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Chapter 1

The smell of rain, alcohol, wet hair and clothing permeates the nearly empty bar. It’s past closing time, on a cold and wet Monday night. Usually the bar is bathed in a soft yellow glow, but they’ve turned up the lights to remind the few patrons left it’s time to leave. Loki is sitting at the bar proper, a plate of nearly decimated french fries and a burger in front of him. A very attractive, very interesting brunette that is just his type is sauntering across the room in his direction.

Giving her a calculated smile, Loki holds up his empty beer mug in the barkeep’s direction. “May I have another?” Loki is distressingly close to sober and beginning to feel the chill of his wet clothing. 

Raising an eyebrow as he dries a glass, the bartender says, “Last call was 10 minutes ago.”

The lights flicker. Loki restrains a shiver and an urge to set something on fire. He can’t help but think of Amy’s warm bed—he’d still be there if Brett and Bryant hadn’t interrupted his doze. The brothers’ honorable intentions aside, Bryant deserved the broken arm he got in the resulting altercation. To think that Loki would have to stoop to taking advantage of a woman while she is unconscious. It’s insulting!

As if to make the point, the brunette slides up beside him. She smiles and leans onto the counter, angling her body just so. Loki can see down the V neckline of her burgundy dress. She has astounding gravity-defying décolletage. His eyebrows lift and a warmth much more pleasant than anger washes over him. At the same time he feels something like guilt or regret twist in his gut. He thinks of the time he spent with Amy and her friends earlier in the evening—it had been just the perfect mix of interesting conversation and alcohol, he’d felt comfortable, like he belonged, and if Amy hadn’t passed out...well. He remembers her head on his lap in the cab a few hours ago.

His jaw tenses in annoyance at his own reminiscing. He gives the woman beside him a smile that verges on a leer. 

“Are you alone?” she asks. Her words make his skin prickle. She knows the answer, Loki feels it. But maybe she couldn’t think of a better opening, and just isn’t much of a conversationalist? His eyes sweep her body again. She doesn’t need to be.

Dipping a bit of fried potato into ketchup, Loki looks down at his plate and raises an eyebrow. “Are you?”

“I hope not anymore,” she says, and Loki doesn’t roll his eyes at the cliché. Instead he turns to her and smiles with all his teeth, knowing that it makes him appear slightly sinister. She doesn’t bat an eyelash.

“What’s your name?” he asks, angling his body just a little closer.


“Maria,” she says. His skin prickles at the lie, and he raises an eyebrow.

Smiling, she leans a little closer and shows a little more cleavage. “And you are...”

“Loki!” he says brightly.

She blinks, looking a little surprised. Recovering, she says, “Like the Norse god?”

“No,” he almost snorts. “I’m a frost giant—we’re not actually blue like your movies.” Frost giants aren’t blue. Just Loki occasionally, and his daughter Helen. He gives her a brittle smile and knows he is utterly failing to hide his bitterness.

Her eyes widen, and she looks confused, so Loki laughs as though he’s joking. She smiles a little, and her body relaxes.

Picking up another french fry, Loki says, “Maria, why don’t you tell me about yourself?”

As she begins to talk Loki lets his consciousness drift over her. He doesn’t sense any electronic surveillance devices. Just her cell phone. She’s hiding something, but maybe she’s just married or otherwise unavailable and out for a little fun? His eyes drift over her curvaceous figure. He could have fun with her.

And then she starts talking about her university training as a CPA. It’s not philosophy or quantum physics or even witty. It’s all true, and Loki wishes she’d lie, because frankly, she’s putting him to sleep.

“I’m boring you, aren’t I?” she says, sounding sincere and concerned.

“Oh, no, go on,” says Loki, eyes dipping to her décolletage again.

Leaning closer to him, Maria says, “Accounting isn’t very exciting, but it is secure. My parents were so relieved when I chose it as my major. I was such a rebel when I was younger.” 

She looks down and sighs. “But sometimes....”

His nose itches a little. Something just isn’t quite right. He looks at her wide, full lips. He could have fun trying to find out what’s wrong. “Miss the excitement of your rebellious youth?” he asks, taking a sip of water and wishing it was something harder.

She smiles. “Sometimes.”

Leaning closer, he lets his hand barely skim the soft delicious curve of her side. “I might be able to provide some excitement,” he whispers. 

Biting her lip, she says, “We can’t go back to my place...”

Loki’s mouth opens, he’s about to suggest a hotel when she says, “Maybe we can go back to yours?”

She smiles, and there is something so sweetly predatory about it—something that promises sex without commitment or emotional entanglement. Something that seems just the thing to take the illusion of belonging off of his mind. How can he not indulge ‘Maria’?

Loki pretends to look contemplative, and then he whispers, “How about we go to mine?”

The predatory smile stretches wider.

Loki smiles right back. Oh, this will be fun.

x   x   x   x

Acting Assistant Director of ADUO’s Midwest Division, Agent Steve Rogers is standing behind his desk, hands on his hips. His office in the Chicago branch of the FBI’s Department of Anomalous Devices of Unknown Origins is very crowded. Across from Steve, flanked by his own operatives up from DC, Stuart Jameson, Executive Director of ADUO for the entire U.S., tilts his head. “I’ve just caught Loki—and I’m going to keep him. And get some real answers.”

 “What?!” Steve snaps. His voice is too sharp and too loud.

Jameson has that annoying look of someone who is trying not to smile. “In the past few months you haven’t made any progress in locating Loki’s residence or bringing him in. I’ve managed to do it in under two weeks. We’ve been having a very talented agent, one with unique assets case him at the bar near Lewis’ house. Loki’s invited her home. Soon we’ll not only know where he lives, we’ll have him in custody.”

Tensing, Steve says, “I heard the words Guantanamo being hefted around a few minutes ago.” 

“That’s where we’re sending him,” Jameson replies, a smug smile sneaking across his lips.

Steve wipes his jaw, eyes trained on the director. When Jameson had come up from DC with his men, he said he wanted to bring Loki in for questioning. Steve never thought he’d succeed—but if Steve had known the stakes were so high...Steve’s fists ball at his side; he would have found some way to discreetly warn Loki. 

“With all due respect, Sir, we still need his cooperation.” Steve brings his hand down a little too heavily on his desk. “Sending him to Gitmo isn’t the way to get that.” 

“We have Gerðr’s cooperation. That is more than enough,” says Jameson, referring to the frost giant sorceress in ADUO’s custody. “Loki is too unpredictable.” 

“Gerðr can’t leave the magically sealed cell she’s in without losing her mind!” Steve says, his voice rising. 

Jameson gives him a hard stare.

Steve drags his tongue across his teeth. Of course. Jameson likes her that way. ADUO doesn’t control Loki, Jameson hates that. And Jameson knows Loki wants something ADUO ‘has’. Loki wants Cera, the ‘World Seed’, the pulsating ball of magical power underneath the Chicago Board of Trade Building. According to Gerðr, Cera is a sort of limitless magical battery, and that it would be very bad if Loki got her.

Steve’s not so sure. Cera may be trapped in a sphere of magical dampening Promethean mesh, but ADUO has less control over Cera than they do over even Loki. Cera is somehow opening world gates, and letting all sorts of nasties through. What’s more, the Promethean mesh around Cera is growing and anything and anyone that touches it gets sucked into something Loki calls the In-Between. Steve has no idea what the In-Between is, but nothing, and no one, comes back. When the mesh reaches the floor of the Board of Trade will Cera consume the whole building or just destabilize the foundation?  Either way, they’re going to have to evacuate the building within days—and then who knows, the rest of the financial district? 

Loki wants Cera in order to destroy Asgard. On bad days, Steve just wishes Loki would steal Cera, take Cera to Asgard, and have at it. Let Odin deal with Cera and Loki both.

Steve straightens. That isn’t what Jameson needs to hear. He needs to believe Loki is on their side. Steve takes a breath. Actually...

“What about Prometheus?” Steve says using the codename for the source of the magical mesh that can seal-in, or seal-out, magic. Prometheus also gave humans a type of Cyanobacteria that eats magic and produces light as a by-product. The FBI’s tech guys use the bacteria in their magic sensing devices.

Stepping around his desk, Steve says, “The reports say Prometheus said Loki was, and I quote, The Good Guy.”  

It’s second-hand intel—Steve’s never spoken to Prometheus himself, and Prometheus definitely has a flexible definition of “good”. Just in the last 24 hours Loki has broken one of Steve’s agent’s arms, stolen a very nice car from a man with connections to the mob, and wrecked same car causing a four-car pile up during rush hour while Miss Lewis was in the passenger seat. Loki and Lewis escaped the scene...where they went afterwards Steve has no idea. Miss Lewis is still passed out in her home and unavailable for debriefing. 

Mischief aside, Loki has been helpful. Besides rather gallantly escorting Miss Lewis home this evening, Loki has helped save the city from wyrms and trolls, and through Miss Lewis, been a resource when trying to understand just what is going on now that magic seems to be back on Earth to stay. He also saved Steve’s life. And unlike Gerðr, who never misses a chance to insult humans for their ‘magical retardation,’ Loki seems to genuinely like humans. Steve doesn’t trust Loki, but without him the city would fare worse. Which is why Steve always insisted that he not be arrested. 

Jameson stands stock still for a moment, his jaw going hard. And then he says, “We haven’t heard anything from Prometheus in several months. For all we know he could be Loki.”

Steve blinks at that. “But that doesn’t make sense...” If Loki was Prometheus wouldn’t he be insisting more that he was the Good Guy, instead of disappearing?  “When was the last contact?” Steve says.

“You don’t need to know,” says Jameson. 

Steve opens his mouth, about to snap back, when one of the agents who’d followed Jameson up from DC steps into the room. “Director, Agent Hill’s in a cab with him. She’s got her phone on her. We’re tracking them by satellite.”

Jameson turns to Steve. “See, that wasn’t so hard.”  With that the director turns on his heels and marches out of the room.

Sinking into his chair, Steve spins towards his computer, trying to hold in his frustration. He barely sees the report on the screen of the freak storm coming to Chicago. He shouldn’t, but he feels personally let down by Loki. Loki never made it this easy for Steve to trace him—Steve never wanted to apprehend Loki, but he did want him watched. Still, whenever Loki went anywhere with Lewis, he’d always managed to lose her phone so she couldn’t be traced. Is the man...frost giant...whatever, losing his touch?  

x  x  x  x

Loki and Maria step out of the bar into the chill Chicago night. It’s still drizzling, and almost cold enough to snow. The streets shine with reflected lights from the few cars on the road. Loki hails a cab and one pulls over faster than Loki would have expected on a Monday night. They slip in, and Loki idly notes there is only one other car moving on the road behind them.

The cab pulls from the curb, and Loki gives directions. The driver makes a sharp right up Ashland, and Maria falls against Loki’s shoulder. Their faces are just finger widths apart. Her breath smells faintly of bourbon, and he catches just the barest whiff of perfume. His eyes linger on her full lips. 

He turns towards her, his body warm, his mouth watering. She leans in. It should be a delicious moment, but something rock hard presses against his chest and upper arm. Momentarily confused, Loki draws back. He looks down; her coat has fallen open. It was her breasts that rubbed so hard. Suddenly her pert, expansive, gravity-defying décolletage makes sense.

There is one thing on the human internets that Loki has availed himself of as much as quantum mechanics and derivatives trading. Porn. He’d seen the arguments for and against breast ‘enhancement’ but hadn’t really paid much attention; it seemed too barbaric to contemplate—anesthesia, knives, blood, artificial substances inserted under the skin. On Asgard if a woman wanted a different silhouette, she’d consult a healer and grow into a magically enhanced figure over a few weeks or months. 

But now what has only been theory is quite literally in the flesh in front of him...and the flesh is disorientingly hard and unyielding. He imagines scar tissue and scabs hiding beneath her bra, and his body goes cold. He leans back and headlights behind them catch his eye. It’s the same car he’d seen earlier. 

Maria gives him a pout. Taking her hand, and casually entwining their fingers, Loki says, “So you’re an accountant?” 

“Oh, I hold people accountable,” says Maria with a smile.

Loki’s lips quirk at the evasion. “Oh, I’m sure you do.” She trained as an accountant, but moved onto something more interesting, he’s certain. Closing his eyes, he lets an apparition flit invisibly into the car behind them. The driver and passenger are dressed in plain clothes, but the magic detectors they hold give them away as ADUO. 

Opening his eyes, he tries to smile innocently at Maria. Inside he is fuming. Not so much at the attempted entrapment, that’s all part of the game he’s been playing with ADUO since the beginning. But they didn’t think he warranted an agent with real breasts?

Maria leans in again. Lifting an eyebrow, Loki puts a finger to her lips. 

Giving him a hurt look, she straightens and tilts her head, eyes wide. “What?”

“Just admiring the view,” he lies.

She twists her body alluringly and he forces a smile. He’d suddenly rather be tucked behind Ms. Lewis, his hand on her hip, warm and soft and real. Maria would hardly be the most unsavory creature he’s bedded in a thousand years, but suddenly he’d rather not. Still...if it’s a game ADUO wants, it’s a game they’ll get. Eyes on hers, he brings her hand to his lips, as though he might kiss it...but does not. 

He’s been in Maria’s position before, he’s seduced on Odin’s behalf. He knows that however trained she may be, no matter how she may even find him somewhat attractive, she still burns a bit at the lack of control. At some level she hates Loki for being the source of her weakness. At some level she wants to control him and to make him hurt.

Loki licks his lips and does his best to look contrite. “I’m afraid, Maria, I don’t deserve your affection.”

Her face goes hard and cold. Her eyebrows rise.

Loki sighs dramatically. “I’ve been a very, very, bad boy, Maria. I think I can only kiss you if you make me earn it.” He swallows for effect and fixes his eyes on hers. “Can you do that for me, Maria? Can you make me earn it?”

Her lips part, and her pupils blow wide. “Yes,” she whispers. “Yes, I can.”

Loki almost feels pity for her.

x  x  x  x

The upscale condo building Loki takes her to just West of Greektown is a beautiful piece of modern architecture, but it doesn’t have a doorman. It’s not Loki’s building, of course—he wasn’t that drunk. 

For a moment at the door he looks at the idling cab, and the headlights of ADUO’s tail a half block away. That’s all they think they need to catch him? He almost sighs in disappointment. He could make himself invisible right now and walk away, but it would be too easy.

Creating an illusion of a key fob in his hand, Loki uses magic to open the lock to the front door. He holds the door open for her and she walks through like a queen. “Good boy,” she says.

He smiles and walks quickly to lead her to the elevators. There was a man who asked him for investment tips recently at a bar, a man who casually mentioned he’d be out of town...Loki scans the man’s penthouse apartment on the 11th floor. It is empty as expected, and well appointed. 

They ride to the 11th floor in silence. Maria is fighting a smile. Loki is concentrating, sending an invisible projection of himself to the lobby. He sees half a dozen cars pull up to the curb, ADUO agents spill out and mill just outside the door of the building. He tilts his head. He hadn’t expected quite so many; his heart beats a little faster.

He doesn’t think that their satellite link to her phone can detect with accuracy what floor Maria is on, and that they will need her to send them the exact unit number so they can have a warrant issued. He’s betting extreme inconvenience on it. 

Exiting the lift, Maria turns, crooks a finger at him, and beckons him to follow. Obliging, he lets her lead—even as agents pour into the building and fan out to the two emergency stairwells and vehicle exits. Stepping in front of her when they reach the door for unit 1101, Loki creates another illusion of a key and lets her in—covering up the personal photographs that line the foyer with illusions just in time. 

Eleven stories below his projection watches as more agents arrive. They pace in the lobby, stairwell and garages, hands on headsets, eyes on magic detectors, awaiting instructions. He has to keep his projections moving and inconsistent to avoid detection. His heartbeat quickens again. He is cutting it close, but nothing ventured...no fun had. 

Maria stops in the foyer. He notices her slip her phone from her purse and put it between her breasts. She does it with great skill. If he hadn’t had an invisible projection in front of her, Loki would have missed it.

She holds out her arms. Taking the silent order, Loki slips off her coat and hangs it quickly in the closet by the door. She doesn’t say thank you, she just smiles. She scans the ‘photos’ Loki has illusioned—closeups of Helen, Sigyn, Valli, Nari, Hoenir, Fenrir—the real one, not Amy’s little beast—and one of Anganboða,, sadly as fuzzy as Loki’s memory of her. There is even a picture of Thor. Under his breath Loki curses; he should have thought of photos that were more original. Maria tilts her head at the picture of Helen, perhaps thrown by his daughter’s half-blue half-pale skin.

“Halloween costume,” he says quickly, using the same excuse for his blue skin that Amy gave the cab driver earlier that evening. 

Thankfully, Maria doesn’t ask anymore questions, just turns and walks into the main room. Turning, she points to the couch and says, “Sit. Put your hands on your knees.”

When Loki does as he’s told, Maria tsks. “Sit up straight.”  Loki adjusts his back so he’s sitting primly.

Coming over, bending low to give him what should be an absolutely delicious view, she drags a finger down his forehead, over his nose, across his lips to his chin in a slow, languid motion that Loki imagines is almost regretful. “I’m going to slip into something a little more comfortable,” she whispers, her jaw tight and eyes alight. “Don’t. Move.”

Loki swallows obligingly, biting back his smirk.

Turning her back to him, she walks towards the back of the condo, her high heels clicking on polished wood floors. Belatedly, Loki remembers the man whose home he’s borrowing is expecting his first child. He sends an invisible projection ahead of Maria—there is a nursery; if she goes there she’ll know this is a ruse...

Thankfully, Maria makes a beeline for the powder room and Loki releases a breath. As she closes the door, Loki stands up, magically muffling the sound and leaving an illusion of himself behind. He sends an invisible projection into the bathroom with Maria. As he expected, she is texting ADUO with the unit number. Eleven stories below another invisible projection watches as agents begin moving up the stairwells. On the 11th floor Loki exits the condo and sprints for the elevator bank. He hits the call button and the doors open immediately. 

Like most buildings, the elevator doors in the lobby have lights with numbers above showing where the elevators are. Loki makes sure the number for his elevator is 3 floors below its actual position, and then scowls when one of the ADUO agents in the lobby pulls out a beeping magic detector. “I’m getting another reading down here!” the agent shouts. Another agent pulls out her own detector. “Triangulate!” she says. An instant later she says, “It’s the numbers above the elevator!”

