will be led by cunning Loki and aided by the
storm-weapons of which you spoke.

| nodded wordlesdy, for al this knowledge had weighed on my own mind through these last hours.

It is necessary, unless Asgard isto 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 againgt them, lord Odin? | asked hopefully.

| think | can, said Odin, gravely thoughtful. | 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 himsdlf had related to me of those amazing devices. They could
project a controlled electric field to any desired spot and cause an abnormd difference of electric
potential between that place and the sky. The result would be a blasting discharge of lightning.

Ah, | understand now, Odin muttered. Loki hasfound away to draw power from the static electric
charge of Earth, transform and project it in acontrolled field. Truly heisadaring scientist, asaways.

Cursehim and hisdevil'stricks! growled Thor. | dways mistrusted him, even in the ancient daysin

Muspeheim.

Couldn't there be some way of creating an eectric energy field that would screen out Loki's projected
fied? | asked Odin eagerly, with great anxiety.

Y ou 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 operateit. Only
controlled disintegration of alarge mass of intensvely radioactive matter could yield such power asthat.

Y ou said once, lord Odin, that there are tremendous masses of radioactive matter in the deep world
fromwhichthe Aesr origindly came,

Odin's stare narrowed.

Are you suggesting that we could get the radioactive substances from Muspehem?

That'smy idea, | Sated. Y ou told me that there was away down into Muspelheim. It was away by
which the Aesir origindly came up, and which Loki later used for hisresearchesin the atomic fires
below.

Itistrue, Odinsaiddowly. Thereissuch apath down to Muspelheim, though it isa perilous and
fearful oneto follow. The opening to that path isin the degpest chamber of this castle. When we
emerged herelong ago, we built Vahallaover it. And it isthe 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 isaplace of awful, raging atomic fires. Theterrific
radiation is such that it streams even up through Earth's crust into thisland.

I know, but alead garment of sufficient thickness would protect me from theradiation, | said earnestly.
| know that from my own science. Let me go on thismission, lord Odin!



He hesitated. Thelead suitswhich Loki used for his secret descentsinto Muspelheim are till here, he
muttered. 1t might be done, Jarl Keith. 1 will go with you on this periloustrip.

But Thor shook his great, shaggy head.

No, Father, you must not go, the Hammerer declared. Y ou 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. Heturned tome. 1 will go with Jarl Keith down into Muspelheim.

Odin reluctantly assented.

So beit, then, though | didike to send you, Jarl Keith, upon thisfearful mission. Thefight isfor the sake
of our people, not yours.

The Aesr are my people, now and dways, if you will let me claim that privilege!

Odin'siron face softened, and he laid his great hand on my shoulder.

Jarl Keith, | welcome you as one of us. Wedl or woe, life or degth, you are outlander no longer, but jarl
and captain of the Aegir.

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.
Comel

Thor and | followed out of the great hall and through corridors. We descended dark stone stairs until we
reached the deepest level of Vahalacastle. We came to adoor carved with runes, and with a great
lock upon it. Odin touched the runesin acertain combination, and the door swung dowly inward.

By thelight of thetorch Thor carried, | saw that we had entered around stone chamber of considerable
sze. 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
Aesr science.

In the very center of the big chamber's stone floor yawned a pit fifty feet in diameter, snking to
unguessable depths. Up from that opening beat afierce green glow of throbbing force, from somewhere
far benegth. | heard a dim, remote, roaring sound.

Mogt strange of dl, in the opening of that pit floated a twenty-foot disk of white metal, with asquet,
thick standard of metal rising from its center. It poised in the radiation, apparently without support,
rocking gently asthefierce green raysfrom below streamed up throughiit.



What intheworld isthat? | asked sartledly.

That isthe chariot on which you and Thor will ride down the road to deegp Muspelheim, Odin
explained. Andyon pitinwhichthe disk floatsisthe road itself.

Odin looked somberly about the dusty room and itslooming, enigmatic mechanisms.

Thisisthe very heart of Asgard, Jarl Keith. Up that pit-road the Aesir came long ago, fleeing from
disagter-stricken Muspelheim. Over the opening of thisroad | caused Vahalla castle to be built. And
secretly, from this chamber, Loki came and went to Muspelheim in the perilous researches that caused
his exile, usng the floating disk which he had devised to come and go easlly.

Thor waslooking in obvious didike at the metal 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 desireto repest the trip, but | supposeit hasto 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 stiff 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 materia went over the head, and
had two eye-holes of heavily leaded glassfor vison.

These are the suitswhich Loki and the thralls he forced to help him used in the fiendish researches
below, Odinsaid. 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 weve got to have something in
which to bring back the mass of radioactive matter.

Odin nodded understandingly. Y on crucible should serve the purpose. Put it on the disk, Thor.

The crucible was abig 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 alittle 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 | felt crushed, and |
could see only dimly through the dark glass of the eye-holes. Odin handed each of usa stout iron staff.

Thor, you know from long ago how to operate the disk, hetold hishuge son. Whileyou are gone, |
shall begin converting one of these mechanismsinto agenerator whose energy may screen usfrom



Loki's storm-conesin the coming bettle.

Well get the stuff to operate that generator, or not come back, | promised.

The Aesr king'siron-strong face was anxious.

| pray the Nornsthat 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 alittle 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 asingle lever, movablein agraduated dot, 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 passengersto cling to. Thor's lead-gloved hand clutched the lever and moved it dightly. It operated a
smple mechanica device which did open scores of tiny doorsin the disk, which until now had been half

open.

At oncethe disk began to fal into the pit. Faster and faster wefell, the air whistling around us, and the
blazing green radiation streaming violently up through the many tiny openingsin the disk.

How in the world does this thing operate? | shouted to Thor over theroar of air. Isit by
radiation-pressure?

| heard his muffled answer.

Y ou have guessed it, Jarl Keith. The metd of thisdisk isonethat is extremely light and opaqueto
radiation. The pressure of the radiation from below is so terrificaly powerful asto drive the disk upward.
By opening thelittle 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
bel ow were growing louder. We werefaling at an appalling speed, straight down the pit. It was aride
wild beyond imagination, with the air 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 simulating force | had felt since entering thisland. It waswildly exhilarating and
intoxicating.