Loki bites the inside of his cheek and hits the 8th floor button as the two agents in the lobby instruct the agents in the stairwells to sweep every floor. Exiting the elevator, Loki hits the third floor button so the elevator will continue without him and sends projections through all the units on the 8th floor. They are all occupied, so he breaks into the nearest one, muffling the sound of the lock and his footfalls. He closes the door as gently as he can behind him. An instant later he hears the heavy fire doors from the stairwell slam. Taking a deep breath, he closes his eyes and lets all of his projections dissipate. Heavy footfalls sound outside in the hall. He hears the beep of a magic detector and his eyes open in shock.

Down the hall he hears an agent say, “I’ve got something. It’s kind of faint...but...”

“Yeah, I’ve got the same reading,” says a second agent.

“This way!” shouts the first voice. Over the sound of his own rapid breathing, Loki hears the sound of fast footfalls coming in his direction.

x  x  x  x

ADUO’s offices are a flurry of activity. The heaters are clicking and the offices smell like wet hair and wool. The rain outside the window is mixed with snow. The Chicago weather forecast on Steve’s computer has been adjusted for thunder flurries. Odd weather for late October, even in Chicago.

“We’ve got the warrant from the judge for South Sangamon Street unit 1101!” someone shouts. “Agents already have all the exits blocked and they’re fanning out throughout the building.”

Sitting at his desk, Steve’s gripping a file folder so hard his knuckles are a shade lighter and his fingers ache. He’s furious...at Loki...at Jameson...at himself for being made to look like an incompetent fool by an incompetent fool. 

“Get me a car!” shouts Jameson, striding through the office towards the front door. He doesn’t ask Steve to follow.

Steve taps a finger on his chair arm as the office slowly empties of everyone but Brett and Bryant. The two agents are looking at him through his open door. There is pity in their eyes. He looks away.

Something is nagging at him. There’s something about that address. It is a rental unit. While researching the address for the warrant, the guys pulled a listing from Craig’s List for it from a few weeks back. They haven’t been in touch with the owner yet; they don’t want to lose the element of surprise.

South Sangamon...South Sangamon...Unit 1101...

Spinning to his rolodex, Steve starts rifling through the business cards, skimming the ones that look well worn. Twenty minutes later he’s going back through the deck again, swearing that he’s going to have Amy load all his contacts onto the computer. And then he finds it. Ronald Kalt. Steve met him at a function he’d gone to a week or so ago for the mayor. Ron’s a real estate agent, young, rich, renting a place while his row house is gutted; he and his pretty wife are expecting their first kid. Ron works out of his home and he’d just had the cards made up when Steve met him. Nice enough guy, though truth be told, Steve wouldn’t have paid as much attention to him if he wasn’t the mayor’s nephew.

Staring at the card, Steve pulls out his phone...and stares at the card some more, a wicked smile forming on his lip. He bites it back and swallows a laugh. Jameson is going to crash and burn.

Standing from his desk, Steve grabs his coat and heads for the front door. Somewhat reluctantly he hits speed dial on his phone to alert Jameson. He’s transferred to voicemail of course. Steve bites the inside of his cheek to keep from grinning as he walks by Brett and Bryant.

Loki didn’t let Steve down after all.

x  x  x  x  

In the darkness of the condo unit, back pressed to the front door, Loki forces himself to relax, forces his mind to empty—

He hears the footsteps getting closer outside the door. He can teleport if he has to, but he really doesn’t want to. Not only is it draining, but ADUO has watched Cera transport people and things into the In-Between. If Loki steps through now, the readings might be similar. ADUO might discover his ability.

He takes a deep breath. He hears a beep from outside the door, and then an agent says, “Huh, it’s gone.”

“Sometimes these things pick up ambient magic,” says the other agent. The two pace outside in the hall, and then one says, “We should cover the stairwell doors.”

“Yeah, right.” The two pairs of footsteps split up and Loki hears the creak of fire doors opening. 

Loki slumps down and catches his breath, hands on his knees.

It is then that he notices his skin is blue. He almost gives a maniacal laugh but manages to stifle it. Being blue is the least of his problems. He needs to stay focused, he needs to wait...

He listens to the sounds in the condo: the whoosh of the heater, the tick-tock of a clock somewhere. He catches a brief feminine sigh, and the sound of a small child’s cough, but otherwise everything is still.

He just needs to wait...

Loki stares at his blue hands. But...waiting has never been his strong suit. And waiting like a frightened rabbit in the dark is humiliating. And boring. 

The obvious thing to do is to set the building on fire and slip out during the mayhem. Sitting up he smiles at the plan, but just then the child in the bedroom begins to cough again. A light switches on around the corner from where Loki sits, and he hears a man say, “Is his fever up again?”

“I don’t know,” says a frantic sounding woman. There are scampers of two pairs of feet and a pitiful toddler wail.

Loki slouches in his hiding spot. Well, damn. He’s suddenly not as keen on setting the building on fire. His gut clenches. Odin would laugh at him.

Listening to the parents soothe their child, he taps his blue fingers on his knees. 

His brow furrows. The magic detectors are sensitive, but how accurate can they be if they receive inputs from multiple sources? He tilts his head, one side of his mouth quirking. An experiment could be more fun than setting a fire! 

Closing his eyes, Loki creates multiple illusions of himself in the shadows of Ron Kalt’s condo...making sure none of them are on the couch where Maria left him.

Maria is standing in the living room, wearing a strappy contraption with high heels that Loki doubts is comfortable but is extremely pleasing to the eye. Behind her back she holds a gun, her phone is tucked in a garter, its face lit up.

“Loki,” she says with admirable calm, “I told you not to move.”

Loki lets one of his illusions step from the shadows behind her. “And I told you,” his illusion self says, “I’m a very, very, bad boy.”

Spinning and lifting her gun, Maria says, “You’re under arrest.”

Loki lets his eyes rove over her body. “You look delectable. I wish I could have more than one of you.” Raising his chin he grins at the agent. “Oh, wait, I can.”

All the illusions of himself in the shadows step forward, shimmer and become replicas of Maria.

 

She spins around, gun upraised. “Illusions,” she mutters to herself. 

Heavy footfalls sound down the hall.

“Hmmm...yes,” Loki lets one of his illusions say, as he hears pounding at Ron Kalt’s door. “Immaterial...but I think I can fix that.”  He lets one illusion slip forward and around Maria. The agent looks down at her hands. He’s made her look just like him. She curses loudly, and the voice that comes from her mouth is his.

On the 8th floor, Loki hears the sound of the agents’ voices echoing down the hall. “My sensor is going crazy. Maria’s got him on the 11th floor and Jameson is in with them!” Loki bites his lip to keep from laughing. Maria continues to curse as Ron Kalt’s door crashes open, and Loki lets his illusions of Maria fade temporarily.

As agents fan into Ron’s apartment Jameson steps forward. His phone buzzes in his pocket but he ignores it. “Loki, you are under arrest,” Jameson says to Maria who now looks like Loki. 

Holding her hands above her head, Maria protests. “I’m Agent Hill.”

Loki lets all of his illusions of Maria reappear. “No, I’m Agent Hill,” the lingerie-wearing illusions say in unison.

Jameson gestures at Maria, her Loki illusion still in place. One of the agents in black runs forward, grabs her wrists. Cuffing her wrists behind what he thinks is Loki’s back, the unnamed agent says, “He’s solid! We’ve got him!”

“Of course I’m solid, I’m Agent Hill, he’s disguised me!” Maria shouts in Loki’s voice.

“Over here, over here!” shout all of the Maria illusions.

Jameson smiles smugly. “Nice try, Loki.”

On the 8th floor, just barely containing his laughter, Loki lets all the illusions of false Maria’s fade, but keeps his appearance and voice on the agent herself. Or magic keeps the illusion in place for him; at this point it requires little physical effort. 

Smiling, he casts his mind through the building. It’s getting close to dawn. Agents are still milling in the lobby, in the stairwells, and by the emergency exits. Loki frowns and taps his knee. He may have to wait quite a long time. He lets his consciousness flit to the garage. There are agents there, too. Most are standing at attention, magic detectors at ready. But two are arguing. Loki recognizes one as Agent Hernandez, one of Steve’s men. Hernandez is locked in verbal conflict with another agent Loki’s never seen before, one of Jameson’s from DC, most likely.

Pointing at the ceiling above him, Hernandez snaps. “And I’m telling you, Director Rogers—”

“Acting Assistant Director Rogers,” the DC agent corrects in a bland voice.

“— says this is a mistake!” Hernadez finishes, pointing at his cell phone.

“He’s been saying that since the beginning,” says the other agent.

In the condo Loki blinks, uncertain of the agent’s meaning. In the garage Hernandez’s voice breaks into a shout. “He says this unit is a mistake!”

Loki smirks. Steve’s discovered Loki’s deception just a little too late. Serves the bastard right for his part in this farce.

At just that moment the garage door opens and a dark blue SUV begins to pull in. All of the agents spring into action.

Loki’s brow jump as he recognizes the driver. It’s Ron Kalt. Putting his hands over his mouth he stifles a snicker. This is getting better and better.

x  x  x  x

Steve is heading west down Van Buren street. The sky is filled with the reflection of artificial light on snowflakes, an eerie and orangish pink. The wipers on the FBI’s black sedan swish across the windshield, sweeping away thick wet flakes of snow. The ground isn’t cold enough for it to stick, but it makes visibility piss poor. On the plus side, the raven spies Huginn and Muninn that Odin usually has spying on Steve and terrifying Claire, Steve’s daughter, are nowhere to be seen. 

Steve’s a block away from Sangamon when there is a distant flash of lightning in the sky, mute and high above the horizon. Up ahead a blue SUV that definitely doesn’t belong to the FBI turns into the alley behind Ron’s building. 

Steve is past the alley, looking up Sangamon Street at the line of Bureau vehicles there when the thunder finally comes. Something in his stomach constricts with foreboding. Checking the street behind him, Steve hits reverse until he’s in line with the alley. There’s a line of row houses. Beyond that is the condo building, and beyond that and to the east are ancient midrise office buildings. He can just barely see a blue SUV bumper peeking out of the condo’s garage. The garage will definitely be filled with FBI agents.

Cursing, Steve turns into the alley way and hits the gas. The garage door is still open, the blue SUV’s bumper just barely in the electronic sites of the door. 

Turning off his engine, Steve hits his emergency lights and jumps from his car. He hears Ron say, “Here’s my identification, what’s going on?”

“He’s in unit 1101!” someone shouts. 

“Sir, put your hands up!” an agent shouts at Ron, as Steve runs under the door.

“What?” says Ron, his back to Steve, confusion and anger in his voice.

“He’s not with them,” Steve says, but the garage has erupted into a cacophony of voices.

“Agent Rogers—” another agent begins to say as still another agent holds up a gun and aims it at the passenger side of the door. “Get out of the car, now, madam.”

“Don’t point that gun at her!” shouts Ron looking like he’s about to lunge across the hood of the SUV.

“Sir, if you resist arrest,” says one of Jameson’s guys.

“I tried to warn them—” Steve hears Hernandez say from somewhere.

The agent by the passenger side of the car lifts his gun. “Get out of the car!” 

Steve’s eyes widen and he dashes around the back of the SUV. Mustering his most official, most USMC drill instructor voice he shouts. “Agents, stand down!” His voice thunders through the garage. He does his best not to look surprised when everyone, even Jameson’s agents, technically not under him, stop everything and look at him.

Putting his hands on his hips, Steve puts himself in front of the passenger door. Summoning his inner drill instructor again, Steve lets his voice boom. “I know this man. Do you really think that he and his pregnant wife are accomplices of the target?”

“Steve!” says Ron. Steve holds up a hand in Ron’s direction and thankfully he falls silent. One of Jameson’s guys step forward. “They could be accomplices, Agent Rogers.”

“Accomplices of who?” shouts Ron, his voice hot and belligerent. 

There is a sound of an engine behind him, and the scamper of footsteps. From further in the garage come shouts, and then agents are spilling out of a door that must lead into the building, Jameson at their lead.

Keeping his gaze fixed on the agents around him, Steve says,“You’ve got the wrong unit! The target has played you, gentlemen.”

Two agents sweep past Steve. “We’ve got the cuffs! They were just finished minutes ago.”

Cuffs. What cuffs? Steve blinks and looks at Jameson. He’s smiling smugly. “We got the target, Agent Rogers.” He steps aside, and Steve sees Loki, hands cuffed behind his back. Loki’s head is bent and he’s cursing. For a minute, just a minute, Steve falters. The two agents who just ran past are holding up a strange pair of cuffs that look like they are made of golden netting—it’s Promethean wire, but Steve’s never seen it molded into something so small.

The agents shove Loki forward, as they affix the cuffs behind Loki’s back.

“Those will keep you from performing any tricks,” Jameson says, turning back to Loki.

“I’m not Loki!” says Loki.

Jameson snorts.

Behind Loki one of the agents says, “Um, Director, Sir. Something is wrong. His wrists don’t look right. They’re thin and...”

“Because they are my wrists,” Loki hisses.

Everyone’s attention is riveted on Loki, but Steve sees Ron put a hand to the bluetooth connection in his ear and whisper, “I’m in my garage, Uncle Ronny...I’m being accused as an accomplice in some sort of raid. They held a gun to Sally. To Sally, so help me God if...”

Steve meets Ron’s eyes. They are wide with fear. Steve gives him a tight nod and then walks across the garage to Loki, Jameson and the agents standing around him. 

“What?” says one. Jameson’s brow is knit in concern. As Steve rounds behind Loki he sees why. Loki is wearing a blue peacoat, but at his wrists, where the Promethean cuffs are placed, the peacoat fades away. There are delicate feminine wrists, the beginning of tapered fingers—that fade into oddly masculine hands.

The feeling of schadenfreude is rich. Steve has to fight to keep from smirking. “Did anyone frisk her?”

“Her?” says someone.

Loki’s face goes red, and his—or more likely her—lips curl. “Yes!”

An agent steps forward, face red. “I did, it felt strange....but I thought...I thought...it was magic.”

Loki—or more likely Agent Hill—gives a snort.

In the background, Steve hears Ron give an incredulous laugh, and beyond that there’s the wail of police sirens. 

“Just get this illusion off of me!” Loki hisses, shaking his—her wrists, behind her back.

“I um...we can put you in one of the Promethean sealed rooms...” Jameson stammers. 

The police sirens and screeching tires sound just outside the garage, and then there is the slam of car doors and shouts.

Jameson looks up.

Steve doesn’t smirk. But it’s hard. “That will be Chicago’s finest. Your boys just tried to arrest Mayor Ronnie’s favorite nephew. You’ve been played.”

Footsteps sound behind them. A voice heavy and distinctly Chicagoan says, “What’s goin’ on ‘ere?” 

At that moment the illusion of Loki fades, and Agent Hill is suddenly standing in the garage wearing a black garter belt, bra, thong and high heels with her arms behind her back. As she gives an exasperated sigh, Steve does his best to keep his gaze professional. Unique assets indeed. 

Shaking his head, he turns to see CPD Sergeant George Carey, a burly man he recognizes from his days as the FBI’s Chicago Branch of the Department of Public Liason’s. Five of Chicago’s finest, hands on their hips, stand around George.

“Steve?” says George. “You’re not in charge of this fiasco, are you?”

Before Steve can reply, Ron points a finger at Jameson and shouts. “No, he is!”

Jameson holds up his badge. “FBI, I’m within my—” 

“Save it. Mayor Ronnie wants to speak to you,” says George, pushing his coat back so his hands are on his hips, right next to his piece.

Steve’s never been so glad to be in the middle of a jurisdictional turf war in all his life. Putting a hand over his mouth he coughs to hide his laughter.

x  x  x  x

The cops are gone and the FBI have cleared out of the condo building’s garage. Ron has his SUV turned around facing the garage door, and Steve’s standing by the driver’s side. Ron’s leaning out the window. Eyes wide, he says apologetically, “I’m sorry, I just felt like I had to call my uncle.” 

Meeting Ron’s gaze, Steve nods. “I understand. You did what you had to. I would have done the same.” Turning his attention to the passenger seat, Steve says to Ron’s wife, Sally, “Are you sure you’re going to be alright?”

Sitting with her arms wrapped around her full midrift, Sally’s pretty face is pinched and she looks tired. But she nods at Steve and says, “Yes, thank you.”

Steve gives her a small smile. 

“I’ll never forget what you tried to do here,” Ron says. “How you stood up for us.”

“How you were the only person talking rationally,” says Sally.

Ron holds out his hand and Steve gives it a firm shake, and then takes a step away from the SUV. Ron turns on the engine and the garage door opens. Snow is falling heavier than before and has begun to stick; there is about an inch on the alley pavement. There is a flash of lightning as Ron pulls out and an almost immediate roll of thunder. 

Steve follows the SUV out of the garage on foot, watching its lights disappear in the curtain of snow. They’re going to a relative’s house. Ron and Sally had wanted to return to their condo, but the Chicago Police Department and the FBI both want to go over it with a fine tooth comb.  

Steve looks up at the sky and blinks at the thick wet flakes landing on his nose. The world is hushed by the snowfall, the noise of morning commuters muffled. It’s nearly 6 AM, but the thunderstorm is almost directly overhead now and the sky still has the eerie orange glow of streetlights on snowflakes. Steve’s raven minders are still out of sight.

Shrugging his shoulders against the cold wet flakes on his neck, Steve walks down the alley to the side of the building. There is a fire exit for the condos on the side abutting the row homes. It’s wide enough for a car and paved over. Hernandez moved Steve’s car there so that the police, FBI, and commuters could get out. 

Steve’s exhausted and looking forward to a snooze on the couch in his office, but he can’t help but smile. He didn’t really think that Jameson would succeed, but he hadn’t counted on how spectacularly Jameson would fail. It could only have gone better if Sally had gone into labor. Unlocking the car door he shakes his head and mentally admonishes himself for even thinking that. His grin widens anyways.

Steve’s just got his hand on the door handle door when he hears a slam behind him. Turning, Steve's hand goes automatically to the gun at his hip. Loki is standing by the condo building’s side door, but not like Steve has ever seen him before. His skin is a bright cerulean blue and his ginger hair is black, as are his eyes. Amy’s described Loki’s blue look as magical—like he’s lit from the inside. Brett and Bryant described it as weird. 

Now as Steve stares at Loki, framed by a thunderstorm, he can only think of wide open skies. Where Loki’s skin is visible, it does seem to glow a little, as though he’s a break in the clouds to the blue beyond.

There is a flash of lightning, a boom of thunder, and then Loki’s voice cuts through through the cold air like a knife. “That was pathetic, Steven.”

Steve stares at him for a moment, exhaustion making his brain move slowly. Dropping his hand from his hip, Steve tilts back his head and laughs so hard tears come to his eyes. When he recovers himself, Loki’s head is cocked to the side, his eyes narrowed, but the look is more curious than hostile.

Wiping his eyes, Steve says, “Yes, yes, it was.”

Loki walks over and idly wipes some snow from the car hood. “You’re not going to try and arrest me?” He raises an eyebrow. “Now’s your chance.”

Steve smiles. “I’m sure you’re just an apparition,” he says, although he’s sure he’s not. “Real frost giants aren’t blue, after all.”

Loki looks down at his blue hand and scowls, and Steve remembers that Amy says Loki doesn’t like turning blue.

To keep the mood from going sour Steve says quickly, “But why would I want to arrest you? You’re the Good Guy, right?”

Loki snorts.

“Come on,” Steve says. “You’ve helped keep the good citizens of this city from becoming wyrm and troll food.” His jaw tightens. “And you don’t send ravens to crap on my car and terrorize my little girl.”

Scowling, Loki looks to the sky. “Ahh...your feathered friends. The weather seems to be keeping them away...” There is a moment when the only sound is the faint fall of snowflakes, and then Loki says, “They used to terrorize Helen, too.”

There are few things that Loki could have said that would have shocked Steve more. ADUO doesn’t know much about Loki’s daughter, Helen, other than she is deceased, and somehow she became associated with Hel, the Norse land of the dead—though Loki insists such a land does not exist. Amy Lewis has theorized that she may have been handicapped.

The surrealism of the moment suddenly hits Steve. He is standing in a thunder snow storm, talking to a blue man about daughters. Recovering as quickly as he can, Steve snorts and says,  “Winged rats.”

Loki huffs a low laugh. “I tried to kill the things so many times, but it was Nari and Valli who managed it. Nari distracted them with chatter, and Valli put an arrow through Huginn.” He shakes his head. “Odin just reanimated her.” His expression turns bitter. “A trick I’ve never been able to manage.”

Steve is used to knowing what to say in any situation, but talking about Loki’s three deceased children, he is at a loss. The thought of losing Claire...Steve’s little girl had spent the first 18 months of her life in hospitals. It was worse than all the time he spent in Afghanistan. Chest tightening, Steve says, “I’m sorry.” It tumbles out of his mouth before he’s thought about it and sounds hollow even to himself.

Loki lifts his eyes to Steve’s and his brow furrows, but he says nothing.

Steve’s hands and are cold and wet, and he shoves them in his pockets and is silent. 

Turning his head away, Loki straightens, and looks like he is about to leave. 

“We need you here...” Steve says quickly. “You know there is nothing you’ve done now that is so bad I can’t make it go away...with a little time.”

Loki turns his head to Steve, his expression flat and unreadable.

Steve shrugs. To make sure Loki understands the value of what he is about to offer, Steve says, “In the past 24 hours you’ve managed to get on the bad sides of the mob, certain segments of the FBI, the Chicago Police Department, and undoubtably the mayor’s office as well.”

Loki’s face brightens, and he puts his hand to his mouth in a very good impression of a giddy school girl. “I believe that might be a record, even for me!”

That wasn’t the reaction Steve was expecting or hoping for, but he keeps going. “I can make it all go away. You could be legit here, I know it, if you can help us with Cera...”

“I’d rather help myself to Cera,” Loki says with a smile.

“And if you could, I wouldn’t stand in your way,” says Steve.

Loki’s face hardens.

“But we both know that isn’t going to happen,” Steve says.

Snow accumulates on their shoulders as they stand for a few moments in silence. And then Loki says, “You have a lovely world, Steven. It is tempting.”

They’re in a rather ugly alleyway, and Steve can’t help but raise his eyebrows.

Loki smirks. “Truly.” His expression hardens again. “But I have business with Odin, Cera or no.”

Loki blames Odin for the death of his children. Steve’s dealt with tribal people before, and from what he’s gleaned that’s pretty much what the Aesir are. “Honor is a hard thing to set aside,” Steve says. “But—”

“Oh, Steve, haven’t you realized that I am a man without honor?” Loki’s lips form a hard line.

Steve tilts his head. “I know you are a man that keeps your oaths.” 

Breath hanging in the air, Loki takes a step closer to Steve. His lips curl in a sneer. “I cannot rest until Asgard burns, but it has nothing to do with honor.” For the first time Steve is aware of just how black the other man’s eyes are—they’re like pits into nothing. 

“It is about making Odin hurt!” Loki snarls.

Steve blinks, and Loki draws back. Lightning flashes above and thunder rumbles.

Loki looks up at the sky. He smiles. “I’d best be on my way. We’re both going to have a busy day.” He shimmers and is suddenly ginger haired, pale skinned and gray eyed again. From Steve’s pocket comes the faint beep of a magic detector. Turning his back to Steve, Loki walks away, his feet leaving footprints in the snow. 

x  x  x  x

“Plague in Asgard...They’re banishing the afflicted to Niflheim...They’ve taken our little girl. It was Baldur.” Sigyn’s words swim through Loki’s head as he pushes Sleipnir to a gallop along Vanaheim’s main road to the World Gate. It is no small mercy that Odin lent Sleipnir to Sigyn. The eight legged horse is the fastest steed in the Nine Realms. But it has nothing to do with his extra legs.

Dusty wind is whipping against Loki’s face and hands, and the world is already a blur; but Loki gives one more kick to the steed’s sides. Sleipnir goes from a gallop, to a canter and then a trot, but the blur around them increases as his gait slows. Sleipnir is slipping through time—a magical ability inherited from the mare that died giving birth to him. The wind on Loki lessens. Because gravity is a function of velocity, and velocity is a function of time, Loki feels his body become lighter. Sound is strange and muffled. Light is diffuse and hazy. Loki knows that he could not go any faster by any means, but the strangeness of it, the odd gentleness, makes him feel as though he is in a dream, running in place, trapped with his thoughts. 

He cannot save Helen. Healing is a magical ability he only possesses for himself. His only hope is to beg that she be allowed to remain in Asgard, and that he be allowed to take her to Hoenir’s hut. Hoenir created a gateway to Vanheim literally from the back door of his hut to just a day’s ride from the mages’ gathering he is attending. If Thor can get to the gathering in time, and take Hoenir to the back door that opens into Asgard, Hoenir may meet up with Loki and Helen in as little as a day. There is no ailment that Hoenir cannot cure. 

Beneath him Sleipnir shudders, the blur around them takes shape, gravity increases, and the sound of hooves ring in Loki’s ears as Sleipnir emerges in real-time. Travelers jump out of the way in surprise. For a moment they are going too fast, and Sleipnir’s legs stretch out into a gallop as he tries to regain control of his momentum. 

Sleipnir already bore Sigyn and Loki’s sons to Vanaheim before this mad dash; although not in a lather, the steed is tired, its magical energy nearly spent. Fortunately, they are very close to their destination. Loki weaves the steed between the other travelers until the World Gate comes into view. 

The World Gate between Vanaheim and Asgard is one of the most ancient in all the realms. The area where the World Tree’s branch intersects with this planet is marked by an area of circular stones, nearly the length of 40 men in diameter. It has been used in the past to ferry armies—and to banish the Vanir from Asgard after the last great war. Although not used for warfare in millennia, it is heavily guarded. There is a metal fence, two times the height of a man around it, and the entrance is blocked by armed men, toll takers, and custom agents. There is a small town just off to the side, and the road is crowded with local peddlers and visitors from other realms—dwarfs, elves, and even a few Jotunn are shoulder to shoulder with the dark-skinned, dark-eyed, black haired Vanir. Although this gate goes to Asgard, the quickest, most efficient way from one realm to another is through Asgard first.

Loki kicks his heels into Sleipnir’s sides and gallops forward. Travelers and the guards start to shout. Veering from the busy road, Loki steers Sleipnir towards the impossibly high fence. On instinct Sleipnir slips through time and bounds easily over the barrier in the decreased gravity. Landing lightly within the gate, the tired horse immediately crashes into real time and struggles to find his feet as he plunges across the circle’s flat stones. They are nearly at the far fence before Loki turns him around.

To open the gate requires magical knowledge and energy. On all sides they are surrounded by gatekeepers bearing magical staves that concentrate magic and help them do the job. One of them dressed in opulent red robes steps forward. “Halt! We will not open the gate for you!” the guard says as more guards pour in.

Loki grits his teeth. Sleipnir has one more magical ability he inherited from his dame. Pulling back on the reins, Loki drives his heels into the horse’s ribs. Sleipnir rears and light spills around them in rainbow colors. The light subsides, and they are on the World Gate to Vanaheim in Asgard. Would-be-travelers to Vanaheim retreat from them in shock. Sleipnir, like trolls and a handful of other magical animals, has the ability to walk the branches of the World Tree without aid. 

Loki looks around. Asgard is unique in all the realms. It has eight wide world gates on a single open plane. At the center is a raised dais that is entrance to the void, where used magical items are sent—and once long ago where the Vanir, when they ruled Asgard, would send prisoners to die. Baldur has suggested ‘in jest’ that the tradition of execution in the void be rekindled for Loki. 

The dais is also where Heimdall, the all-seeing gatekeeper stands. Loki urges Sleipnir towards him, barely aware of the milling crowds. The horse whinnies, gait unsteady. 

“Heimdall,” Loki shouts. “Where is my daughter?”

The gatekeeper’s face is expressionless. “She has gone to Niflheim, Loki,” Heimdall says, voice calm and even. There is the rawk rawk of ravens.

Loki’s chest tightens. “Let me through the gate to Niflheim!” His shout is so loud, so anguished it shocks even Loki himself. There is absolute silence on the plain. Travelers still, and turn to stare.

Stepping off the dias, Heimdal says, “Loki, if you go to Niflheim you will be among the afflicted. You will die.”

“Send me through the gate!” Loki screams. Without waiting for a reply he grits his teeth and turns Sleipnir towards the Niflheim branch. The steed goes a few paces and then falls to its knees. Cursing, Loki dismounts. From behind him Heimdall says, “Loki, be reasonable.”

Spinning, Loki says, “Send me through!” Flames flare at his fingertips.

Heimdall stares at him for a moment. “Very well.”  

Unlike the gate to Vanaheim, the gate to Niflheim has no travelers. As Loki steps upon the stones he has a moment of apprehension. Then he thinks of Helen, one of the few things he’s ever created that is right, dying in Niflheim, the land of cold and mists—and he is a leaf caught up in a tide of a flood. He can’t turn back. Clenching his hands, he turns to face Heimdall and the group of mages behind him.

Loki nods. Heimdall nods once, and then says, “Send him!”

The mages lower their staves. Once more Loki is bathed in rainbow light, and then the light subsides and he is surrounded by mist in a barren field of brown, knee high grasses. He hears moans and cries off to his left. Swallowing, he heads in that direction. 

He reaches the camp just a few minutes later. Helen isn’t the only one afflicted by the plague. There are at least a dozen ancient shaggy ponies attached to wagons filled with the dead and dying. Loki briefly catches sight of skin with great black pustules. The stench is terrible. 

“Helen!” he shouts. There is no answer. Covering his mouth with his sleeve, he forces himself to walk through the wagons. And then he sees Ganglati and Ganglöt, two lame sisters, the only servants Sigyn could entreat to work in their household. They are utterly devoted to Helen, and the only people Sigyn or Loki would ever trust with their daughter’s care. Now they lie in the grass unmoving by the wheels of one of the wagons. Where their skin is unmarred by the black pustules, it is gray and ashen. 

Loki stares in shock. He is used to death by war, but he has never actually seen anyone dead by disease. His jaw sags and all thoughts flee him. And then he hears a low moan from the wagon. Swallowing, Loki climbs into the back. Helen lies amid a pile of carefully arranged pillows, a blanket lovingly tucked under her chin, water and food laid out beside her—Ganglati and Ganglöt’s last act of love. The side of his daughter that is flesh colored is marked by the dark peeling pustules, but the side of her that is blue is unmarred. Loki is terrified, but feels pulled forward as though by an invisible string.

When Helen sees him, her lips part slightly and her gaze meets his under half-lidded eyes. She doesn’t make a sound. But when Loki sits down beside her she reaches to him with a tiny blue hand. Pulling Helen into his arms, Loki begins to rock and chant, trying to focus all of his magical energy on making her well, or just keeping her alive. Her little hand tightens in his.

He doesn’t have any plans anymore; he only hopes that Hoenir will come. The gray light of Niflheim’s day turns to the darker gray of night, and Loki continues to rock. There comes a moment when Helen’s blue magic flares so brightly that Loki’s own skin turns blue. Loki’s desperation rises; he squeezes her tighter and begins to rock more frantically.

Beside them the air begins to flicker. Loki looks up to see a semi-transparent Odin before them in the blue light.

“Save her!” Loki screams. Even Odin’s abilities for healing are stronger than his own. 

The apparition flickers. “Not much time...Loki, Baldur did this...”

Loki’s mouth twists and Helen moans.

Stepping closer, Odin’s ghostly form says, “He must be stopped...his vanity...he will destroy Asgard...”

“Why don’t you stop him! Why don’t you do anything!” Loki says, his voice coming out half-scream, half-choked sobs.

The apparition closes its eyes for a moment and seems to sigh. “Because like everyone else, I am enchanted.”  

Helen’s blue glow flares more brightly. Her hand tightens around Loki’s and she tucks her head towards his chest.

“Only you can stop him now,” Odin says. “It is in your nature.”

Helen’s grip relaxes and her head falls back.

Loki is only vaguely aware of Odin disappearing. Dropping his head to Helen’s body, he murmurs, “No, no, no, no!”

And then her blue light winks away, only a faint blue sheen remains on Loki’s hands. Baldur’s voice rings in his mind, “You destroy everything beautiful.”

Loki continues to rock and chant until his mouth is dry and his voice is hoarse. By the time Hoenir and Mimir find him—a day later—Loki is silent. But he hasn’t moved Helen’s body from his lap. 




Chapter 2

Amy is awoken by a screaming headache, the urge to vomit, and the rumble of thunder—in that order. She puts a hand to her head and feels a warm body at her side. For a minute she freezes. A memory swims through her head of Loki in bed beside her, a warm hand on her hip. Or was it a dream? She taps tentatively with her elbow and hears a low, decidedly-canine growl. Lifting her head she sees Fenrir next to her, curled around a small gray ball with eight velvety black legs. 

Amy blinks. “Mr. Squeakers!” 

Fenrir and the spider mouse both lift their heads as if to say, “What?”

Amy stares a moment, swaying slightly, her stomach feeling woozy. Is she witnessing misplaced maternal instincts on Fenrir’s part? She tilts her head. At least Fenrir isn’t eating Mr. Squeakers. 

Pulling herself up, she looks down. She’s still in the clothing she wore yesterday, only her shoes are off. She heads to the bathroom, and promptly loses the contents of her stomach. She’s seriously considering playing hooky, but her cell starts ringing. When she doesn’t pick up, it stops, and then there is a knock at the door.

“Ms. Lewis, Ms. Lewis!”

Amy stumbles to the door and sees a female agent from ADUO through the peep hole. When she opens it up, the agent—Smith? Larson?, Amy can’t remember—says, “We need you to come in for debriefing. I’ll drive you.”

Amy stares at her for a moment. There is a flash of lightning and the boom of thunder. Wet snowflakes are falling all around and accumulating in a slippery blanket on the street and sidewalks. “Fine. But I’m taking a shower first.”

x  x  x  x

Forty-five minutes, two glasses of water, two Tylenol and a shower later, Amy is sitting in the boxy ADUO sedan feeling slightly better. The storm seems to have passed over, but traffic is still miserable. The ‘L’ train might have been faster.

Opening her purse she pulls out a small pink rectangular package and peels back the cover. There are no birth control pills inside. Amy rubs her eyes. It’s not that she needs them for what they’re intended for, but without them she suffers debilitating cramps, a lovely monthly reminder that she’s failed her body and its biological imperative to reproduce.

“Would you let me off at the pharmacy across the street from the office?” she says to the two agents in the front seat, the woman who knocked on her door this morning, and her partner, a man Amy’s never seen before.

“Our orders are to take you directly to the office,” the man says.

Amy remembers the last month before she went on the pill in grad school, of literally crumpling over in the women’s bathroom right after an exam and crying. In her entire life she’d never been in more pain. Head still a little fuzzy, Amy’s eyes go wide. In a frantic voice she says, “You have to take me to the pharmacy. I’m out of birth control pills! I can’t have cramps again! I can’t!”

The man says, “Our orders are to—”

But the woman cuts him off. “We’ll let you go to the pharmacy.”

Amy slumps into her seat. It occurs to her that she really doesn’t need the new pill package before work, but she’s suddenly anxious to get out of the car. That was TMI to be sharing. She sighs. Of course the agents probably know about it anyway. It’s not like her life is her own anymore.

She thinks of Loki lying beside her, his hand running up her hip—probably for the best that was only a dream. She blinks. Wasn’t it?

Later when she’s paying for her prescription, she’s still trying to remember what went on the night before. She remembers the pub, sitting on Loki’s lap, laughing about quantum theory with him and her friends. She remembers him saying that turning blue might be a symptom of dying—and she remembers wanting to kiss him for it, right then and there. She vaguely recalls getting into a cab and letting her head fall onto Loki’s lap. He’d smiled down at her and kissed her hand.

After that...things are kind of a blur.

She heads for the door and hears someone say, “Miss Lewis?”

Stopping, Amy turns around, expecting to see an agent. Instead she sees a slender, pale, blonde-headed man with brown eyes who looks familiar...and at the same time not. It’s the man she met in the park near the troll gate, the one who looks so much like Liddel, the elf she met in Alfheim. Liddel and his wife were on their way to the land of the dark elves when she met them. She worries about them, which is probably why her brain is making this bizarre connection. This man isn’t Liddel. His features aren’t as perfect, he has a scar, and the tops of his ears aren’t pointed...they are...she tilts her head, they’re round but oddly shaped, like the cauliflower ears of boxers or wrestlers.