Thor's big, 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 fall.

We gpproach Muspelheim! came Thor's bellow over | the roar and shriek. Hold tightly, Jarl Keith!

His hand moved the lever initsdot. Thetiny doorsin the bottom of the disk closed alittle. Our fdll
began to dow. Pressed hard againgt the disk, crushed by the deceleration, | peered down through the
quartz view-plate with Thor. The end of the vertical pit was close below. | saw, beneath it, avadt, fiery
space.

The disk dowed further, as Thor moved thelever. Findly it hung motionless again, itsweight just
balanced by the pressure of radiation from below. It had halted just where the vertical pit debouched
into the roof of an inconceivably vagt, blazing space. An underworld of terrible atomic radiance stretched
away for milesfrom the rock wall beside which the pit entered.

Y ou look upon deep Muspelheim. Thor's voice reached me muffledly. Once the home of the Aedir, it
isthe home now of the atomic fires and the creatures of thefires.

The scene before me was indescribably awe-inspiring. The vast dimensions of this mighty space benegth
Earth's crust were enough to stagger the mind. Thiswas no mere cavern, but an enormous hollow such
asmany have believed was left under the planet's surface by the hurling forth of the Moon.

The rocky roof was amile above the floor. Our disk had hated just where the vertical 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 adazzling thing that dominated the whole vadt, blazing fane with
itsbrilliance. It was acolossa fountain of cold, whitefire that gushed from a chasm in the floor.
Hundreds of feet into theair it rose, faling back onitsdf in continud blinding spray. From it shot beams
and bannersof blinding light and force, a shaking, shuddering radiance.

All acrossthe underworld rose smilar but smaller geysers of whitefire, gushing jets of radiance like that
mighty distant one. Wherever the eye turned, it encountered such fiery fountains. They filled the
underworld with aroaring that was deafening, and aterrific green-white radiance.

Can your people ever havelived here? | cried shakenly to Thor, as| gazed stupedfiedly from the
floating disk.

Aye, Jarl Keith. Centuries ago we dwelt here, where we had evolved and lived for ages. But then this
was afar world. There was no fire except that one great atomic fountain which you seefar away. It was
smaller then than now, yet its radiations were sufficient to keep thiswhole underworld warm and
habitable.



Then accursed Loki tampered with our fire fountain. He sought to stimulate it to greater activity, so that
itsincreased radiations would make us dmost immorta. He so disturbed and aroused the fountain that
itsfires shot up and fell here and there, al acrossthe underworld. Eventudly it set masses of radioactive
meatter everywhereto blazing up in atomic flame themsalves.

Thuswe had to flee from disaster-smitten Muspelheim. We managed to pierce the pit up to the upper
world, and clambered up it by atoilsome stair carved inits sde. And since then Muspelheim has been a
world of fire, forsaken by men.

| was o stunned by the awesome spectacle that | had amost forgotten our mission here. But Thor
recalled it to me.

We mugt not stay herelong, Jarl Keith! hewarned. The awful radiation herewould day usif it
penetrated our leaden suits.

| glanced down.

There must be plenty of radioactive matter here, dl right, 1 said. But how do we get down to the floor?
By thistair. It's part of the ancient way by which my people escaped to the upper world.

| saw now that the disk had hated beside the landing of a stair which was chiseled from the rock wall 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 remaining long in thishell of fierceradiation, | 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 walking in our siff lead garments, and with the weight of the crucible to carry. Moreover, the
dair waswithout any protectiverail, and periloudy narrow.

Chapter XVI. The Flame Creatures

When we reached the floor of the underworld, we stood within ahundred yards of one of the many
geysersof aomic fire. Though haf-blinded by its brilliance, | was able to seethat it jetted from amass of
radioactive mineral whose normally dow disintegration had been tremendoudy accelerated. It had been
kindled to thisfaster disintegration, | knew, by the flame that had fallen from the centrd fountain.

We shall haveto find aradioactive deposit unkindled asyet, | called to Thor.



He nodded hislead-cowled head vigoroudly.

Let ustry thisdirection, Jarl Keith.

We stumbled with the crucible between the geysers of atomic flame. Sometimes we were forced to go
S0 near one of the jetsthat itsinconce vable 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 adeposit aswe required. If our suits should be penetrated, we would die horrible
desths.

Thisway, Thor! | caled suddenly as| found amass of minera in anichein the broken rock floor.

It was glowing with asoft light that seemed feeble in comparison with the flaming atomic fountains. |
recognized it as an isotope of radium itself, never found in anatura statein my own upper world.

There's more than enough of the stuff here, if we candigit out! | exclamed. WEell haveto use our
geffs.

Theiron pikes we carried were ill-adapted to digging out the hard, glowing minera. 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 Sght in the middle distance.

Around one of the geyserswere circling and flitting adozen things that |ooked like swirling spheres of
flame, with cailing, brilliant tentacles of light.

Those things look asthough they were alive! | yeled in horror.

Thor straightened to see.

Flame-children! he exclaimed, his muffled voice suddenly anxious. He turned to me hagtily. They are
dive inaway. But it isnot life like ours. They are creatures evolved somehow from the flaming radiation
of thisunderworld of atomic fires. We believe they consist of force currents that coherein 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 tail of helping to dig out the radioactive chunks. We had the crucible haf-full of the



precious mineral when | felt aterrific shock of force against my back. | whirled around, uttered acry.
One of the dazzling flame-children was poised behind me, had just touched my suit. The mere touch of
the weird cresture had burned almost through the thick lead!

Wevegot to get out! Thor bellowed. Thething has amost pierced your suit. The radiation will
penetrateit in afew minutes, and you'l die horribly.

But we haven't all the radioactive matter that Odin will need, | protested.

We have mogt 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
gtair. Aswe 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 severd other dazzling
creatureslikeitsdf, and drifting after us.

Hastily we started up the stair. With somerelief, | saw that the flame-children did not follow us, but
drifted on and started circling and flitting around another of the fire fountains. Apparently thedim
intelligence 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 sarting up the shaft, | noticed something.

Thor, what isthat door up there, high in the roof? He turned his gaze to follow my pointing finger. The
door looked like amassive 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, obvioudy controlling
it.