“Miss Lewis?” he says coming forward, his English flawless and American—not like Liddel’s halting magical speech.

“We met in the park,” he says. “I think we are neighbors.”

“Ummm...yes,” says Amy, rubbing her temple. “I remember.”

Stepping a little too close he says, “We should get coffee later.” 

“Coffee?” she says. Instinctively taking a small step backwards, she takes in his short, heavy, black coat, black pants and black work boots.

“Yes,” he says thrusting his hands into his coat pockets. “At 10:45.” He licks his lips nervously. “There’s a place a couple of blocks from here, just past Wabash and the train tracks.”

Amy stares at him, measuring his attire, and the way his eyes dart about. “Sure,” she says. “Sure.”

Letting out a breath of air, he takes a step closer. “Thank you. Please, don’t be late.”

“I won’t,” she says, standing her ground this time, despite the urge to flee. She won’t go at all. He’s creeping her out.

Nodding curtly, he turns and heads out the door. She watches him move up LaSalle and disappear into the morning commuters. Blinking, she steps out of the pharmacy. One of the agents from the car is waiting for her there. Together they head across the street to ADUO. The snow has melted from the ground, but the dark storm clouds that she’d thought had passed over are back overhead. She hears a distant rumble of thunder and shudders. The weather is bizarre even for Chicago.

She’s just going through the office’s revolving doors, leaving her escort behind, when it occurs to her...she never gave her name to the man who just asked her out for coffee.

She nearly sprints into the office. Steve is leaning against the reception desk, a coffee in one hand. His eyes are red and puffy and his suit is rumpled. “Steve, something weird happened!”

He rubs his eyes and smiles. “Before or after Loki tucked you in last night?”

Amy’s jaw drops, her train of thought reaches the station, but no words come out of her mouth.

Humming happily, Steve takes a sip of her coffee. Wait? Why is Steve happy? She looks around. And why are there two huge guys in black suits she’s never seen before standing outside Steve’s closed office door?

Suddenly from behind Steve’s door booms a voice that is vaguely familiar. “What the Hell were you thinking! You raided my nephew’s apartment! His wife is six months pregnant!”

There is a moment of silence. Steve swallows a big gulp of coffee—a massive girly coffee with whipped cream. “Ahhhhh....” he says with a smile.

“Um...who is in your office?” Amy asks, nodding towards the guys even she can see are body guards.

Steve’s smile widens. “Mayor Ronnie. He needed a place to speak to Jameson privately.”

 

“Oh,” says Amy, at the mention of Chicago’s famously outspoken mayor.

Mayor Ronnie’s voice booms through ADUO again. “Your head is so far up your ass you’re seeing daylight, Jameson!”

Steve blinks and tilts his head. “That line is inspired. I may have to use it sometime.”

There is silence from behind the closed door for a few moments and Steve frowns. “Guess we should get to your debriefing.”

They always debrief her about her run-ins with Loki. Amy takes a deep breath. Yesterday was an emotional roller coaster ride. Loki met-up with her when she was visiting her grandmother, Beatrice, at the nursing home. Loki’s showing up was the only thing that made the visit tolerable. He’d given Amy Mr. Squeakers as an apology for being an ass, and then driven her to a talk on REM sleep in Rhinoceri down at the University of Chicago on the south side. Of course the car turned out to be stolen, and of course Loki got in a minor pile up, and then they’d wound up running from the scene with Loki in drag. They hitched a ride and just made it to the lecture in time. Afterwards, they went out to drink, had a blast...and apparently Loki tucked her in.

Amy looks at her shoes. It was the best not-date date she’s ever had. Her face goes hot just thinking about how much she wanted to kiss Loki. And oh, crap, complicated lies aren’t her thing, and Steve is going to see through her. And so will Brett and Bryant. This debriefing is going to be painful.

At that moment Steve’s phone sounds. He answers it and his face becomes grave. “I’m on my way,” he says. 

Exhaling, Amy’s shoulders fall in relief. The inquisition is delayed!

Steve meets her eyes. “Lewis, you’re coming with me, keep your coat on.”

x  x  x  x

Steve and Amy are in a boxy black government-issued sedan heading towards the lake, going way too fast on Monroe.

“You said something weird happened this morning?” Steve says.

Grabbing hold of the handle above the door, Amy stares at the darkening clouds to the east. “It can wait,” says Amy. “Are those clouds falling to the ground?”


Steve just shakes his head and hits the gas.

Amy looks behind. They’re being followed by Brett and Bryant. Hernandez is already on site. They’re heading to The Cloud Gate, more popularly known as The Bean. It’s a large piece of reflective metal sculpture shaped like a kidney bean. It is the centerpiece of Millennium Park.

“What’s going on?” Amy asks.

A bolt of lightning flashes down very close and the thunder is nearly instantaneous. 

“I’m hoping you can tell me,” says Steve, veering left on Michigan Avenue, tires squealing. There’s a fleet of police cars there. Steve parks illegally, turns on his blinkers and yells, “Come on!”

Amy takes a deep breath and hops out of the car. The air is still and there is thankfully no more rain or snow. But the sky is so black. From behind her comes the rawk rawk of ravens.

She suddenly has a very bad feeling in the pit of her stomach, and she just stares towards the steps leading up to the Bean. There are tourists and police there trying to form a line. Steve grabs her her wrist and starts pulling her forward at a jog. Whipping out his badge as he reaches the crowd he shouts, “FBI, coming through!” The crowd doesn’t give way, but Steve doesn’t let up, he just plows through, pulling Amy along with him, Brett and Bryant following in their wake.

A police officer comes forward to stop them as they pull through the police line. “Heya, you’ve got no jurisdiction here—” he starts to say. Amy’s feet slow, but Steve just yanks her towards the stairs leading to the Bean. Another police officer comes forward, this one older and heavy set. Steve still doesn’t lose his stride. 

“Let him in! I know him!” says the large officer.

Falling into step beside Steve and Amy, the officer says, “Steve? You got an idea what’s goin’ on and who the whack job is?”

“She might,” Steve says, tilting his head towards Amy. He takes off up the stairs, pulling Amy along and not slowing down at all. After a few steps the old guy huffs and says, “Well, have at it...” unable or unwilling to keep up. From the corner of her eye, Amy sees black shadows gliding from tree to tree.

There are several flights of stairs from the street level to the Bean. There are more police, trying to corral more tourists at each landing, and each time Steve barrels through the crowd. By the time they reach the Bean and the police line there, Amy is nearly falling over, her quads feel numb, and her lungs are burning. Brett, Bryant and Steve seem just fine though. The crowd is packed shoulder to shoulder. Amy can just barely see the Bean, and really can’t tell what’s going on. The two brothers fan out on either side of her, separating her from the crowd as Steve leads the charge, still dragging her forward. There are reporters yelling at police, and tourists milling aimlessly.

And then a bolt of lightning crackles through the air and flashes just a few feet  away. As one body the crowd draws back. Except Steve, who charges ever onward, pulling her with such force she feels the bones in her wrist pop. 

As they reach the edge of the crowd, Amy’s eyes go wide. Not more than 6 feet in front of the Bean is a chariot. In it is an enormous man with bronze skin, eyes the same color as the storm clouds above him, and long dark red hair. Wearing gleaming golden armor and a helmet with little wings, Amy recognizes him instantly. In case there could be any doubt, he lifts the hammer heavenward and shouts, “I am Thor!”

Lightning leaps from the sky to his hammer, thunder booms, and people scream. Steve looks down and says calmly. “Well, is that really him?”

Amy stares at Steve, mouth agape. “You need more proof than lightning?”

Nostrils flaring a bit, Steve snaps, “Could be any magical idiot with a lightning-summoning hammer!”

Amy blinks. That might have sounded like madness a few months ago, but considering the circumstances...She nods. “Yes, that’s Thor.” Trying to step behind Steve and out of Thor’s line of vision, she says, “We didn’t get along.”

Shaking the hammer, Thor bellows to everyone and no one. “I fight for mankind! You need not kneel before me!”

Behind her she hears Bryant say dryly, “Well, thanks for that.” Turning her head she sees his arm is in a cast that wasn’t there the day before. Hernandez and Brett are there, too.

Steve snorts. Stepping forward, he says, “I’m Agent Steve Rogers. How may I help you?”

Before Thor can reply, two black shadows swoop down from the sky to land on the chariot. “Rawk, rawk,” they squawk at Thor, bobbing up and down. One shrieks, “Go home! Go home! You’ll make your daddy mad!”

“You’ll ruin everything!” shrieks the other.

Scowling, Thor swipes at them with his hammer. Leaping into the air, the two ravens cry out in rage as sparks and feathers rain down on the sidewalk. There are murmurs from the crowd as they fly away, rawking boisterously. 

Amy watches them go, vaguely aware of Thor stepping out of his chariot, his voice booming. “I have heard of your Captain Rogers of the Marines of the United States. I seek...”

As Thor rumbles on, Amy squints at the vanishing birds. The ravens think Thor will ruin everything? Thor’s ‘daddy’ is Odin—Thor is here against his wishes? Last time Amy saw Thor he was trying to bring Loki home and had offered to exonerate him from all his ‘crimes,’ which apparently included attempting to keep his sons from being executed for trying to initiate political reforms.

Amy tilts her head, the swell of the crowd’s voices rising around her. It suddenly hits her that she doesn’t hear Thor talking anymore. She cautiously slides her gaze in Thor’s direction. He is standing a few feet in front of Steve, staring straight at her, his face red. 

“You!” Thor shouts, pointing Mjolnir at Amy.

“What?” says Steve.

Before Amy knows what is happening, Thor lunges forward, and a heavy gloved hand wraps around her neck. “How dare you call me the God of Blunder and cowardly attack me with your automobile!” 

Amy grabs his wrist, eyes wide and instantly watery. She sucks in a small breath and feels her feet leave the ground. Around her she hears people start to shout, but above their voices comes Steve’s voice, eerily calm and steady. “In my hand, pointed at your head I have a weapon that shoots projectiles at 375 meters per second. Put her down, or we’ll see if it cracks your skull.”

Amy’s feet connect with the sidewalk. Thor’s eyes slide to Steve, but he doesn’t release Amy’s neck. “This is Loki’s whore!” he says. “She is spying for him!”

Amy feels her face go red and hears her heart beating in her ears.

Gun level at Thor’s head, Steve says, “Ms. Lewis is with us, and if you don’t let her go I’ll shoot you here and now.”

Thor stares at Steve a few long heartbeats more, and then, letting Amy go he begins to laugh. “Well met, Steve Rogers! Well met!” 

Steve narrows his eyes at Thor. “We need to talk,” Steve says.

“Agreed,” says Thor, his own eyes going hard. “Perhaps at your fortress?”

Standing motionless for a moment, gun still unholstered, Steve says, “Come with us.”

Thor gives Steve a sort of half smile. “No, I’ll follow you.” 

Steve lifts his gun. Thor doesn’t bat an eyelash. “You need me, Agent Rogers. Don’t push your luck.”

Steve looks around at the crowd and lowers his gun slowly.

“If you’re not arresting him, we will!” says a police officer, running forward.


But Thor’s already in his chariot, and it’s lifting into the air.

“Be my guest,” says Steve, as the chariot starts to make lazy circles in the sky.

The officer’s mouth just falls and he stares upwards.

A little dam in her head seems to burst. “I’m not a whore!” she says. The police officer doesn’t pay her any attention and Steve is already making his way back towards the stairs. Amy turns to follow him. Brett and Bryant are there giving her funny looks.

Amy looks at Bryant’s cast. “What happened to your arm?” she asks.

“He fell,” says Brett too quickly.

Bryant sighs and then says, “Yeah. Come on, let’s head back.”

x  x  x  x

Amy is in the ADUO conference room which is magically shielded with Promethean wire. She is sitting at the conference table, digital tablet in front of her. Thor is landing his chariot on the roof, and the room is mostly empty. At the table with her are Steve and Jameson. Or rather, they’re standing at the table, fists down glaring at each other.

“She shouldn’t be in here!” Jameson says to Steve.

“She’s our liaison with Loki and she should be here!” Steve shouts back.

“Your liaison with Loki?” Thor’s voice booms from the doorway to the conference room.

Amy, Jameson and Steve all turn their heads. Behind Thor stand other agents. 

Thor’s eyes are on her again. Amy swallows, and his gaze abruptly shifts. He looks at the walls and ceiling of the room. “This room is magically shielded,” he says.

“We can speak somewhere else if it would make you feel more comfortable,” says Steve.

Thor reaches into a satchel that hangs around his waist near his hammer. “No, no, this will do,” he says stepping into the room. Agents rush in behind him and station themselves around the room. A few of them move their hands towards their hips. Jameson whispers something to one of the agents. The agent nods and then quickly leaves the room.

Amy blinks. As Thor steps into the room, his demeanor seems to change a bit. His eyes soften, and he looks about curiously. Two agents whisper to one another, and Thor looks up at them and lifts an eyebrow. “Don’t try anything,” he says. “Although my hammer Mjolnir may not work here, I believe your Midgardian magic eggs will.”

He opens his hand. In it is a grenade, his thumb through the pin. Amy’s eyes widen, and she swears she hears a collective intake of breath. 

Thor tilts his head and says quietly, “I come as a friend. Do not make me your enemy.”

Amy’s mouth falls a little. Beside her she sees Steve shift, and her boss meets her eyes. Thor...is different now. Not so loud. 

“At ease, gentlemen,” Steve says.

“You. Go!” Jameson says to Amy.

“No, she stays,” says Thor before Steve’s even opened his mouth. Thor looks around the room. His eyes fall on the Venetian blinds on the window, slightly open to let in light. His jaw tightens. “Close the coverings on the window completely,” Thor orders, as though the room is his to command.

Nervous eyes shoot to Steve and Jameson.

Thor looks at Steve. “Although the room is shielded from Heimdall’s sight, ravens and that rodent Ratatoskr can read lips.”

“Ragatoskr, the squirrel that carries gossip up and down the World Tree...is real?” The question squeaks out of Amy’s mouth before she’s even thought about it.

Jameson glares at her.

Steve raises an eyebrow that clearly says, Now I’ve heard everything.

Thor spits on the carpet. “Aye. The Norns favorite agent has been active of late.”

While everyone else is temporarily paralyzed with that bit of bizarre knowledge, Steve nods at one of the agents. The agent hastily stands and closes the blinds.

As soon as the blinds are closed, Thor says to Steve, “I am sorry about the commotion I caused earlier. But I am not Heimdall, I am not all seeing. Although I’ve heard of you, Heimdall would not give your exact location—I needed to draw you out.”

Amy tilts her head. Thor is suddenly not looking so...blundersome. Steve dips his chin fractionally, he looks like he is about to say something, but Jameson jumps in. “I’m Director Jameson. I’m in charge here. Why have you come?”

Thor’s eyes slide to Jameson for just a moment. He looks him up and down once and then turns back to Steve. “I have come for Loki. The thing beneath your streets will destroy him—”

“We can only hope,” says a sharp feminine voice. All heads turn to the door. Gerðr is standing there, two agents at her elbows. On her head she is wearing a helmet of Promethean wire. Amy blinks. Every time Gerðr tried to leave her cell—a room lined with Promethean wire, Cera had taken control of her mind. The helmet she wears now must be enough to stop Cera’s influence. Amy looks at Thor—why wasn’t Thor affected by Cera?

Thor’s lips curl. “Gerðr,” he says. 

Standing at the door, Gerðr wavers. Eyes on Thor, the giantess says, “Your devotion to that deviant is misplaced! Don’t you know who killed your golden brother, Baldur?” Amy tilts her head. Gerðr is speaking perfect English. Gerðr has picked up some of their language in the past few weeks, but usually she relies on translators...unless she has access to magic. The helmet doesn’t prevent her from using all magic, evidently.

Thor smiles sadly, “Yes, a nice human warrior named—”

“Fool!” Gerðr screams. “It was Loki!”

“Can you not see that Baldur deserved it?” Thor snaps back.

There are some murmurs around the table. Gerðr looks shocked. “How dare you say such a thing! Of all your cursed race, Baldur was the only one who was good and wise and just!” 

Thor’s jaw twitches and his eyes narrow. “You did not see him in the light cast by Helen—”

Gerðr spits. “That deformed nightmare Loki called his child?”

Beside her Brett cracks his knuckles. Amy turns to see both of the brothers glaring at the giantess. Laura Stodgill looks like she might like to hit the giantess, or throw up. Steve’s eyes are cold and calculating. 

“Baldur knew Loki should die!” Gerðr says. “Don’t come here to save Loki. Don’t aid the prophecies! Help the humans kill Loki before he gets his hands on Cera and destroys us all!”

Amy swallows.

Thor’s jaw tightens. His voice booms through the room with such force the windows vibrate. “You’re too old to believe in fate, Gerðr!” 

Amy exhales. Even Thor, who is hundreds—thousands—of years old doesn’t believe in destiny. She feels herself go a little giddy with relief.

One of Jameson’s agents coughs. “Prophecies?”

Agent Hernandez answers. “Loki’s foretold to lead the armies of Hel against the armies of Asgard, thereby bringing about the end of the world...and the beginning of a new and more peaceful world.”

A sudden, very deviant thought occurs to Amy. She almost snickers. “Of course, in Norse tradition, Hel is inhabited by the weak—everyone who didn’t die in battle.”

“What is your point, Lewis?” Jameson snaps.

Biting her lip to contain a giggle, Amy says, “So maybe Loki is going to lead the meek to inherit the Earth.”

Sometimes you don’t recognize there is ambient noise in a room until it goes away. Suddenly, it seems that everyone in the room is holding their breath. Amy looks around. It looks like Steve is biting on the inside of his lip to keep from smiling, Laura Stodgill, their legal counsel, has a hand to her mouth like she’s hiding a grin.

Jameson’s voice cuts through the air. “Don’t compare Loki to Jesus Christ. Ever.”

Amy huffs and shrugs. She doesn’t care what Jameson thinks. Jameson’s far less scary than Steve.

Thor clears his throat. “My intention is to bring Loki back to Asgard. Although my father seems to have given up on Loki, he has not renounced his offer of clemency.” 