That isthe forbidden research upon which Loki was engaged, and which caused usto banish him from
Asgard, Thor explained. Abovethat door isatunnel connected with the sea of the upper world. If the
door were opened, sea water would rush down into this underworld.

Good lord! | criedinhorror. If seawater ever poured down into thisworld of fire, thered be an
explosion that would shake the planet!

Aye, and Odin saw that danger, Thor said. Loki planned to admit only enough seawater to produce
the titanic power of which he had need in his experiments. But Odin pointed out that if anything went
wrong if thisdoor 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. Thefloating disk began to risein the vertica shaft, out
of thefiery underworld. With al thetiny valve-doors closed, it rose quickly under the pressure of the



powerful radiation. We shot up the dark shaft at a speed that dmost 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 therocking, rising disk, | held the crucible to keep it from diding away. The radioactive
meatter in it shed afeeble glow upon the dark walls of the pit asthey raced downward. Then Thor
dowed our rise, and findly the disk cameto ahdt a the mouth of the shaft. Again we were in the torchlit
chamber under Vahdlacastle.

Odin was awaiting us. The Aesir uttered an exclamation of relief as Thor and | ssumbled off the disk with
the crucible and removed our giff garments.

Lord Odin, | fear we didn't get dl the radioactive fuel you'll need for your mechanism, | said bitterly. It
was my fault that we were forced to leave

Odin looked with ashadow of worry in his eye at the half-filled crucible. But he spoke confidently to me.

It should be enough, Jarl Keith, to defend us from Loki's ssorm wespons. See, | have converted
another mechanism into such agenerator aswe will need for that defense.

The mechanism was concealed by a spherical copper cover upon which was mounted a smaller copper
ball. There was a hopper in its Side, into which we poured the chunks of glowing minerd.

It should have power enough to maintain a defensive screen againgt the force of Loki's sorm-cones for
ashort time, Odinsaid. If he should use the storm-conesfor longer than that

Hedid not finish, but | shared the deep worry that was etched in his strong face.

| saw Loki's handiwork below, | said, and described the diding door in the roof of the fire-world,
which Loki had designed to admit seawater. No wonder you cast Loki out for such aterrificaly
dangerous plan.

Aye, it was Baldur who discovered that plan, and was dain by Loki for exposingit, Odin said
somberly. Loki had perfected aremote control for that diding door, operating by tuned vibration. Here
itis

And Odin showed me, among the many dust-covered instrumentsin the chamber, asmdl, square silver
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 abit or wide, the Aesir king said. When Loki fled from
Aggard, hetook 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 helay 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 placeit on Vigrid field, on the mainland across Bifrost Bridge, hesaid, and keep it under
guard tonight. For it isthere that we must make our stand against L oki's forceswhen they comein dl
their fury.

He, Thor and | followed the thralls asthey bore the heavy mechanism through Vahalla castle and out
into thewindy, gusty night. Torch-bearing thralls went ahead to illuminate the way. Lights shonefrom dl
the castles of Asgard. The Moon was hidden by driving clouds aswe moved in alittle torchlit group
across the giddy span of Bifrogt to the flat field on the opposite promontory,

My planewas 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 mechaniam, | went to my plane. Something had occurred to me which might enable meto devise
an additiona wegpon for the coming batle.

In the plane were the half-dozen big signal rockets which wereto be used in case | made aforced
landing and had to summon help. | began taking the rockets agpart, pouring out the gun powder in them,
and carefully unfixing the detonators. At the end of ahalf-hour, I had made three crude hand-grenades
or small bombs. | hoped they might be of some use againgt the Jotuns, who knew nothing of explosives.
| 1eft the bombsin the plane and emerged to find Thor waiting for me.

My father has dready returned to Asgard, the Hammerer told me. And it istime we followed him, for
our nightly Vahallafeast begins soon.

Thor, what of tomorrow's battle? | asked. If it comesto sword and spear, with the Jotuns
outnumbering us many times, what can we do?

We can triumph or we can die! boomed the giant. Andif itisdeath well, the Aesir havelived long
and are not afraid to die, so long as we take our enemies with us. Hetossed his great hammer inthe air
and caught it in outstretched hand, asthough it were awillow wand. Be not impatient, Miolnir. Y oull
not thirst long. And now to Vahalla, Jarl Keith.

Vahalawas blazing with torchlight when we entered it. Logsin the greeat hearth burned high. Inthe
flickering torchlight, al the captains and great warriors of the Aesir 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 al stood up. The Aesir king's eye surveyed us with stern pride.



Be seated, jarls and captains, he boomed. Let useat and drink as of old. Though war and death surge
upon us tomorrow, yet isthere no fear in our hearts.

Skod to Odin! rang Forseti's deep voice.

We saized our drinking-horns and raised them high to a crashing shout of confidence and pride.

Skod to theking!

We drained the mead and sat down. Thetall serving-maidens hastened to bring us more drink and mest.
The din of voices and laughter rang forth, loud as ever. The degpening 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.

Beside me, Freyas blue eyes clung to my face. The shadowed tenderness and love in them was more
heart-gtirring to methan al e se.

Comegood or ill, Freya, | whispered, itisworth having lived to sit here tonight with you and your
people.

Aye, Jarl Keith, shereplied. But there waswistfulnessin her voice as she added: | would that | could
foretdl our Sitting here again tomorrow.

Suddenly al the cheery voicesdied. Into the hal strode tall Heimdall, warder of Asgard's gates.
Why areyou here, Heimdall? Odin asked. Isit 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 aherald to us, Heimdall answered. That herald, the Jotun king Utgar, | have
admitted under truce. He waits to enter.

Fierce passion legped into every face as the men reached for their weapons. Thor raised his grest
hammer menacingly, but Odin spoke with stern calm.

Let the herald of Loki enter.

Utgar came doneinto Vahalas blazing torchlight. Y et the big, black-bearded Jotun king came

swaggering, bearing himsalf like aconqueror as he strode up to our table where the nobles of the Aesir
.



Chapter XVII. Magic Science

Utgar's bruta face showed no sign of fear ashe met the fiery gaze of his deadly enemies. He spoke to
Odin, his coarse, ragping voice loud with utter confidence.

| bring amessage 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 hereplied.

Speak Loki's message.

These arethewords of Loki, Utgar said loudly. 'Odin and the other Aedir, 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 shall have three warriors for each warrior

of yours, three shipsfor each of your ships. Y ou cannot stand against us.

‘But because | was once of your blood, | shall 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 Vahdlahdl, then shal

you retain your lives. Think well before you refuse this offer. If you refuseit, | shdl utterly destroy you
al. These arethe words of Loki. What answer, lord Odin?

I'll answer now with Miolnir! Thor roared, rising with crimson rage on hisface.

A fierce chorus of ydlsfrom every throat there, including my own, seconded his cry. But Odin waved us
to slence. He spoke dowly, solemnly, gazing gravely down at Utgar.

Takethisanswer to Loki, Jotun. Tel him that he knowswell the Aesir will never yield to his demands.
Wewill fight until our swords bresk in our hands, until our hands be shorn away, until our bresth isno

morein us. But we will not take back among us the murderer Loki who long ago proved traitor to our
race.

Andtel Loki thisaso. Tell him that he shdl never even though he and his Jotun hosts utterly overcome
us regp profit from hiswork. For | say that before that shall happen, dl thisland 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'svoice. Then the Jotun king drew
his huge figure scornfully erect.

Think not that our lord will be frightened by such words, heretorted. Y ou have asked for doom, and
doom you shdl have.



Heturned to go, but Tyr, the brooding ber serk, stepped in front of him.

Y ou know me, Utgar, said Tyr inadow, bitter voice. Look for mein tomorrow's battle. | will look for
you.

Come and find me, then, Aesir, laughed Utgar savagely. Too long have | heard of your vaor.
Tomorrow I'll test it with my sword.

Utgar strode proudly out of the hall, Heimdall following. In the silence, we heard the Jotun king gallop
across Asgard to Bifrost Bridge.

Let thefeast go on, bade Odin at last. Drinking commenced again, the fierce babble of voices arising.
My head spun from the mead that | had drunk as the hours went by. Freya sat sllent, closeinsdethe
circleof my arm, looking up ever and again a my face. | saw Odin brooding as he watched his people
make merry on the brink of dreadful war. Pridein these Aedir, gratitude that they allowed meto be one
of them, filled me.

Thefirgt light of dawn began danting through the windows. Bragi stepped forward with hisharp, and dl
voices died as the gentle-faced skald touched the quivering strings. His clear voice rang martia-loud
through Vahdla

Now comesthe great hour

When Norn-spinners gather

The fate-threads of warriors

Of Aedr and Jotun.

Now Wyrd's dark daughters

Make ready the battle,

The struggle long fated

"Twixt darknessand 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. Asthe echoes of our shout died, there came on their hedsfrom far away
the low, long reverberation of ahorn-blast.

Louder and louder it grew aswe listened in tense silence, waxing until the deep, tremendous note of that
mighty trumpet throbbed through every corner of Asgard. Thenit fell and died away.

The great blast of Giadlar 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 thefield Vigrid, on the other Sde of Bifrost Bridge, we will await them.
Gather your men and horses. Aegir, you and Niord command our fleet! Put out with al our shipsand lie
off Asgard until you see aong which coast the Jotun fleet comes.

With aydll the Aesir nobles and captains poured out of Vahalla. 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 dmost empty hdl with Freya, Odin and hisfamily. The Aesir
king was putting over hismail brynja aslver emblem carved with runes.

Vidar, thetal second son, brought Odin's great sword, and the king buckled it on. Thor, hislittle eyes
blazing with battle-light, was swinging great Miolnir intheair, giving alast test to the strength of itshelve.

Odin looked into the beautiful face of the lady Frigga

Farewdl, my wife, hesaidin hisdeep voice. We come back victors or dead men, as Wyrd willsit.

| had taken Freyainto my arms. Almost fiercely | held her bright head between my hands and kissed
her. Bright sunbeams from awindow lit her hair to dazzling gold as | released her. Her blue eyes|ooked
up into mine without a shadow of fear in their proud depths.

Jarl Keith, | must remain with the women instead of riding by your sde as | would wish. But my heart
goeswith you. | am proud that you from the outlands fight today beside my people.

Y our peopleare mine, Freya, | answered. 1t was | who brought the key that loosed Loki. | can only
atonefor that by fighting againgt the devil today.

Odin was griding toward the exit of the great hdl. | tore mysdlf from Freyaand followed with giant
Thor, Vidd and Vai. We emerged from Vahalla castle into the bright day. Before us were massed the
warriors of Asgard, hdmets and mail 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 aswe emerged. Thralls held our horses as we swung into the saddles. Thor
vaulted heavily onto hisgreet black stalion. Odin raised his hand high and shouted ringingly:

ToVigrid!

We spurred forward, the king, hissonsand | galoping at the head of the massed horsemen. Acrossthe
city Asgard we rode, toward the castled gates of Bifrost. They swung open as we approached, and
Heimdall, warder of the gates, waswaiting for us on his own steed.

The guards on the tower above again sounded the greet, throbbing blast of Gidlar horn aswe 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 gdloped 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
cliffsof Asgard, the Aesir shipswere 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 | wasto fight beside them for Freya and for Asgard against the savage hosts of evil
Loki.

We hdted 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 field 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 massin our center under Vidar, Odin ordered. Haf our horsemen on the left wing
under Thor, and half on the right under Heimdall.

By now theinfantry was streaming across Bifrost Bridge in dense, long files, archers, and spearmen, and
swordsmen. Thor bellowed the ordersthat 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. Finally Thor, having
completed the disposition of our forces, rode up the hillock to where the Aesir king and | were
examining the generdtor.

They come! boomed Thor, pointing southward with his gleaming hammer.

We peered intently through the bright daylight. From the south, the glitter of aforest of helmetsand
spear-points flashed in the Sun as a dense mass of Jotun soldiery advanced aong the cliff-edge,



screened by horsemen. Far out on the seato the right, a grest fleet of dragon-shipswas sailing
northward. There were at least ahundred of the black Jotun long-ships, and the Aesir vesselswere
advancing to meet them. In the south, agrowing darkness was clouding the heavens. A strange dusk
was creegping up rapidly acrossthe brilliant sky.