“Clemency for what?” Steve says.

Thor holds up the grenade. “At his sons’ execution he threw one of these magic eggs into the crowd. Nearly a dozen onlookers died.”

Amy goes cold. She swears all eyes on the room have turned to her.

“Onlookers?” someone says. “Were they civilians?”

Thor looks up at the ceiling as though considering, “Yes, I suppose you could call them that.”

A shiver sweeps through Amy’s body. 

She hears a gasp behind her. Turning, she sees Gerðr start to claw at her helmet. “Get this thing off of me, let me to Cera! Let me to her!”

“Bring her in here and shut the door!” Thor shouts, his voice so commanding the agents beside the giantess comply. Gerðr scrambles and kicks against them, but they manage to drag her in and pin her to the table until she calms down.

“Let me go!” she demands in her own language, the Promethean wire of the room obviously more effective than the helmet. Amy understands the language—a gift of Loki, but it is one of Jameson’s linguists who translates for the table. Amy just sits back in her seat, still reeling from the idea of Loki throwing a grenade at civilians and feeling vaguely sick. She knows he is a warrior, she’s seen him in action—but he only acts in self-defense. Her breath comes a little too fast. Doesn’t he?

“Why doesn’t she call to you?” Gerðr says, her face a twisted mask of rage and tears. As the linguist translates, Thor shrugs and answers in English. “Cera did call to me. But I don’t crave revolution.”

“How are you speaking our language?” Jameson says.

“I speak several Earth languages without magical aid.” Turning to Amy and meeting her gaze, Thor says, “Cera is calling to Loki, too. And he has very good reasons to wish for revolution. You must warn him...he is going to his own death.”

Amy stops breathing for a moment. “He’s also turning blue, all the time.”

Thor’s brows knit, and he tilts his head.

Didn’t Loki say that Thor has healing abilities? Her mouth races ahead of her. “It doesn’t present itself as cyanosis. I thought maybe it was some sort of magical Pseudochromhidrosis—that’s a condition where harmless bacteria pigment the skin, but that wouldn’t explain his hair and eyes turning black...”

Amy stops. Thor has an empty look in his eyes she associates with someone pretending they know what she’s talking about. 

Leaning forward, Amy dumbs it down. “He thinks maybe it is a sign that he’s dying—is it related to Cera somehow? And can you help him?”

Thor shakes his head. “I didn’t know of this. But it must be a magical ailment. He needs to come home.”

Amy stares at Thor. Unlike Loki, his features are wide and generous. He looks so earnest...so good—so different from the man he was less than an hour ago when he attacked her. Her throat constricts at the memory.

“I want to know how exactly how you know our language!” Jameson says. 

“I’d like to see the facility where Cera is being housed,” says Thor, striding towards the door.

“You’re not authorized for that,” says Jameson. Two agents slide in front of the door. Thor waves the grenade in his hand.

“We can discuss this like reasonable men,” says Steve in a weary voice.

Thor smiles. “Excellent! Over food! I am starving!”

Jameson tenses but nods.

Walking towards Thor, Steve says, “Let’s adjourn in the cafeteria.”

Feeling a little dazed and empty, Amy watches as the agents and Thor file out. Just before Brett and Bryant leave, Bryant turns to her. “You know, Loki does the right thing for the wrong reasons, and the wrong thing for the right reasons.”

Amy lifts her head and stares at him.

“That doesn’t mean that he is evil,” says Brett, his eyes soft and sympathetic.

“But he isn’t safe to be around,” Bryant says.

Amy knows what they’re saying. That she should go on the witness protection program. She nods at them, not because she agrees, just to make them go away. In the end she is left with Gerðr and two of her body guards. Gerðr glares at her. Amy is not sure how much of Brett and Bryant’s conversation she understood. Ducking her head, Amy stands up, picks up her tablet and heads to her desk. She can hear Thor’s voice, booming off in the distance. She wants coffee...and to be alone. She’s almost at her desk, and her purse, when she has a sudden thought.

Tapping her tablet on, she idly notices that it is 10:40 AM, close to the time she told Liddel's human doppelganger that she would meet him. Her heart rate increases, but it has nothing to do with that ill-fated not-going-to-happen rendezvous. 

Loki’s blue skin...She’s been thinking all this time in terms of a disease. She had run medical searches for infections that cause blue skin when Loki first started changing color. Nothing in the medical literature really fit. But she’d been looking for human diseases. Loki is an alien from another world. A world that humans see through a warped mirror in myths. An alien that human myths describe as a god. It might be exhaustion induced delirium, but Amy finds herself opening a browser, clicking to search and tapping the words, “Blue gods.” 

The first result is a post about Hinduism. Didn’t Loki have ADUO set up surveillance in India at some city—it was sacred to Shiva or something? Blinking, Amy clicks on the link. There are several blue gods in Hinduism, but Shiva’s name catches her eye. Scanning the page quickly, she picks up that he’s part of a trinity with Brahma the creator, and Vishnu, the preserver. Amy swallows. Loki is sometimes linked to a trinity, too...with Hoenir, the creator of mankind, and Odin, ruler of the gods.

Amy stares down at the page with shaking fingers. Shiva is the destroyer.

The words on the tablet blur in front of her eyes. Her heart feels like it has stopped beating. She is just being silly. Just because Shiva is the destroyer and Loki is foretold to bring about the end of the world, that doesn’t mean anything. 

Biting her lip, she Googles Shiva. Clicking to Shiva’s Wikipedia page, she scans the entry, willing her hands not to shake. Shiva isn’t a trickster like Loki, but he isn’t just the destroyer either. He’s the Transformer, the Cosmic Dancer, whatever that is—and he’s often depicted with his wives and children. That doesn’t seem so bad. 

Throwing a grenade into a crowd, that was bad. Would be bad...if it happened. She looks down at her desk. It must have been a mistake. An accident. A misunderstanding. He was trying to save his sons and something went wrong. Turning off the tablet, she retrieves her purse. 

She wants coffee but has no desire for company. Looking out the window, she takes in the gray dreary sky, and the soft mist of rain. She decides to take a service hallway and stairs through the building to the alley and then to the coffee shop next door. The route is a little meandering, but she won’t even need to take her coat.

Passing through security, Amy steps through the fire doors that demarcate the plain, unadorned service hallway from the offices proper. Just beyond the doors, there are barrels that look like they contain cleaning supplies and a mop that she has to navigate around, but the hallway is otherwise empty. She is almost to the next fire door that leads to the stairwell when she hears what sounds like fireworks.

She freezes in place, and then all the gears in her brain start working. It’s gunfire. Heart beginning to race, for a moment she actually thinks about going back the way she came—and then catches herself. The best thing for her to do is to get out of the building and out of the way. She turns towards the stairwell fire doors and then she hears a snap and a crackle behind her. On instinct she ducks her head. There’s an explosion so loud her ear drums throb and something sails over her with a whoosh. She hears the sound of metal scraping across the floor...but what strikes her most is the heat. Amy opens her eyes. The barrels she took for cleaning supplies are alight with green fire.

With a quick breath, she sprints towards the fire doors. Just before she collides with them, she slides to a stop, puts out her hand and gingerly touches the metal. Gasping, she pulls her finger away. The door is scorching hot. Looking back the way she came, she sees foul smelling smoke rising to the ceiling, but she can make out the wall of burning green beyond that. It’s the door or nothing.

Pulling off her sweater, Amy wraps it around her hands and pushes on the door. It doesn’t budge. Something in the building gives a loud groan. Amy closes her eyes. Louder than the roar of the flames is her own heartbeat. She should be terrified, but she is just insanely pissed. 


Taking a ragged breath she hacks as the smoke stings her lungs. The hallway smells like heat, chemicals and burnt dirt and hair. Dropping onto the floor Amy pulls her cell phone out of her purse; of course she gets an all circuits busy signal. Swearing to herself, she puts the phone down and puts her head in her hands. After being assaulted by a serial killer, going to Alfheim, losing everything, and finally putting her life back together just a little, she is going to die alone, in an empty hallway. 

“Fuck,” she says, closing her eyes as the heat around her begins to sting. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

Pulling her hair, she screams in sheer frustration. This is all Loki’s fault. Ever since she ran into him her life has been upended. Of course, he did save her life...if only she hadn’t seen that freak flare of flame in the woods of Mark Twain National Park, she wouldn’t have run off the road... 

She starts laughing. Freak flare! Loki probably did that, too.

A piece of something falls from the ceiling. Covering her head with her hands, Amy does the only thing left to do. She opens her mouth, prepared to say something venerating and nice. Instead what comes out is, “Loki! Get your ass here now and save me!” 




Chapter 3

Loki is packing his suitcases for Visby when one of his apparitions spies Thor stepping out of the magically shielded room in ADUO’s headquarters. In his penthouse Loki narrows his eyes. Another apparition had seen Huginn and Muninn at The Bean scolding Thor for being on Earth. 

Putting his fingers in the loops of his jeans, he stares out of one of the floor-to-ceiling windows of his Chicago abode. What is Thor’s game? His lips form a tight line. More importantly, what is Odin’s game? 

He stares at the cityscape before him, his mind a blank. He can just make out ADUO’s roof from his north eastern window. Loki’s penthouse is just across Wacker Drive on Van Buren. He is barely outside of Chicago’s infamous Loop, the city’s financial hub, shopping district, and location of its most important museums and theater district. The Loop is bordered by the Chicago River and Wacker Drive on the north and west, and by Roosevelt Street to the south. A few faux Greco-Roman buildings dot his view, but mostly the skyline is a homage to every architectural style of skyscraper from every decade since 1885. Some of the buildings are reinforced brick or concrete structures with ornate moldings, stained at every window and corner with the runoff of polluted rain. Other buildings are encased in glass and reflect the sky—Loki thinks of them as giant moving canvases. Bright, clean, new buildings; older soot covered buildings textured with elaborate motifs—Loki likes both. The patchwork is in stark contrast to homogeneity that marks the architectural illusions of Asgard. 

Rising up from the flat plain that is Illinois, the vertical lines of the Loop contrast with the rest of Chicago, and even the state. Beyond the center, the city sprawls outwards, the buildings becoming progressively shorter, and the streets more and more tree lined—and perhaps, coincidentally, out of sight of the movers and shakers of the financial district, the streets become more and more crumbling. In Loki’s neighborhood the sidewalks and streets are relatively smooth. Where Amy lives the streets are filled with potholes, and the sidewalks buckle above massive tree roots. Amy attributes the poor state of Chicago’s infrastructure to Chicago’s endemic corruption and curses it frequently. Loki’s just amazed that the corruption changes hands occasionally. 

Smiling he bounces a bit on his heels. Instead of a professional poker player, perhaps he could become an alderman...

Loki’s jaw tightens. This city is not his.

Shaking his head he turns back to packing. He is catching a plane to Visby in the afternoon, saving his magic for a world walk to Vanaheim the following day. His chest tightens and he takes a breath. Thor is here...and Thor won’t let anything bad happen to Cera or Chicago.

At that moment, in ADUO’s headquarters, one of Loki’s apparitions sees Thor accidentally breaking a styrofoam cup in his hands, burning himself on the hot liquid. In his living room, Loki fights the urge to let his apparition become visible, to make sport of the big oaf. His fists clench. That is just the sort of distraction he has to avoid. With a sigh he quietly pulls all of his apparitions out of ADUO’s HQ. 

Stuffing a sleeping bag into his duffel, Loki catches sight of his hands. His skin is blue again. He doesn’t correct it, it’s easier not to, and he’s found that when he is blue Cera’s whining is easier to tune out. Straightening, he looks out towards ADUO’s offices again. He hasn’t heard much from Cera all morning. Just a plaintive grumble of “You’re right. The lightning man is an idiot,” and nothing more for hours.

Raising his head, and glancing out the window, his eyes widen. There is smoke rising up from the direction of ADUO. Straightening, he sends his apparitions back to the building. In his penthouse he walks to his window and puts his fingers to the cold glass. ADUO’s offices are under attack, men with guns are flooding in through the main security checkpoint. Concentrating, Loki sends more apparitions through the building. The main exits are blocked by green fire. His nostrils flare—it’s elven fire. But the queen of the elves would never attempt such a thing, nor would she allow her people to carry guns. Magic bows and arrows, the occasional crossbow, yes. Guns never. She is such a Luddite.

He blinks. It’s Dark Elves! When he went to Alfheim with Amy the elves in the dark lands were carrying guns. Now they’ve come to Earth—how they’ve managed to magically hide their pointed ears and perfect complexions he can only wonder. He’s not detecting illusions around them. But obviously, they want Cera.


He snarls. And Cera most likely knew about it. He taps his hand against the glass. There are hundreds of them! Maybe they know a way to get through the Promethean Sphere protecting Cera? He smirks. If they get her out it will be that much easier to steal her. 

In ADUO’s headquarters, one of Loki’s apparitions sees Agent Steve Rogers shout, “We’ve got to fall back to the tunnels! This is a diversion. They’re after Cera!”

Smirk widening, Loki prepares to let one of his apparitions become visible to Steve.

x  x  x  x

In the glow of green fire, Steve sits behind an overturned table and slides a new clip into his Glock. Every magic detector in the building is beeping, and Steve’s nerves are lit with the noise of gunfire. AK-47s would be his guess from the scant glimpses he’s caught and the sound. All of the usual exits from ADUO are blocked. His brow furrows, but the stairway to the tunnels that run beneath Chicago’s streets where Cera resides should be clear. And green fucking fire is really a tell-tale sign that this is all about Cera.

Looking around the room, he sees Jameson and his agents are tucked behind the cafeteria counter. Closer to Steve are Brett, Bryant, and Thor behind overturned tables of their own. 

Tapping the headset in his ear, Steve gets a no-service tone. Swearing, he hits a button, switches to a reserved channel and says, “Tunnel security, report!”

An agent’s voice barks back, “Sir, we just started taking fire, from the north, east and west! The tunnels are full of them. We’ve fallen back to reinforce the perimeter around Cera. Two men down!”

A few feet away Thor stands up, bullets ricocheting harmlessly off his armor. With a yell, he throws Mjolnir though the air. The hammer takes out a few of their assailants, knocks through a wall, and comes bounding back into Thor’s hands. Thor gives a triumphant shout.

Steve is about to chew him out, but Bryant beats him to it. Pausing to awkwardly push a new clip into his Glock with his broken arm, Bryant shouts, “That could have been a load-bearing wall, you idiot! Stop throwing that thing around or you’ll bring the whole building down on top of us!”

Steve is too busy firing at a dark shadow moving through the green flames to see Thor’s reaction. 

There is a momentary lull in the shooting and Steve shouts, “We’ve got to fall back to the tunnels! This is a diversion. They’re after Cera!”

In his headset, he hears Jameson say, “We can’t get out! We’re trapped back here. You’ll have to do it.” They’re actually in a better position for it than Steve and his boys—but there are a few of ADUO’s cafeteria staff workers, medical personnel and Stodgill back there, too. Steve doesn’t argue. Turning to Thor he says, “Stand up! You’re our cover.”

Thor tilts his head and narrows his eyes, but he does as Steve requests. “Behind him!” Steve shouts to the two brothers. “Go to the back exit to the cafeteria. Move! Move! Move!”

The four of them retreat through the secondary door, Brett and Bryant behind Thor—Steve crouching to the side. Fortunately, some of Jameson’s men have more experience than the Director. As soon as Steve and his guys start their mad dash, they cover them, shooting in the direction of the entrance where lithe shadows are emerging from behind green flame.

The tunnels beyond the cafeteria are empty, but as they pull into the main office area they find the cubicles consumed by flame, and a group of shadows struggling to open the tunnel door. In front of them, Thor lowers Mjolnir, lightning cracks through the room, and the dark shadows tumble. Squinting his eyes in the smoke, Steve and his men approach the door. Their attackers are holding AK-47s. A few of the men he can tell instantly are dead, but he hears a few moans. Kneeling down beside one, Thor says, “Curious. These appear to be elves who have cut off their ears.”

“Open the door! We’re going down!” Steve says. As Brett punches in his code and holds up his hand for thumbprint scan, Steve curses under his breath. Lewis had said she and Loki were attacked by dark elves with guns. Jameson had refused to let Steve see the ballistics report to confirm it.

The door opens with a whoosh. There is the sound of gunfire below. “Thor’s point!” Steve says. “I’ve got the rear.”

Thor grins. “I’m going to see Cera after all,” he says, and then bounds towards the opening with a yell. Which is exactly the moment Jameson’s voice starts to crackle in Steve’s headset. “He’s a possible security risk!  What are you doing?” Steve grits his teeth. Ignoring the director, he backs towards the door. 

And then it hits Steve that he didn’t see Amy Lewis in the cafeteria. He scans the sea of burning cubicles. Shadows start to come forward out of the flames, Steve slips behind the door to the tunnels just as bullets embed themselves in the wall around him. He can hear the echo of more gunfire ringing from the tunnel below. Steve grinds his teeth. The girl’s on her own, his primary responsibility is to see that Cera is safe. With a snarl of frustration he lets loose a few bullets before he closes the fire door. 

Activating the locks. he turns and finds himself alone on the stairwell landing. He hears Brett, Bryant and Thor below. Steve slips the clip out of his Glock, takes a step forward...and almost runs into Loki. Or more likely through him.

Stopping short, he curses. Loki beams and raises his eyebrows. “Hi, Steve.”

It’s the dumbest thing in the world, but Steve can’t help but notice what Loki, or his apparition, is wearing. It’s a pink t-shirt with an upside down rainbow triangle on it. 

Following the direction of Steve’s gaze, Loki says, “Do you like my Bifrost shirt?”

Steve is furious at Loki for his flippancy, and his damned distracting shirt. There is a reason agents all dress the same. He’s also furious at himself for being distracted. Narrowing his eyes, he barrels in Loki’s direction. Sure enough, Steve passes right through him. The illusion of Loki catches up and matches Steve’s pace down the stairs.

“You here to help?” Steve says, feet pounding down the metal mesh stairs.

“I think this time I’d just rather see how this plays out,” the apparition of Loki says. The apparition looks down the stairs where Thor stands on a landing, hurtling lightning northward, as Brett and Bryant fire south, taking cover around the corner of the stairwell and Thor’s girth.

“Oh, look,” says Loki. “Thor is imitating a brick wall. He’s good at that.”