Loki'sstorm-cones! | shouted. See where he has set them up on that crest, lord Odin!

| pointed. Southward, well behind the advancing Jotun army, rose acrest. Upon it was asmall group of
clustered objects that gleamed in the last rays of the half-obscured Sun.

Aye, | see, Odinsaidin hisdeep voice. Loki preparesto loose hislightnings upon us, aswe feared.
The Aesir king began to manipulate the enigmatic controls of his big spherica 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
windswere wildly tossing the Jotun and Aesir shipsthat maneuvered swiftly for battle.

Crash!

Out of the night-black sky, ablazing flash of white lightning had struck amid our massed footmen. It left
aheap of scorched dead. On its heels came another blinding bolt that blasted three horsemen.

Lord Odin, Loki'slightnings beginto day my men! roared Heimdall from theright wing. Let uscharge
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 aradiant shell of power that was broadcast from the
smaller copper ball atop the generator.

Up into the stcorm-nighted sky, Odin's mechanism flung agreet halo of glowing light. The hao that tented
our forces stopped the blazing lightning-bolts that had begun to decimate us! Those blinding flashes hit
the halo and splashed harmlesdy uponit.

It shids usfrom Loki's storm-cones! | cried jubilantly. We've neutralized his best weapon!

Wait, Jarl Keth, before you exult, warned Odin. Thereisnot enough radioactive fue to operate this
mechanism much longer. When it stops, Loki'slightningswill play yet greater havoc with us.



Can't we charge with al our horsemen and destroy L oki and his devilish wegpons? Thor cried fiercdly.

As soon as we leave the defense of this generator's screen of energy, Loki'slightningswill cleave us,
Odinreplied.

| realized the desperate nature of the emergency. If the Aesir and the Jotuns were to fight this battle on
anything like even terms, Loki's ssorm-cones must be destroyed! Even if they were, the Aesir would be
facing overwhelming numbers. But there would be a chance for victory, at least, whereas there would be
no chance at al if Loki's forces were not checked.

In this emergency, my eyesfdl on my plane parked some distance to the rear of our forces. Suddenly |
remembered the bombs | had made the night before, for possible usein the bettle.

Lord Odin, | think that | may be able to destroy Loki'sweapons! | cried eagerly. Inmy flying craft |
have aweapon of the kind my people useinwar. Let metry it.

Can any flying ship livein thistempest? the Aesr king asked increduloudly.

| wondered, too. The storm that raged over this strange battlefield had now become chaotic inits
insensate fury. From al the black sky over us, bolts of lightning induced by Loki's storm-cones were
gzzling 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 againgt us.

| canmakeit! | 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. TheBattlefor Asgard

| raced back toward the plane. In amoment | had the rocket motor roaring, and then | managed a
perilous take-off from the field. Raging winds, blowing now in thisdirection and now in that, threstened
to hurl my rising plane back to the fidd. Sheets and flares of blinding lightning dazzled my eyes. But |
rose and zoomed out over the sea, to circle back and approach Loki's position from the rear.

| hurtled through the unnatural darkness over the water. Lightning flares gave me amomentary 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 at 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 fineviolet dectrica brush played over
them asthey sprayed their controlled static field.

| saw Loki's sartled white face, and the darmed features of Utgar, Hel and the Jotun captains as my
plane swooped down. Diving within afew yards of the storm-cones, | dropped four small 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 Aesir arch-traitor
was shouting orders as the Jotuns ran to their horses.

Score onefor my science, | muttered between my teeth, as | hurled the plane back toward the Aesir
positions.

Thesngleremaining sorm-cone was still operating, and lightning was flaring and thunder rolled. But the
terrific hail of boltsthat had threatened to destroy the Aesir had stopped.

Wl done, Jarl Keith!' roared Thor, when | had landed my plane and run back to the hillock where
Odin and his captains stood.

It waswell done, Odin declared. For my generator isfatering now. Had you not destroyed the
storm-cones, we would have been helpless.

Loki's preparing to advance with al the Jotun forces, | said breathlessy. See, there they come now!
The Jotuns were deploying on the farther sde of Vigrid field. At least ten thousand unmounted warriors
formed up behind their wide screen of cavalry.

Thereridesthe arch-traitor! cried Heimdall wrathfully.

| saw Loki. He rode behind the cavalry, at the head of the massed Jotun footmen. His bright golden
helmet gleamed in the lightning flashes, hiswhite steed curveting. Besdes Loki's horse ran agreet, gray
shape the hugewalf, Fenris, coming like awar-dog with its master into battle.

If only lormungandr were with him, too! rasped Thor. The Midgard snake must diethis day, to fulfill
my oath.

The archers of the Jotuns, advancing behind their screen of horsemen, were discharging their missiles.
Arrows rattled down like rain among us. Men dropped from their mounts and horses squealed with pain.



Take your places, but do not chargetill 1 give theword, Odin ordered.

Areweto beriddled without striking back ablow? cried Thor furioudly.

Wait till I givethesigna, Odin bade sternly. Both our wings of horsemen shdl ride at the center and
split through their main body. Vidar will follow with our footmen. Then, if Wyrd willsit, we shdl cut their
gplit forcesto hits.

Odin rode forward, and | followed with VVai, Bragi, Forseti, and the other of the Aesir 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 dow advance of the great
Jotun host. The thunder and lightning of the storm still grumbled acrossthe dark sky. In the face of them
al, the horsemen and footmen of the Aesir waited slently and motionlesdy behind Odin.

The Jotuns were well 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. | felt the tenson of men who were somehow more than men. When this battle
joined, it would be the clash of cosmic forces...

Now! cried Odin, raising hismailed fist and flashed his sword high.

The trumpets of the Aesir blared wildly in answer. With ayell of pent-up tenseness, we spurred our
horses and galoped 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 individuad action.
Instinctively | spurred and drew my sword and leaned forward over my saddle-bow.

Before me, Odin's mighty figure galloped with great sword gtill raised high. Beside me, Thor was dready
whirling his gigantic hammer, bellowing histerrifying 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 gdloped in that wild
charge. Thunder roared deafeningly from the blackened sky ahead to drown our yelling trumpets.
Lightning flashed blindingly acrossthe 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 fdlt the splintering shock of that collison! My horse sumbled 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 hemets, men yelling in fierce blood-lust or shrill death agony,
hamstrung horses squedling 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 besde mein the battle, was forcing his stalion forward. His huge hammer kept faling like a
thing endowed with its own life upon the helmets of the Jotuns. Miolnir's sted 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, Heimdall waswielding an ax like awoodsman,
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
fell asthe Aedir 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 assault. Though they grestly
outnumbered us, we were driving awedge between them.

They waver! shouted Vidar, wildly exultant. Push hard and the battle is ours. They are breaking!

Aswe 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 fearlesdy
through the Jotun host toward us. His face was white and beautiful with the exhilaration of battle ashe
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 hiswavering host. Thelord Loki iswith us!
With afierce war-cry, Odin spurred forward to meet Loki. Thor, Vidar, Heimdal, Bragi and | weredl

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 Heimdall tumbled from his horse, stabbed through.



Utgar's ax had crashed down upon Bragi's helm at the same moment. From Thor came an awful yd| of
wrath as he saw our two comradesfall.

Cometo meet me, traitor! he bellowed to Loki.

But Odin reached the arch-demon instead. Benesath the flare of lightning, they struck at each other with
swordsthat flashed like streaks of light. Fearless, blazing and beautiful shone Loki's face as he fought.
Hisslver voice pealed in exultation.

Atlast, Odin, | repay you for my long imprisonment!

But Odin, at that moment, struck forth fiercely with al his strength in agreat blow at Loki'shelm. Loki
swerved, but the sword grazed his helmet. The stunning force of the blow sent him hedling back in his
saddle.

Deathfor Loki! yeled the Aesir behind usin 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 agray thunderbolt a Odin.
His huge jaws closed upon Odin'sthroat. Holding fast, he dragged the Aesir king from the saddle.

Odinfdld raged the shout of joy from the Jotun hogt.

| had dready leaped from my saddle. | struck aterrific blow at Fenris asthe huge wolf tore at Odin's
prostrate body. My sword dashed deep into the wolf's shoulder. He turned, his green eyesblazing
hell-fires, and catapulted at me.

But with ahoarse shout, Vidar struck at the charging wolf with hisax. The blow severed Fenris head
from his shouldersin 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! pededLoki'sslver voice. Now fals Asgard. On, Jotung!

Loki had recovered from the stunning dash that had been Odin'slast. He was urging the Jotuns forward,
his eyes flaring with unhuman rage a the daying of hiswolf. The Aesir charge had hated, our warriors
dismayed by thefal of Odin. And now, asthe Jotuns rushed forward on us, we were pushed back by
their superior numbers.

Back toward the end of thefield, the cliff-edge from which Bifrost Bridge sprang, we were forced.
Though the Aesir fought like madmen, they werefdling in ever-increasing numbers before the yeling
hosts of Jotuns. Thor had taken Odin's body and was bearing it back with us aswe retrested. From al



Sdes except the rear, the Jotuns surged upon us. The daughter here was terrific. | seemed to befighting
inan unred 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 | camelast.

Now al our surviving forces were safe within the gates. Utgar and Loki were leading the Jotuns hastily
up onto the bridge after us. But as the winchesinside the guard-castle creaked hadtily, the gates were
dowly swinging shut. Loki yelled an order. Asthough obeying a prepared plan, a score of Jotunsflung
heavy spearsinto the hinges of the closing gates. The spearsjammed the hinges, and the gates stopped
cloang.

Push shut the gates! Vidar yelled to the men at the winches.
We cannat, for they arejammed! wasthe frantic answer.
Acrossthe rainbow bridge, Loki wasleading his men forward and crying to them triumphantly.

Forward, Jotuns! Over the bridge! The gates of Asgard are open to us!

Chapter X1 X. SwordsAthirst

Vidar ydled to the warriors behind us.

Clear the hinges, some of you! Therest of uswill hold back the Jotuns!

He sprang out onto Bifrost Bridge. Tyr, Forseti and |, with ascore of Aesir warriors, legped after him.
The men behind usworked franticaly to pull out the heavy spearsthat 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
gpan on which we stood. Lightning flared continudly acrossthe sinister sky, and the thunder wasrolling
louder.

Tyr had torn off his brynja and thrown away his helmet. His great breast bare, streaked with blood, he
held two swordsin his hands. His cavernous eyes glared with aterrible light as he stepped in front of us.



Heydled in ahowl likethat of awild beast to the advancing Jotuns.

Berserk am I! Who comes againgt me?

The Jotuns pushing up onto the narrow bridge hesitated at Sight of him, for he wastruly terriblein his
berserk madness.

| await you, Utgar! Tyr howled, hisbody quivering. Come, for these swords are athirst!

Utgar answered with aroar of rage. He and L oki, dismounted now, came up the arch of the bridge
againg us at the head of the Jotun mass. Tyr did not wait their coming. With aferocious scream, our
berserk companion sprang to meet them.

Histwo swordslegped like living things. Utgar'sax shoreinto hisside and Tyr laughed! Shouting with
glee, he smote Utgar's head from his shoulders with asingle awful stroke. Five Jotunsfell before him as
heraged in berserk fury. Abruptly Loki's blade stabbed through his heart. Tyr swayed, staggered at the
edge of the bridge. Then he crumpled and fell clear from the stone, plummeting down toward the raging,
stormy seafar below.

Vidar, Forseti and | had been rushing forward with our men to support Tyr. Now we met the Jotuns,
who were maddened by thekilling of Utgar, urged on by Loki'sslver voice.

For whole minutes we held the bridge against them! How, | do not know. Before my eyeswasonly a
blur of flashing stedl and wolfish faces, into which | struck by ingtinct rather than by design. | fdt the
red-hot stabs of sword-bladesin my left shoulder and right thigh; | saw Forseti redl back, dying from
oneof Loki'sincredibly swift, deadly thrusts. | glimpsed the arch-fiend's wrathful, beautiful face ashe
fought with Vidar.

We were pushed back over the arch of the bridge, toward the gates. A yell 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 gateswere

dammed shut in the faces of Loki and his hordes. For severa moments we stood motionless, panting,
wild-eyed, covered with blood. The Jotun hordes were banging vainly at the gates with sword and ax.