Thor turns his head and his eyes light up. “Loki! We fight together again!”

“I’m just here to see you shot at!” snipes Loki.

Thor nods. “Aye, well I would deserve that.” He turns back to casting lightning down the tunnel.

“Of course you deserve it!” Loki shouts. “Because of you, my boys—”

Nodding, but not turning from the fray Thor shouts. “Aye, so it is...But I come to make amends.”

Steve is about to pass through Loki to take up a position between Thor and the wall, but the look on the apparition’s face makes him stop.

“Miss Lewis, she’s swearing. She never swears...” Loki’s illusion says, eyes wide.

Steve freezes and meets Loki’s eyes. “I hear her,” says Loki. 

Once Odin ‘heard’ Steve. It isn’t a physical thing. It’s magical.

Loki looks down the tunnel and swallows, and then he looks up. “Oh, no. No, no, no...” Without another word, his apparition leaps into the air and through the ceiling and is gone. Steve drops his gaze to see Thor briefly acknowledge Loki’s disappearance with a grunt. Then the giant man turns back to shooting lightning. Steve exhales. Falling to one knee, Steve peers around the tunnel wall, and raises his gun.

x  x  x  x

“This is all Loki’s fault...Fuck, fuck, fuck. Loki get your ass here and save me!”

Loki’s hands curl against the cold glass in his condo. He shouldn’t let his attention leave the fray because of those words, but it does. He lets his apparition slide up through the ceiling, and through the building, searching for Amy, her voice, her prayer, pulling him by along like the current of a river.

He finds her in a hallway, a wall of green flame before her, rapidly getting hotter and turning blue. She’s lying on the floor, hands over her head, face blackened with soot. “Dammit, Loki!” Amy says before she is taken with a fit of coughing. Loki lets his apparition lie down on the floor next to her, propping its imaginary head on an illusory hand. The apparition grins and raises an eyebrow.“You called?” 

Amy turns her head and says, “You came!” Before he knows what is happening, she tries to throw her arms around his shoulders—and of course passes right through him. “Oh,” she says, with a cough. “Right. You’re not here. Can you get me out?”

Fading out from under her, his apparition reappears standing in the hall. He sends another apparition through the door near her and feels some of his bravado fade. He can achieve weak telekinesis, even from a distance, but if he unlocks the door she’ll be cooked in the white hot inferno beyond. “You’ve got yourself into a mess here,” he says. 

Amy sucks in a breath. Ugh, too hot...He thinks I don’t know that?

It takes a moment for Loki to realize that he’s hearing her thoughts, not her words. He still hears her. He’s never had a connection last this long.

Amy groans and covers her eyes. Her exasperated thoughts tickle his mind. He doesn’t have a plan. Of course he doesn’t have a plan. He’s not a part of some divine trinity, he’d be the God of Goof if he was a stupid god...

Loki bristles. Is her ultimate purpose in his life to insult him? “A little gratitude would be nice!” 

“Getting me out of here would be nice!” Amy snaps back, and then coughs, curling herself into fetal position. Getting hotter. 

Something in the building groans. Feeling a rising sense of panic, Loki looks up. There is a little spout in the ceiling that should be shooting water, but he doesn’t sense any water in the pipes, and there isn’t enough ambient moisture in the air to create ice. He glances at the flames. Not that it would be much use against the elven fire. His heart begins to race. This is very, very bad. Is her call to him the universe trying to convince him how powerless he is?

He can’t get me out, can he? Amy’s eyes meet his apparition’s and he feels her willing him not to go. I don’t want to die alone...

“You want me to stay here and watch you burn to death!” Loki says, his voice rising in anger at the hopelessness of the situation, and at himself. He should leave now, attend to what is happening below, snatch Cera if he can. Odin would be able to leave. Yes, he hears her, but how important can she be? She’s as good as dead.

Amy snorts and covers her sooty face with an even dirtier hand. Doesn’t he know anything medical related? I’m going to die of smoke inhalation long before I burn to death.

Loki tilts his head. “Charming, very charming!” he snaps, but his voice has taken on a hint of desperation. He destroys everything beautiful...

In his condo Loki’s chest feels tight; he stumbles backwards from the window. If it was him trapped in the hall, he’d use the In-Between, but it’s exhausting and dangerous just for himself in ideal situations, which the elven inferno definitely is not. He’s never used it on another, they’d both most likely die.

In the burning building there is a loud groan, and the floor beneath Amy drops. 

In his living room Loki doesn’t pause to think. He steps into the In-Between.

x  x  x  x

Loki vanishes from sight, the floor beneath Amy drops, and for an instant and an eternity she is suspended in mid-air. It is like that moment at the top of the hill of a roller coaster ride and the car plunges so fast beneath you that your body can’t keep up. 

She opens her mouth for a last gasp of air...and meets Loki’s eyes going from black to blue gray beneath her. She expects to crash through him, but instead she crashes into him. Heat buffets her face, she catches sight of white hot flames below, and they’re falling. 

And then there is nothing. No Loki, no light, no heat—no, Loki is there, she feels him underneath—in front—beside her—arms tightening around her waist. There is no up or down and she feels all the breath rush out of her.

Her lungs scream in agony, her body doesn’t have a chance to shiver. And then, for a moment she can’t feel anything anymore, she is beyond pain, or cold, or fear. She thinks she sees light, thinks she hears something. Beatrice’s voice maybe? You can’t leave yet, Amy...

She wants to say that she wants to stay here, to follow Beatrice’s voice, but before the words can form she is falling again, Loki beneath her. There is up and down once more, and light so bright it is blinding. She glimpses gray sky and they’re falling into clouds. They collide with something and Loki’s body bounces, snapping Amy’s jaw shut on the impact, just catching the edge of her tongue. Gasping, Amy sucks in a breath and thinks she can feel the cells that line her lungs rejoicing, the taste of air is so sweet. She blinks. They’re not in clouds, they’re on a bed with white linens, in a huge room with floor to ceiling windows, furnished with only a bed and a nightstand. Her head is on Loki’s chest; he’s wearing the pink LGBT shirt with the upside down rainbow triangle he calls his “Bifrost shirt.” A shadow above them makes her look up with a gasp....it’s Loki’s sword in a black scabbard hanging above the bed on the wall.

“Amy?”

Amy shifts her gaze downwards. Gasping for breath, and in shock she can’t respond.

Loki is looking at her, his mouth open, his eyes wide, his skin going from mottled blue to pale peach. He puts his hands to the sides of her head. Flexing his fingers as though checking to see that she is real, he says, “You’re alive?” 

Blinking, Amy nods. He closes his eyes and smiles, a genuine smile, not one of his twisted smirks. “Welcome to my home,” he whispers. Lifting his head he bumps his forehead against hers, and then his head drops, his hands fall, and his eyelids droop.

“Loki!” Amy yells, scrambling to her knees on top of him and shaking his shoulders. “Loki!”

He blinks his eyes and mumbles. “So tired...twice...so hungry...need to sleep.”

Her eyes widen. She’s straddling his chest and he hasn’t made a single inappropriate comment. Terrified, she shakes his shoulders. “Are you going to be alright?” she says, leaning in close and biting her lip.

He nods but doesn’t open his eyes. His body trembles as his muscles relax. His head lolls to the side.

Going cold, Amy straightens and puts a hand to her face. She can’t take him to the hospital. Jameson is after him; she just has to trust that he’s done this before and he’ll get better. She idly pushes her purse up her shoulder. She hadn’t even realized it was still on her arm. She freezes. Her phone! They can track her by satellite.

With shaking hands she opens her purse. Her wallet is inside, her keys, and her new birth control pills. But her phone is gone. Remembering dropping it on the floor after her unsuccessful phone call, she heaves a sigh of relief.

...and catches a whiff of herself. Her hair and her clothes smell like burnt chemicals. She remembers how 9/11 victims suffered from strange ailments after the attack, brought on by the cocktail of exotic burnt compounds in the building materials they inhaled. She suddenly has a very strong urge to take a shower.

She looks down at Loki. His hair is ginger, his skin pale and wan. She has a responsibility to him first. His chest seems very still. Amy scampers off of him, and he heaves in a huge breath of air, his eyes spring open, and he coughs.

“Amy...” he mumbles. “Strangest dream. I was suffocating under a giant rabbit.”

Amy’s lips twitch. She’d been sitting on his chest, evidently cutting off his oxygen supply. Good one, would-be-animal-doctor-girl. Silently incriminating herself, she gently pushes his bangs back from his eyes. His hair is coarse and thick. “Are you sure you’ll be alright?” she asks again.

Nodding, he whispers. “Never did that with two people. Almost killed us both. Need to sleep.” He takes a deep breath of air, his nose wrinkles, and he winces.

Smiling bitterly, she says, “That’s me. I smell like cancer. I want to take a shower, but I don’t know if I should leave you alone.”

Loki shakes his head, eyes closed. “You can’t take a shower.”

Heart catching, Amy brushes her hand softly down his cheek, and leans closer. She’s about to whisper, “What can I do?” when Loki, eyes still closed, lets out a whine. “Not while I’m too weak to spy on you.”

Amy sits up and pulls her hand away. She sighs. “I think you’ll be fine.”

One of Loki’s eyes opens, and then the other, and he smiles again. It’s innocent, filled with wonder, and it’s breathtaking.

“What?” Amy asks.

“I rescued you.” The smile gets impossibly wider and he shrugs, and looks away. “It’s been a long time since I’ve done something so unequivocally...” He huffs a laugh. “...Good.”

Some butterflies do a mad dance in her stomach. “Oh, Loki,” says Amy, almost reaching up to put a hand through his bangs again.

Covering his eyes, he nods and sighs almost shyly. “Not since I helped kill Baldur.”

“Oh,” Amy says, suddenly feeling uncomfortable. Yes, Thor did say Baldur deserved it, but it doesn’t stop the chill that Amy feels. Loki doesn’t operate by an Earthly moral code. Thinking of the civilians Thor said he killed in Asgard, she shivers and wraps her arms around herself.

Loki sighs again and closes his eyes. His muscles relax in a wave, and he’s almost instantly asleep, the smile still on his face. 

Loki saved her, that is the only thing she knows for sure. Standing up and taking a deep breath, she goes to find the shower.

x  x  x  x

When Loki returned to court from Niflheim, the plague and its victims were already nearly forgotten. Instead there were other rumors.

“Baldur has dreams of his impending death,” Thor says, over a mug of ale. His brows draw together, and he takes another swig from his mug. They are in Loki, Sigyn, Valli and Nari’s home—still called Anganboða,’s Hall. Sigyn and Loki are loathe to call it anything else. It is late, the boys are asleep. Sigyn is with them, a smaller mug of her own in front of her.

Sigyn’s gaze becomes hard, but she says nothing.

“Good,” says Loki.

Thor scratches his great mane, and then shakes his head. “But it doesn’t matter. The gossips in court say the queen has begged every creature, every plant, and every rock and mineral in all the Nine Realms not to hurt him and they’ve all given their oath to comply. No weapon can penetrate his skin.”

Huffing, Sigyn says, “That is ridiculous.”

Thor looks up, eyes wide. “But...”

Tilting his head, Loki says, “Since when have plants, let alone rocks and minerals, been ones to make oaths?”

Looking down at his ale, Thor says, “Aye. It sounded strange to me. But Baldur ordered Tyr to  throw an iron battle axe at him. It bounced off without leaving a scratch.” He shrugs and drains his mug.

“Well, maybe he should test those oaths,” Loki says. “Perhaps at the training grounds tomorrow we can all take turns throwing things at him?”

Thor beams. “That sounds like fun!”

Beside Loki, Sigyn straightens and her face darkens. Later, as Thor is leaving, Loki puts his arm around her hip and leans down to nip her ear. He’s warm with liquor, cold with the memory of Helen, and he suddenly wants more babies, just to show he is still fighting. Sigyn pulls out of his embrace. Pointing a finger at him, she says, “Odin is setting you up, Loki! You’ll take care of his problem, and then he’ll thank you with torture and banish our children to Midgard or worse!”

“Baldur needs to die!” Loki hisses. Sigyn is the only person he’s told about Odin’s spectral visit to Niflheim. He feels his skin heat and sting at her betrayal—she of all people should understand.

“Yes!” Sigyn says, her lips curling into a snarl. She closes her eyes. “I worry every time Nari or Valli go near Baldur that he’ll...” she shakes her head unable to finish. Loki remembers Sigyn emerging from Baldur’s chambers so long ago, her face dazed, confused and hurt. Woman or child, boy or girl, Baldur has no inhibitions about using his glamour to charm, seduce, and betray.

He lets out a breath and his fists tighten at his powerlessness. “What would you have me do?” he says through clenched teeth.

“Do the same as Odin, find someone else to do your dirty work,” says Sigyn.

Loki runs his tongue over his teeth. It’s not what he wants; Loki wants to douse Baldur in fire even if it means his own death. He wants the world to see the Golden Prince burn. But Sigyn is right. If Loki kills Baldur, Loki’s family will face banishment—or worse. Sigyn isn’t Aggie, but he does love her; and his boys are monsters, but he does love them with an intensity that borders on madness. He looks away and says nothing.

As it turns out, half of the deed is accomplished by someone else the next day. Thor suggests to the court that they attempt to test the spell protecting Baldur by throwing weapons of various materials and designs at him. In arrogance and vanity, Baldur accepts gamely. It becomes the favorite sport of the court. Unfortunately, just as Thor suggested, nothing seems to work.

Loki does not partake of the sport himself. Instead, he takes to studying the mechanisms of the spell. Some of the more learned at court speculate that Frigga has surrounded Baldur with an invisible layer of magical armor—but Loki doubts that. A layer of magical armor would inhibit sensations from reaching Baldur, and he doubts very much that Baldur, ever the ‘sensualist,’ would be willing to part with that. It takes many months, but Loki eventually discovers she has woven her magic into Baldur’s skin. He can feel pleasurable sensations, but heat too hot will be siphoned by magic into realms unseen as well as the atoms and molecules of points too sharp. The force of impact of such implements meets the same fate.

It is a beautiful, infuriating, lovingly crafted piece of work. And in all the days that the warriors make sport of throwing objects at Baldur nothing penetrates his skin...Instead it is Sigyn that discovers the weakness. 
“Remember that small plant that you brought from Midgard, Loki? The one that grows in trees?” she says one evening. The boys are screaming in the other room. Normally, he would go back, rough house with them, and Sigyn would come in and harangue him for ‘inciting them to riot’. But Loki has had a long day listening to the dronings of Odin and the dwarven envoys from the new Svartalfheim mercantilist faction and he is in the mood to kill someone. He grits his teeth. He is not in the mood to talk, or listen. He wants to turn off his ears and mouth and drink. He grunts in response and heads to the cupboard. 

Not taking the hint, Sigyn says, “Frigga touched it, and her skin developed a rash.”

Popping the cork out of the bottle of ale with his teeth, Loki says, “And this concerns me because?” In the other room he hears a crash. 

Sigyn scowls. “Because she seems to be intolerant to the substance...I’ve heard of similar things among the Vanir, and the dwarfs...but not among the Aesir. I thought yearly feasting on Idunn’s apples inoculated us.” She tilts her head. “But it’s a new species to Asgard. Perhaps Idunn hasn’t added it to her apples’ magic—”

“Too bad for Frigga,” says Loki, tipping back his ale.

“Loki, such conditions are inheritable!” says Sigyn. 

Putting down his drink, Loki stares at her.

Sigyn’s eyes narrow. “And in the proper dosages can be deadly.”

Later that evening he is sitting with a mistletoe branch on the kitchen table. The plant has thin flimsy branches, too weak to be a weapon. Loki taps his chin. “Perhaps if I rub the bark and leaves along a sword or a knife the essence will be enough to break the spell and allow me to drive a blade through his hide.”

From where she is mending, Sigyn says sharply, “You will do no such thing.” 

Loki glares at her, but she doesn’t even look up. “Find a way to kill him without it being traced to you,” she says, pushing a thread through a needle. “Or Odin will not get a chance to punish you because I will kill you myself.”

The coldness in her voice makes Loki pause. 

“It is no victory if all your children are dead.” Raising her eyes, she says, “I want you to be victorious.”

The side of Loki’s lip quirks. He looks down at the mistletoe branch and his thoughts start racing. “First I’ll need to see if Frigga’s weakness is also Baldur’s.”

Sigyn hums in agreement.

From the mistletoe, Loki crafts a small, lightweight, inconspicuous dart. The next day, he tosses it in the pile of weapons the warriors will fling at Baldur. It’s just his luck that the person who picks up the dart happens to be the nearly blind Hödur. Loki makes himself invisible and tries to steer Hödur’s aim in the right direction, but still the dart just barely grazes Baldur’s arm. And then Tyr heaves a dwarven dagger directly at Baldur’s forehead. As the dagger falls harmlessly, Baldur and all those assembled laugh, but Loki can’t help but notice Baldur scratching at his arm where the dart passed, the skin there mottled and red.

He leaves in glee to tell Sigyn. His glee ends quickly when he returns to where the mistletoe grows to find that the tree it grew in has been cut to the ground.

He stares at the stump, his hands curling into fists. To get more mistletoe he’d need to go to Midgard. But access to Midgard is restricted—to all but the occasional receiver of prayers. Of late, that has only been Baldur. 

For months, Loki can only watch helplessly as Baldur’s behavior becomes more brazen and bold. And then, prayers come to Loki. Typical of Loki’s luck, they come at the best and worst of all possible times.




Chapter 4

The tunnel beyond the emergency lighting of ADUO’s basement level has gone dark. The bullets have stopped. Steve’s knee is sore and cold where he half kneels between the giant Asgardian beside him and the wall.

Thor sends a burst of lightning northward, and Steve raises his gun and fires in the direction of some darting shadows. Spinning, Thor does the same in a southerly direction and Brett and Bryant fire, too.

Over his headset, set to the secure channel, a voice cracks. “They’re sending arrows with green flame in this direction!”

There are screams southward where Cera is and then someone shouts, “There is a wall of green flame around the Promethean Sphere!”

Steve’s about to order Brett, Bryant and Thor to race in the direction of the sphere, but then more gunfire rings in his ears, fast and insistent. A bullet lands in the corner of the wall by Steve and a piece of debris hits his face with a sharp sting. “Hold your position!” he shouts.

There is more screaming from the direction of the Promethean sphere. His headset crackles with, “The fire is turning blue...now white!” 

For a few minutes there is nothing but gunfire and Thor releasing lightning blasts down the narrow tunnels, and then everything is suddenly silent. 

Steve’s headset crackles to life. “What’s happening?”

“The sphere is secure!”

“They’re retreating!”

Steve sees nothing but hears running footsteps behind and in front of him.

Thor bellows, “Leave the ones that are north of us, try to grab the ones trying to escape past us from the south!”

The wisdom of it hits Steve instantly. To the south is Cera, and more agents. To the north are just more tunnels—they have no real chance of catching them, but they might be able to corner some between themselves and Cera and haul them in for questioning. Gunfire comes from behind and in front. Steve turns; he sees nothing beyond the few feet of space he stands in, but shouts rise around him, echoing in a strange language. 

Suddenly, out of the blackness come shadows. Brett fires and one of the shadows buckles at the knees. Another raises a gun but Thor’s hammer is there. Still another shape tries to bolt past the large golden man, but Steve catches it by the collar. Pinning with too much ease what turns out to be a man of light build and moderate height, Steve grits his teeth. He’s amped with anger from this pointless attack, and the thought of men down that they haven’t even begun to count. He shoves the man against the wall so hard he hears the clack of teeth. Taking a breath, Steve wills his temper to cool. And then he catches his breath. The man’s skin is caucasian with a long scar across his cheek that is rapidly fading, his eyes are brown, his hair is golden...but what draws Steve’s attention are his ears. They’re growing upward, forming delicate points. 

Behind Steve comes the sound of more scuffling, and a loud bellow by Thor. “We have them!”

Steve is barely listening. In front of him, the man’s features are morphing, changing, becoming painfully...perfect. “I will die an elf!” the man says.

Steve’s eyes widen. The man raises a leg, trying to kick Steve’s body away. Steve’s instincts take over quickly. Hands still on the man’s shirt collar, Steve pivots away from the kick and uses his momentum, and his assailant’s imbalance, to slam the man onto the floor face first. He has the elf’s arm behind his back a moment later. It takes all his self-control to keep from breaking it.

He blinks down as the elf lets out a cry of pain. “This man isn’t combat trained,” he says, almost to himself. Also, the guy doesn’t seem to be clawing out his eyes in an effort to get to Cera. The elf Brett shot is whimpering on the ground, knee bent at an impossible angle. An AK-47 that looks heavy and ancient lies just out of reach. 

“No, he is not,” Thor rumbles. The big man has two elves, one with skin dark brown, another golden, dead or unconscious, at his feet. “It will make them easier to break.”

The elf beneath Steve shudders. In frustration, Steve yanks up on his arm just a little. The elf makes a wail that’s so plaintive Steve looks down. He wants to say something derisive...but doesn’t. Steve has caught insurgents before, he expects a look of insolence, and maybe pride. The man below him shows neither of these emotions, he just looks terrified. 

Over his headset someone says, “They’re retreating from headquarters—fires are receding!”

And then Jameson’s voice comes over the line. “Rogers, I’ll need you for debriefing. Bring Thor.”

Cursing, Steve taps his headset. “Yes, sir. On my way.” Turning to Brett and Bryant he says, “I’ll call for medical. Thor, my superior wants a word with you.”

Thor snorts. “Superior how?”

Steve tilts his head but doesn’t answer. Instead he pulls the elf beneath him up by the back of the collar. “You’re with me, too.” Ducking his head, the elf scrambles to his feet, staying as far away from Thor as possible.

A few minutes later, the three of them step through the security door that leads into ADUO’s office, blinking in the bright light of blown out windows. Outside Steve hears the sound of fire trucks and choppers. Around them cubicles are smoking, but there are no more flames.

Rounding a corner, Hernandez catches Steve’s eyes. His pistol is still drawn, but he looks calm. “Sir! We’re setting up an emergency conference. You’re wanted immediately in the cafeteria.”

“Why not meet in one of the magically shielded rooms?” Steve asks.

Hernandez shakes his head. “The Promethean wire wasn’t affected by the flames, but there was structural damage in the rooms where we had the wire set up. It isn’t working anymore, and the rooms aren’t safe.”

Beside him the elf starts to breathe heavily. 

“Gerðr?” says Steve.

“Sedated and being taken to the special aircraft built for Loki.”

A chopper passing low drowns out nearly all the sound in the room. “What’s going on?” Steve asks. In the distance Steve hears the wail of fire engines.

Hernandez’s jaw tightens. “The flames here just all of a sudden snuffed out, but before they did they managed to create real fires in the surrounding block—and panic. People saw the green flames, and CNN speculated it was a chemical attack. The governor called in the National Guard—and somehow the press decided that there was an official pronouncement to evacuate the Loop. The mayor is furious, so is Jameson.”

So is Steve. Grabbing the elf by the collar, he steers him to the window and forces the man to  look out with him. People are streaming out of buildings, walking on the sidewalks, and between cars stuck in the middle of the street, honking their horns. 

Still...Steve’s head tilts. It is not as bad as he imagined. He sees people helping people; the crowd is a slow-moving river, not a furious torrent. He glances down at his watch. It’s been an hour since the fighting began. He’s read that the longer a crisis goes on, the more likely humans are to be civilized—but he’s never seen it.

The elf beside Steve lets out a sharp breath. Steve looks at him. His eyes are wide and fearful as he stares at the crowd below. His mouth opens as though he might say something, but then Thor grunts and the elf’s mouth closes with a snap.

“Come on,” Steve says, and the four of them, Thor, Hernandez, the elf and Steve head towards the cafeteria. They’re just about to go in when they run into Laura Stodgill, talking hurriedly on her phone. She looks alright, though she’s holding her shoes in her hand. She isn’t combat trained. Steve’s jaw tightens as he meets her eyes. Before he has a chance to ask the question on his mind, Stodgill answers it for him. Putting the phone down, she says, “I can’t find Lewis. I’m trying to see if some of the security footage is still intact.”

Beneath Steve’s hand, he feels the elf tremble. He hasn’t made a move to escape since they’ve dragged him up out of the tunnels. To Hernandez Steve says, “Watch him.” To Stodgill he says, “Find out what you can.” 

She nods and Steve turns to Thor. He is watching Stodgill thoughtfully. With a raised eyebrow he meets Steve’s gaze. Together they walk into the cafeteria. Jameson is standing beside a righted table. On it sits a cell phone. Around him are some of the his guys from D.C.

“Steve Rogers reporting, Sir,” Steve says.

“And I am Thor Odinson,” says Thor in deep bellowing tones. “Son of Odin, King of Asgard and official emissary from that realm.”

Steve tilts his head. Didn’t Steve’s two feathered minders, official envoys of Odin, berate Thor for being here? He casts a speculative glance at Thor. The big man pointedly ignores him.

“Agent Steve Rogers and...Thor...Odinson,” says a voice over the phone which Steve recognizes instantly as the Director of the FBI. “We’ve been waiting to speak with you. The president is on the line. As are the joint chiefs of staff.”

Steve freezes.

Someone, voice garbled, says, “I want to cut to the chase. Belarus, Ukraine, and Russia are all pushing us to give these guys the full rights accorded to the Geneva convention. Any idea why?”

“No, sir,” says Jameson.

Steve knows instantly. “They were armed with AK-47s, ancient ones. They’re buying old Soviet tech.”

There is a moment of silence. Steve thinks he hears whispers on the other end. And then someone says, “We’ve known that based on the ballistics reports from the vehicle the girl took to Alfheim. The question is, what are they offering these countries in exchange that’s so valuable?”

Steve tenses at mention of the ballistics report he hadn’t had access to.

Beside him, he hears Jameson shuffle nervously. Jameson had access to the reports and he hadn’t answered the damn question. Steve shifts on his feet, too, and his nails bite into his fists in frustration.

Steve is asked a few more questions. It’s just a dry recitation of what Steve has and has not seen until someone on the other end of the line says, “Agent Rogers, you’ve gone on record publicly saying that attempting to capture Loki was a waste of resources and bound to be unsuccessful.”

Another voice says dryly, “Apparently you were right. Those were resources we could have used to predict this attack.” 

Steve restrains a grim smile, but then Jameson steps forward. “Mr. President, we know that Loki has associated with the dark elves before. He told Miss Lewis as much during their trip to Alfheim. He’s behind this attack!” 

Steve tilts his head. It isn’t a bad theory. It doesn’t feel quite right, though...

Thor snorts. “Loki wouldn’t have anything to offer them in exchange for their cooperation.”

Steve feels himself straighten. 

“But it is possible?” someone else says.

“It’s unlikely,” says Thor.

“But right now it’s the only scenario we have to go on,” someone else says.

A woman’s voice snaps, “Yes, and attitudes like that had us chasing Osama Bin Laden in caves!”

There’s a moment of silence so deep it’s obvious they’ve been put on mute, and then the woman’s voice comes over the line again, “I can’t believe I’m asking you this, Mr. Odinson, but are the dark elves from Svartálfaheimr or Alfheim?”

Thor tilts his head. “Svartálfaheimr is the land of the dwarfs. Although, in some of your mythologies I believe you’ve confused dark elves and the dwarfs. It is understandable. Both are dishonorable creatures.”

“Dishonorable?  How precisely?” says the woman.

Thor snorts. “The elves of the dark lands are there because they’ve betrayed their queen. They fight among themselves in a perpetual state of war. Svartálfaheimr is practically run by merchants...if it weren’t for Asgard’s protection, the Svartálfaheimr nobility would be overrun.”

Steve can almost hear the questioner sucking in a breath. “I see,” she says, and even over the crackling line Steve can hear the woman’s tightened jaw.

“This line of questioning is taking us nowhere,” says another voice on the line.

There are some more questions directed at Steve. Besides the insight into where the elves are getting weapons, Steve notes they don’t discuss anything Thor could not have picked up from direct observation. The president thanks Thor and says something about “continued cooperation between our realms” and then Thor and Steve are dismissed—Steve’s given no clear direction beyond “get some sleep.” 

Steve bristles as he leaves Jameson behind. Is Steve not trusted because he suggested the FBI work with Loki? Is he Thor’s babysitter? He’s glad they’re not trying to arrest Thor—but very curious as to why not. What do they know that Steve doesn’t?

With these thoughts in mind, he heads down the hall towards his office. Steve and Thor round a corner. Just before they reach their destination they nearly plow into Hernandez. The agent has the elf in handcuffs and is guiding him none-too-gently towards the exit.

“Where are you taking him?” Steve asks.

“All captured insurgents not in medical are being rounded up and put on the same flight as Gerðr,” Hernandez says. 

At just that moment Stodgill steps out of her office. “Agent Rogers, I got word from the surveillance guys. Lewis headed into the service hallway just as the attack began...there was a fire in the stairwell, she would have been trapped...” She swallows. “There’s nothing on the tapes of her ever coming out.”

“Amy,” says the elf.

All eyes shoot to their captive. “What did you just say?” Steve says.

The elf swallows. “I met her in Alfheim, with my wife. She took pity on us and offered to bring us to earth...”

“And now she’s dead,” says Hernandez.

Steve finds himself taking a step closer to the elf, his hands balling into fists at his side. He isn’t sure who he is angrier at —the elf, or himself. Steve put Amy in the line of fire, didn’t he? His chin dips, and he can feel the side of his lip drawing up....of course it was the elves that fired. 

The elf draws back.

A heavy hand falls on Steve’s shoulder. “Easy, Rogers. Do not punish this man for a death that you do not know has happened,” says Thor.

Steve blinks and exhales a breath, his rational mind kicking in. 

“What are you talking about?” says Hernandez, eyes on Thor, shaking the elf roughly. “You heard what Agent Stodgill said! There was no way for Amy to escape.”

Steve swears he can see a vein in Thor’s forehead throb. “Loki heard her. And Loki achieves impossible things,” Thor says, his voice between a snarl and a whisper. 

At that moment, Steve’s, Stodgill’s and Hernandez’s phones buzz simultaneously. Phone already out, Stodgill taps a button. “It’s an email from Amy.”

Steve holds out a hand; without being asked, Stodgill hands over her phone. He looks down at the email. It says simply, Loki got me out. Am okay. Amy 

She sent it to just about everyone in the office she associates with.

Thor’s hand thumps Steve’s shoulders. “See!”

Handing Stodgill’s phone back, Steve says, “Have Brett and Bryant trace the IP address.”

“Yes, sir!” she says.

Steve scowls. In human myths Loki was able to accomplish what even Odin couldn’t pull off—but he wasn’t just the “god of lost causes,” he was the god of treachery as well. He remembers Jameson’s theory about Loki being behind the attacks. Loki’s excellent at computer programming. Hacking Amy’s personal account would probably take him all of a few minutes. But would he make the effort to lie about something like this?

From down the hall come shouts. Steve’s phone starts buzzing.

Picking up, he says, “Rogers here.” His jaw tenses as he listens. “I’m on it.” 

Turning to the elf he says, “There are trolls on Lower Wacker Drive. Know anything about it?” 

Eyes wide, the elf shakes his head. “We have nothing to do with it!”

Glaring at the elf, Steve says, “We still are going to talk.” But for now Steve has a green killing machine  with re-attachable limbs and a bullet proof hide to deal with. ADUOs dealt with plenty of trolls in the past, but never when the city was in such a state of chaos.

Turning, Steve heads down the hallway. Behind him Thor laughs. “Ah, where Loki is there is always fine adventure!” 

The glee in the giant man’s laugh makes the hairs on the back of Steve’s neck stand on end. 

x  x  x  x

“How can you restrict our access to Midgard on pretense that the Aesir do the same? Your own son is there on a regular basis!” The dwarven delegate draws himself up to his full height. He comes to just below Loki’s chest, but his girth is formidable. “I hear he is there even now.” The dwarf looks pointedly at the empty throne beside Frigga and Odin.

There are murmurs through the great hall. 

Standing behind the royal family, Loki raises an eyebrow. At last someone says it.

Odin’s voice takes on the distant tone it does when he speaks of Baldur. “My son is there on official business, he hears prayers...” 

Loki’s hands tighten into fists. Lately, Baldur’s presence has been requested on Earth more and more. Christianity has been on the rise in the places where the Aesir were once the only gods. Where the religions intersect, Baldur is often summoned. Although Baldur is not the god who turns the other cheek, he is confused with him. Perhaps because the Christ the Christians speak of is also the son of an all-father figure?

Snapping him from his reverie, the dwarf says, “Official business? Is that what you call it?” Loki snorts quietly. Baldur uses his time on Midgard to do other things beyond answer prayers. 

Around the room the Aesir tilt their heads. Loki hears someone whisper, “The dwarf king covets Baldur for his daughter’s hand.”

The dwarfs in the retinue behind the delegate bristle. One of the delegate’s eyebrows shoot up. Loki knows there have been no official overtures for a union between the dwarf princess and Asgard’s heir. The dwarfs know an offer would be scorned. They are viewed as lesser beings.

Odin waves a weary hand in Loki’s direction. Odin has been weary a lot of late, and if Loki tries to bring up Niflheim, he just grows wearier. As Loki leans down, Odin says, “Loki, show our distinguished guests to their quarters in the East Wing.”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” Loki says, delivering the honorific with a smirk. Lately Odin has been insisting on more respect in public. Loki steps off the dais where the throne stands and walks towards the dwarfs still glaring at Odin.

Bowing, Loki says, “Your distinguished—” 

And then he hears a feminine voice that is a whisper, and yet carries above all the murmurs in the great hall. “Help me! If any of you have any mercy, help me!” The desperation in the plea is so obvious, Loki feels breathless. 

“Are we under attack?” Loki shouts, spinning around.

In the corner of his eye he sees Thor pull out Mjolnir. Voices rise in the great hall. Odin’s voice rings out, “Silence! Heimdall?”

The gatekeeper steps forward. “We are under no attack, my Lord.”

But the woman’s voice rises again. “I have pledged my heart to Hothur!”

A man’s voice rises with the woman’s. “If there be justice between gods and men, call off your Golden Son or give me the means to fight him honorably!”

Loki looks around the room. Everyone is staring at him, no one appears to hear the voices. And then it hits Loki. “Prayers,” he whispers. “I hear prayers.”

Gasping, Loki’s eyes go wide. His legs fall out from under him. He feels like laughing.

Someone in the great hall shouts. “And what are the prayers requesting, fool?” 

“Loki’s so pretty in women’s clothing; maybe someone wants him as their wife!” says someone else in the hall. Normally, Loki would have a witty rejoinder at the tip of his tongue but all he can do is sit on the floor, biting back his smile.

“He is not lying!” says the dwarf, holding a small glowing circular amulet in his hands. The laughter becomes more subdued snickers. “There is magic in the air.”  The dwarf lifts his eyes to Odin. “If prayers are the reason you allow your son to go to Midgard, you must send your fool, too.”

“No!” says Frigga.

For a long moment there is silence in the great hall. And then on the throne, Odin sighs heavily. “Loki, you may go.” 

As Loki gets shakily to his feet, Heimdall says, “I shall go with him.” 

“As shall I,” says Thor.

“No,” says Odin as Loki staggers to the door. “This is Loki’s task. Thor and Heimdall, the good dwarf and I have been discussing instability among Svartheimer’s merchant class. Now would be a good time to turn Heimdall’s eyes and Thor’s strategies to avoiding such an unfortunate development.”

Loki doesn’t question the sudden change in schedule, he just makes a break for the door. 

Not an hour later, the Bifrost deposits Loki on one of Midgard’s Northern continents. It is night-time, but the moon is full. As soon as his feet touch earth he hears the woman’s prayers again. “I know my father has promised me to your Golden Son, please forgive me.” 

Loki turns at the sound. In the distance he sees campfires, and he knows without knowing how that is his destination. He’s brought Frigga’s falcon cloak in case the distance between him and the humans is great, but the journey is so short, he takes it on foot. He soon finds himself at the camp of what Loki can only speculate is a warlord. Sentries line the perimeter, and he counts at least 50 tents in the moonlight. Narrowing his eyes, Loki makes himself invisible and heads to the tent at the center. Slipping through the front opening he finds a woman kneeling on a skin rug before a smoldering metal bowl. To one side is a table laden with scrolls made out of hides and a low bed.

He’s just taking in the scene when he hears the flap of the tent open behind him.