No more than afew 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, asthey 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'slips stirred, hiswavering stare held afeeble,
dying light as helooked up at his giant son.

The Norns sever my thread, he whispered Doom fals upon me, asWyrd ordains upon Asgard, too,
| fear. If Loki prevails, you must do that which | ordered you.

| will, Fether, rumbled Thor, hisbig hand clenching tight the helve of hismighty hammer. But stay with
us

Odin'slife was aready gone, though, spent by hislast effort to speak.

Bear himto Vahallal ordered Thor's great voice ashe arose.

Loki and some of the Jotuns move away, called awarrior from the guard-castle tower.

We hurried back and looked through the loopholesin the gates. Loki and half the Jotun forceswere
striding back acrossthe bridge and Vigrid field, marching southward. The rest of the Jotuns till battered
at the gates, heedless of the arrows that fell upon them from above.

Loki planssometrick, 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
amost useless ships. But they were beating southward along the coast, paralle to Loki's marching force.
Scarred and torn by battle though the Jotun ships were, of the Aesir vessels | saw nothing but floating
wreckage.

Skoal to Aegir and Niord! shouted Thor. Skodl 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 at Thor's orders, hagtily piling blocks of stone to hold the sagging
gates. Then into our midst awild-faced Aesir warrior came running. He shouted over the clangor and the
terrifying roll of loud thunder.



Loki'sforces come upon usin their ships! heyelled. They seek to land in our harbor!
Thor uttered afierce cry as he stared down at the stormy sea. The Jotun fleet was moving adong the
coadt, the ships jammed 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 guardsthere! Thor roared.

Vidar, hold these gates! Half of you come with me to hold the harbor!
The bearded giant ran with mighty strides toward the eastern edge of Asgard idand. Half of usfollowed
him. The storm was now buffeting Asgard with full force. Lightning burned in sheets and stabs acrossthe

night-black sky. Torchlight wasflaring from the dark, mountainous mass of Vahala, 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, adim, mail-clad figure darted to my side as | hastened with Thor and our
scant force of warriorstoward the eastern cliff. It was Freya, wearing her mail and helmet, holding a
shield and light bow in her hand.

Jarl Keith! shecried. | feared you dainin yon terrible battle! 1 leave you no more!

You can't stay with me! | protested. We go to hold the harbor against Loki's new assaullt.

Then | fight with you! she said fiercely. If doom comes now upon Asgard, | meet it a your side.

| could not turn her from her relentless purpose. She ran lightly beside me as we hastened after Thor
down thefirst steps of the narrow diffsde 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, agreet, incredible shape.

lormungandr comes with hismaster Loki! boomed Thor. Itiswdl!

Before we were down the air, the Jotuns were landing below. Overwhelming the small force of Aesr
guards there, they rushed up to meet us.

| swung Freyabehind me.

Keep at my back, | ordered.

| amnot afraid! argued her clear voicein 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 fell back with crushed skulls. They pitched off
the stair to the depths below. Arrows from enemy archersfarther 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 sheloosed an arrow, her clear cry sang loud in my ears.

| tried to keep her near me as | fought beside Thor and tall Vdi, desperately trying to hold back the
Jotuns. But the stair was wide enough only for three of usto fight abreast. Thor, crimson with blood
from many wounds, swung his hammer like ademon of destruction. Y et we were forced up the sairs.
Vali dropped with an arrow in hiseye, 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. Theterrible wegpon of the Hammerer whirled and screamed with such fury that the Jotuns could
not force the narrow way.

Make way for me! peded Loki's slver voice from below, through the clash of battle and the storm's
roar. | will force the way!

| amwaiting for you, Loki! bellowed Thor to the arch-traitor.
Lightning flared again in acontinuous blinding flame. 1t showed L oki's golden helmet flashing up amid the
Jotuns crowded on the stair. And it showed, too, adimy, black, scaly monster whose coils rippled up
the steps asit advanced before its magter.

lormungandr comes! cried Freya. The Midgard serpent!
The Jotuns hugged the cliff Sde of the stair. Even they were gppaled by their dread dlly astheincredible

snake writhed up toward us. Thor raised his hammer high. Like a shooting black thunderbolt,
lormungandr propelled himsdf at the bearded giant.

Inthelightning streak, | saw the snake's giant spade-shaped head darting with the speed of light. Its
opdine eyeswere coldly blazing. Its opened jaws emitted aflood 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 wasits swerve. The sted head of Miolnir smashed down upon the spade-shaped head and
ground it into the rock of the stair. The hammer itsdlf 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 seafar below.

San my wolf and serpent dain! raged Loki'svoice. Vengeance, Jotuns! Vengeance on Thor!

The giant was staggering dmost hel plesdy. The helve of hisbroken hammer suddenly fell from his hand.
Hisred face grew pallid through the blood and green poison that coated it. | sprang with Freyato
support him. The few score Aesir warriors left were trying to hold back the Jotuns. Loki's sword was
stabbing in deadly strokes among them.

| am sped, gasped Thor. The poison of lormungandr enters my wounds. Help meto Vahalla, for
Aggardislogt. There still remains that which Odin bade me do.

Freyaand | stumbled with the reding giant away from that hopeless battle. Our last Aesir warriors could
not hopeto 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 calmly to stand besidetheir menin
death. We staggered with Thor into the torchlit entrance of Vahdlacastle.

To the chamber of thepit-road to deep Muspelheim take methere! Thor gasped.

Aswe entered Vahallacadtle, | 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 their dead mates were being cut down
everywhere.

Asgard hasfdlen! moaned Freya, her blue eyes stricken in the lightning flare. Loki triumphg!

No! cried Thor inagartlingly greet voice. Never shdl Loki reign triumphant in these halls. Lead me
on!

Freya snatched atorch from a socket as we entered the passages of Valhala. We ssumbled past the
great hal where Frigga dtill 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 failing hand. The door swung open
and we entered. Immediately the bearded giant crumpled standing against awadll. Fighting to retain
consciousness, he pointed to the square silver box that held the remote control of the sea-gate in the roof



of thefiery underworld.

Give methat control box, Jarl Keith, hewhispered in aweakening 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. Y es, the atomic fireswill be smothered and their radiations will be ended. Thiswill
no longer be aplace of eterna youth and warmth.

But when the seawater strikes Muspelheim, therewill be an explosion that will wreck thisland! |
protested.

And that, too, would bewell! Thor shouted, swaying. Let the land be wrecked before Loki and the
Jotuns regp fruit of their victory and become a dread menaceto dl the rest of Earth. It was Odin's
warning Loki must not be alowed to menace dl the world!

Hefdl heavily to thefloor. But he raised his great head and hisvoice came chokingly:

Give methe box!

| heard the quickly approaching roar of Jotun voicesfrom Vahallas halls above. | heard the shriek of
the last Aesir women being cut down by the followers of Loki. In my mind unfolded a shocking vision of
Loki, using his overwheming powers of evil scienceto dominate al the outside world. | sprang toward
the silver control box and wasturning to hand it to dying Thor, when Freya screamed.

A man burst into the chamber. Loki's angelic face was ahell-mask of rage. The sword dlittered in his
hand and his blue eyeswere blazing.

| knew the Aesir would seek thus with my own ancient handiwork to snatch triumph from me by
destruction, hesaid. But you aretoo late.

He sprang a me with tiger swiftness, his sword raised. | ripped out my own wesgpon, but Loki's blade
was dready stabbing through my shoulder like awhite-hot iron. | reded, sensesfailing from that agony,
dropping the silver control box. Freya darted forward with awrathful cry, and | saw Loki hurl her back
agang thewall.

You havelogt, Aesr! taunted Loki malicioudy. Asgard ismine, and thelast Aesir fallsto the swords of
my Jotuns.

He did not see the great shape rising behind him. Thor, roused by sound of Loki's hated voice, had
clutched the rock wall with his nerveless, bloodily tattered fingers and dragged himself erect.
Involuntarily | recoiled from the staggering, ominous, black-fleshed figure. But Loki was caught
unprepared. The giant hands stole close  and clutched L oki'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 silver box. | seized the knob upon it and turned it asfar as
it would go.

From the pit-mouth at the center of the chamber came adull, distant roar of rushing waters. Thena
terrific shock rocked Asgard to its foundetions. Blinding steam swirled up from the pit with aravening
sound.

Fool! shrieked Loki as hetore free from dying Thor.

He hurled himsdlf 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
reded sraight into the pit!

A fading scream came up from the roaring cloud of steam as he plunged down into the abyss...

All Vdhdlacastle 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. Freyawasflung
againg the stonefloor, and | stooped franticaly over her.

Itiswell! choked Thor. Asgard and Midgard shall diewith the Aesir! As he sagged to thefloor, he
raised hisdying 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.

Hiseyesblazed up with the last light of fast departing life. For amoment hisvoicerolled out as strongly
asof old.

Skodl to the Aesir! Skod to the great race that is gone forever!

Then his bearded face sagged to the floor in degth.

| helped Freyato 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 ominoudy loud.

We can't stay here any longer! | criedto her. But if we can get to my plane, we can escape.

Let me die here with my people, Freyamoaned, her white face agonized. Abruptly her eyes cleared
and she clasped my arm. No, Jarl Keith. Even now | wish to livefor you. But can we escape?

| ssumbled with her up through the shaking, grinding hdls of Vahallacastle. The Jotuns had fled or been
buried. The scene outside the castle was gppalling. Storm still blackened the sky. Lightning flared and



thunder roared, but al noiseswere 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 shipsin thefiord.

| hastened with Freyatoward Bifrost Bridge. A terrible roar benesth 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.
Therewas aprolonged roar of falling stone. Freyacried out. | looked back just in time to see great
Vdhdlacollgpsng into flaming, tumbling ruin.

By thistime we had reached Bifrost Bridge and were ssumbling precarioudy across that corpse-littered,
dizzy, trembling span. The rainbow bridge abruptly rocked beneeth us, threatening to throw usinto the
crazily boiling seafar below. Some Jotuns were escaping ahead of us, paying no attention to usin their
mad panic.

My plane suddenly loomed out of the stormy dusk. The Jotuns, in their fierce eagernessto get into
Asgard, had not even molested it. | pulled Freyainto the cabin. The rocket motor roared into life, and
the plane rushed a ong the quaking field and lurched into the air. Upward we climbed, the ship bucking
and rocking in theterrific currents.

Aswe 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.

Thetitanic explosion caused by theinrush of seaupon the raging atomic fires of Muspelheim wasforcing
the whole land to collapse upon that buried underworld. Before our eyes, as| fought to keep the plane
doft, theland solemnly sank.

There was nothing but sea and veils of steam. The blind-spot refraction around the whole land ingtantly
vanished. Therhyme 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 dsother destroyer...

Epilogue

Of my great adventure, little remainsto tell. Our night back across the frozen ocean to the expedition's



schooner was without mishap. | shall never forget the amazement of Doctor Carrul and the rest of the
expedition's members, when | landed my rocket plane besde 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 initsreport a statement 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 obvioudy asurvivor from some storm-wrecked Norwegian ship.

| know now that the smug skepticism of modern men isnot to be shaken lightly. Far in the north,
benesath 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
cadtles, they will not wholly believe.

Nor can | entirdly blame them. For there are times when even to me al that | experienced takes on the
semblance of adream. It certainly seemslike adream that | rode over Bifrost Bridge with Odin and the
warriorsof Asgard. Did | redly sitinVVahalashigh hall and feast with the nobles and captains of the
Aesr?How can | be sure | fought side by side with Thor against Loki and his hordes, on that last greeat

day?

But to reassure mysdlf that it was no dream, | have only to turn and smile gratefully a Freya, my wife.
Sheisdressed now in modern garb, but with the same bright golden hair, sea-blue eyes and dender
grace aswhen | met her first on the cliffs of Midgard. For always Freyais 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 alwaysthey arein my mind as| know they
arein hers. But on one night each year, the night of that doomsday eve when we feasted in Vahalla
before the coming of the enemy, | pour wineinto two glasses and we drink atoast. And our toast isin
the words that Thor spoke from dying lips.

Skoal to the Aesir, to the greet race that isgone forever! | say as| raise my glass.

And from across the table comes Freyas swest, sorrow-filled voice, whispering her reply.

Skoal!

And we drink in memory of the greatest people Earth has ever known.

TheEnd