“Nanna,” says a voice Loki recognizes from the prayers in Odin’s hall, that he assumes belongs to Hothur. Turning, he sees a human man with broad shoulders, a long scar down one side of his face, and armor that is well-made but unadorned. Loki smiles. A warrior interested in results, not show—the very opposite of the golden prince! This is looking better and better.

“We shouldn’t waste what little we have of our mortal lives seeking deliverance from fickle gods,” the man says, going to lay a hand on the woman’s shoulder. Loki takes that to be a rather nice way of saying, ‘Let’s have sex before we die.’ He’d be all for watching, but he has a purpose, and that seems like as good an opening as any.

Making himself visible, Loki clears his throat. “Normally, I’d agree with your sentiment, but this time, deliverance is here.”

Hothur’s sword is out in less than a heartbeat. Loki holds up his hands and smirks. “Don’t kill me. Save it for Baldur.”

Hothur narrows his eyes. “And I’m supposed to listen to a man who wears a woman’s feather cloak?”

Loki rolls his eyes. “It lets me fly, you idiot. If I had to I’d wear Frigga’s dress as well.”

Behind him Nanna rises to her feet. “It’s Loki! He wore a feather cloak in the tale of Thor and his lost hammer, too!”

Hothur’s eyes widen, but only a fraction. “I don’t believe it.”

Loki snaps his fingers on both hands and lets little bursts of flame rise. Both humans gasp. Bowing to Nanna, he says, “At your service.”

“We should trust our lives to the God of Lies?” says Hothur.

Rising, Loki tilts his head. Where had that come from? He always, always, keeps his oaths. “God of Mischief, thank you,” he says tightly.

Hothur scowls at him.

Rolling his eyes, Loki says, “Your lives are already forfeit if you’ve somehow managed to upset His Royal Highness.” Crossing his arms, he raises an eyebrow at them.

Nanna steps forward. “Baldur asked my father for my hand in marriage.” She smiles wryly. “And my father gave it even though I’d told Baldur that I am promised to Hothur.”

Loki blinks. That is a lot more concern for formality than he would have expected from Baldur. Not that marriage to a human would be considered legal and binding in Asgard. Still, slightly disbelieving, Loki says, “And you dislike his proposal because?” 

“Because he intends to use me and cast me aside!” Nanna says, fists forming at her side.

Loki shrugs. “True.” He takes a step forward. “But how do you know this? Most people can’t see...” 

Nanna’s voice wavers. “I love Hothur. I promised myself to him...”

Loki stares at her, willing his mouth not to gape. This simple human saw the truth?

Shaking her head, Nanna says, “Baldur just wants me because I said no.”

Loki snorts. “That sounds like him.” He looks Nanna up and down. She is beautiful, if a little short. But on Asgard she’d hardly stand out. He feels his smirk fading and his eyes go soft. She has Aggie’s perceptiveness and Sigyn’s strength of will.

The gleam of a blade near his chin snaps Loki to the present. “What are you offering, and what do you want, Trickster?” Hothur says.

Realizing the direction of his gaze, Loki smirks. “Relax, your intended is lovely...but my wife would kill me. I want nothing more than to answer your prayers. As for what I am offering...” He shrugs. “Mistletoe. It’s the only thing that can kill the Golden Prince.”

Tilting his head, Hothur steps back. “That’s it?”

Looking around the tent, Loki says, “Well, you must make sure an ample amount enters his bloodstream. Rubbing the extract upon the blades of your weapons would probably do the trick.” 

“It shall be done this very night,” says Hothur.

Nodding absently, Loki keeps scanning the room. Something is off. He feels magic.

Nanna whispers something. Hothur shuffles on his feet and then says tightly, “If this works, we will honor you for all of our days. I will hire bards to sing your praises.” 

Eyes snapping back to the couple, Loki shakes his head and holds up his hands. “Oh, no! No! That would get me in more trouble than you can imagine.” Not least of which with Sigyn.

Hothur’s brow furrows. “But how will I explain how I killed him?”

Waving a hand, Loki says, “Make up some tale of a magic sword and an epic quest! Be creative.”

“It will be done,” says Hothur, but Loki is looking at the table. One of the scrolls is glowing faintly. Magic devices aren’t allowed on Earth anymore. Loki takes quick steps towards the table. “What is this?” Loki asks, picking up the scroll.

Behind him, Hothur says, “It’s a map to an enchanted spear, called Gungnir, given to me by a wandering mage. He said if I recover it and take it to the circle of stones on the southeasterly island, he will use it to open a pathway to Jotunheim and summon an army.” Hothur smiles tightly. “And he says he could send the army straight from the stone circle to Asgard to fight the Aesir on my behalf.”

Loki turns his head quickly to Hothur. “And you trust him?” 

Hothur glares at Loki. “I’m not an idiot, Trickster. If the map is of interest, as you seem to think it is, I’m sure the spear will do as he says. However, the army summoned would not be at my command.” Hothur’s jaw tightens. “But if Baldur stole Nanna from me...I might do such a thing knowing that at least Heaven would burn.”

Loki tilts his head. He’s wanted to see Asgard shamed and brought low on occasion. If it weren’t for Sigyn, Nari and Valli...Turning his eyes back to the scroll he carefully unrolls it. For an instant he sees the location of the staff Gungnir, but then the scroll bursts into flames—and not by his hands. 

Vexed by the magic scroll and tale of Gungnir, Loki returns to Asgard that night.

A few days later Baldur goes to Midgard with a host of warriors and attempts to take Nanna from Hothur. He returns only hours later, carried by his warriors. He is wounded and in excruciating pain. He holds on for three days before he dies. Odin and Frigga never leave his side. 

x  x  x  x
“Go away!”

Loki’s shout awakens Amy like a thunderclap from a dreamless sleep. It takes a moment, but she realizes she’s lying at the edge of his bed and it’s well into the night. The sound of helicopters, still a little too close, reverberate through the dark room. 

Sitting up with a start, she turns to Loki. He’s sitting, too, not looking in her direction, rubbing his temple and gritting his teeth. His hair is still ginger, his skin still pale.

“I’m sorry,” she stammers. “There was nowhere else to sleep.” His home doesn’t have a couch or even chairs beyond the one in front of his computer.

Loki lifts his head and looks at her, his face a mask of unconcealed ire. 

“I’ll get up,” Amy says hastily.

His hand flies to her knee. “No.”

Amy freezes in place, even as her body suddenly gets very warm.

Closing his eyes and then opening them, he looks around the room. “I’m not talking to you, I’m talking to Cera.” His lip curls. “She knew about the Dark Elves; she collaborated with them, thinking they would free her.”

“Uhhhh...” says Amy, looking at his hand, bone white in the faint light that creeps through the blinds. 

Loki shouts into the darkness. “Get out and I might accept your apology!”

There is silence for a beat. And then Loki’s body relaxes. Hand still on her knee, he turns back to Amy. He’s awoken several times, but this is the first time he’s seemed truly conscious, even if he is yelling at invisible monsters in the dark. The look in his gray eyes is impossible to read.

“Are you hungry?” she asks, for lack of anything better to say.

Loki blinks at her, a slight smile on his lips. He opens his mouth and his stomach growls audibly. Putting both hands to his stomach he stammers, “Y-y-yes.”

Scampering up, Amy runs to his side of the bed. He has a little night stand there with a small light that she flicks on. There is a little white book by the light, a plate of food she’s prepared, and a single serving box of chocolate UHT milk she found in his cupboard.

“A quadruple decker Nutella and peanut butter sandwich!” Loki says, his voice ringing with delight. “My favorite, how did you know?”

Picking up the plate, Amy turns to him and raises an eyebrow. “You asked me to make one the first time you woke up.”

Snatching the plate, Loki stuffs a quarter of the sandwich into his mouth. Amy’s brow lifts in bemusement. It’s the most physical activity she’s seen from him since they arrived.

Looking up at her, he garbles. “Iwazawake?”

Amy barely contains a snort. “Apparently, not really.”

His forehead creases in confusion.

“This is the fifth time you’ve woken. The first time you told me how to make the sandwich.” Tilting her head she remembers his half closed eyes and slurred words. “You did seem a little out of it.”

Chewing the sandwich he looks up at her contemplatively and then his eyes drift from her neckline to her bare feet. Amy looks down. Oh. Right. She’s wearing a pair of Loki’s pajamas rolled ridiculously high at her wrists and ankles, and his robe. Feeling her cheeks heat, she says, “You have a washer but no detergent, I hope you don’t mind.” Her own clothes had smelled like death.

“Of course I mind, take them off right now!” he says, ripping off a piece of sandwich.

Amy’s eyes widen in horror and she takes a step back. Before she’s even formulated a response, he breaks down in peals of laughter.

“Nice,” she grumbles.

It feels good when he suddenly starts coughing on his sandwich. Technically, when a person is coughing they’re not really choking per se and don’t need help. Amy brings her fist down hard on his back anyway.

Loki snickers, and then sputters a bit more.

With an exasperated sigh, Amy picks up the milk, spears it with a straw and hands it in his direction. Loki doesn’t take it from her hand; instead he just sips from the straw. Finished, he  leans back and starts eating again, plate on his lap. Instead of a thank you, he gives Amy a smirk. She narrows her eyes at him.

Raising an eyebrow, he glances to the space beside him on the bed. “Sit down. It makes me feel tired just watching you stand there.”

Amy pauses for a moment but then she sits down and watches him eat, occasionally holding up the milk for him to sip. Despite his tactless joke, she’s happy and relieved. She lets out a sigh.

“What?” says Loki, setting the sandwich down.

 A helicopter passes very close again, and Amy waits until it’s gone to answer his question.

“I was so worried about you,” she says. “They gave the order to evacuate the Loop. But every time I roused you, all you would say was how hungry you were, and then I would give you a sandwich and some milk and you would pass out again.” Just saying the words out loud makes the gnawing feeling in her stomach that has haunted her since they arrived in his home come back.

Loki takes another bite of the sandwich and swallows it fast. “The Loop is being evacuated?” 

Amy nods. “When I last checked the internet, even though the fighting and fires have been contained.” With a shakey little breath, she adds, “And they’ve killed all the trolls.”

His body goes stiff. “The Internet—on your phone! We’ll be traced!”

“No,” she says quickly, putting a hand on his leg without thinking. Loki follows the motion with his eyes. Realizing how inappropriate the gesture is she lifts the hand fast and says, “I lost my phone in the fire. The Internet on your computer.”

Loki blinks, and then scowls. “How did you log onto onto my computer? It’s unhackable!” 

Amy smirks and stifles a laugh. “Remember that lecture you gave me about humans being stupid because we use passwords instead of passphrases?”

His eyes narrow and she barely stifles a snicker. “You’re right,” she says. “‘The pink hadrosaur jumps over 13 purple griffins in the icebox’ is impossible to forget.” Though she’d been surprised that he’d used proper grammar.

“Clever girl.” Loki says. He says it like ‘I hate you’ and she can’t help grinning. Sinking back into the pillows, he puts the plate aside and rubs his stomach. “I’m still so hungry.” 

Remembering his nearly barren kitchen, Amy shifts uncomfortably. “That was the last of the bread...” 

Tilting his head to the side Loki says, “In the drawer in the nightstand there are some chocolate Lindt balls.” 

Nodding, Amy slides off the bed and pulls a bag of the candies from the drawer. She hands him one of the little foil wrapped balls, but Loki fumbles with it helplessly. “I don’t seem to be recovering as quickly as I thought,” he says softly.


“Hold on, I’ll help,” she says, feeling concern rise again. Unwrapping the candy, she leans very close and holds the chocolate to his mouth. 

As Loki takes it from her he just barely brushes her fingers with his lips. They’re soft and warm—and make her go ridiculously warm.

Swallowing, he smiles softly. “Thank you, Amy.”  With a deep breath, he says,“May I have more?”

Amy quickly offers him another and looks away when his lips brush her fingers, again. Hopefully, he can’t see her blush.

“So,” she says, pulling her hand away too fast. “You lied when you said you can’t teleport.”

Chewing his chocolate, Loki gives her a smirk and raises an eyebrow. 

“Not that I’m complaining or anything,” she adds hastily.

Licking his lips, Loki opens his mouth and looks at the bag. Taking the hint, she retrieves another chocolate, talking to distract herself from how close he is and how soft his lips are. “Where did we go, when we were in between here-and-there?”

Loki tilts his head. “We were nowhere. We call it the In-Between. It is beyond the universe.” 

Amy tilts her head, her mind spinning with every Star Trek episode she’s ever watched, her embarrassment blessedly melting away as her curiosity increases. “If it is beyond the universe, how do we get there? I mean, the universe is billions of light years wide. Or is it a sort of other dimension of some kind? Or a parallel universe without...stuff?”

Loki stares at her a moment. “That is one theory,” he says.

“Why did I hear Beatrice’s voice?” she asks, her heart catching a little at the memory. 

Loki’s face gets hard. “Because you were hallucinating—starved for oxygen. And you were about a quarter second from death in the vacuum.”  He rubs his eyes, and Amy doesn’t think she’s imagining it when she sees him shiver. 

“We both were,” he whispers.

He sounds so tired and so old.

Amy swallows. He may have lied to her, but when it counted he’d been there for her. Wasn’t that always the case with him?  “Would you like another chocolate?” she asks weakly.

He smiles, and it goes all the way to his eyes. “Yes, please.”

Amy unwraps a chocolate with unsteady hands. As she reaches to him, it falls from her fingers. 

Before she can react, Loki catches it mid-air, puts it back in her hand, and then guides her hand to his mouth. This time he wraps his mouth around her fingers, sucking the chocolate off with a slow warm, wet pop, and then gives her smirk. She gasps, uncomfortably aroused and embarrassed. She stares at her fingers in a daze for a moment. And then her lips curl, and her skin goes hot. Anger washes through her. Lifting her hand she smacks him across the jaw. “You jerk!” she hisses. “I was worried about you!”

Sitting up and rubbing his chin, Loki smiles. “Well, now you don’t have to.”

Amy shoves him so hard, he almost falls down. “My city is under attack! Do you hear the helicopters?” She punches his shoulder. “The Loop has been on fire, trolls are popping up under bridges, and I’ve stayed here with you!” 

Smirking, Loki catches her fist—so she hits him with the other. “I’ve been scared to stay and scared to leave!”

Smile fading, Loki catches her other wrist, but she keeps yelling. “Scared that if I called for help ADUO would get you...Do you know what ADUO...what Jameson would do to you?” She trembles, imagining Loki in a dark cell, being shoved under water again and again. “I don’t even know...maybe waterboarding, or experiments, or...or....”

Before she knows what is happening, Loki’s pulls her wrists to his chest so hard her body follows. “Shhhhh...shhhhh...” He says. With a snarl, she twists in his arms, her eyes prickling but no tears falling.

“I am sorry,” he whispers. “Forgive me.” Dropping her wrists, his arms reach around her back. Pulling her close, he drops his chin to the top of her head.

With an angry yell, she butts her head against his shoulder. The arms around her back tighten. “I always push too far,” he whispers. “I’m sorry.”

He sounds so sincere. Amy huffs out a breath and Loki’s hands make small circles on her back. She’d been so afraid, in the fire, in the In-Between, and waiting for him to wake up. She swallows and remembers the fear in his voice when he found her, the shiver when he said they almost died. 

It suddenly feels so good just to be held. Almost against her volition, her body relaxes against him. His body isn’t bulky like Thor’s, but he isn’t soft; beneath her she feels nothing but muscle, and sinew and bone. And frost giant or not, he’s warm. Murmuring something, Loki runs a hand gently through her hair.

Closing her eyes, she takes a sharp breath and then sneaks her hands under his arms to his back and squeezes tight. Loki kisses the crown of her head and heat rushes from where his lips touched to the tips of her toes. 

Pulling back from her, just a little, he meets her eyes. His lips are quirked in a half smile.

Kissing her brow he says softly, “Thank you.” Pressing another kiss to her forehead he says, “...for staying.”

He pulls back again, and she meets his gaze. She can feel her heart beating in her chest. The air between them feels denser. There is still a quirk to his lips but his eyes are very serious. He traces a finger from her forehead down her nose. She doesn’t know why she does it, but when he reaches her lips she closes her eyes and kisses his fingertip. 

When she opens her eyes the quirk on his lips is gone. He’s going to kiss her. She’s sitting in Loki’s apartment, in his bed, and she’s not naive enough to think that it will just end in kissing. She should get up right now.

She doesn’t move. She can’t move.

Loki leans forward and presses his lips to hers, and she freezes in shock—not at the kiss, but at how soft the kiss is. For some reason she just thought he’d be all teeth and tongue.

He pulls away and her eyes open; she hadn’t realized she’d closed them. 

“And thank you for making me sandwiches,” Loki says, a smile in his voice. Amy’s mouth drops in a small ‘o’. He kisses her lightly again. And then once more. On the third time Amy finds herself responding. She closes her eyes and feels his tongue dart over her lips, gently as if asking for permission. His hands dart over her shoulders, and his fingers graze the neck of the robe, a silent request to pull the barrier away. 

She should get up, she should back away and stammer excuses...

One of his hands drops from her neckline and smoothes down her side and she shivers. 

Maybe she should just do it, have sex with Loki and get it out of her system. Sex is all anticipation and then inevitable let down. On the plus side, when it’s over, she won’t be tempted again, her curiosity will be quelled and...

Slipping his hands down and around her backside, Loki pulls her onto his lap.

She gasps, feeling him beneath her, warm and solid, alive and real.

He looks at her for just a moment, his face very serious, his eyes dark.

“Yes?” she whispers, an answer or a question, or just a gasp, she’s not really sure. They should talk about this, about the fact that she’s on the pill and—

Loki’s lips are on hers a moment later and she forgets everything else.




Chapter 5

Lying back on Loki’s bed, Amy stares at the ceiling. It’s still illuminated by the soft yellow reading light on the nightstand. 

Her body is humming and she feels like an idiot. Not for sleeping with Loki, but for the two miserable pathetic relationships she’d endured—one for a whole year—exchanging a tedious activity for companionship and affection. She’d thought they were nice guys, but it’s occurring to her now that they were just selfish pricks with...with...selfish pricks!

Beside her Loki lies on his side, eyes closed, a smug smile on his face. One very warm, very naked leg goes over her stomach, an arm goes over her chest. Both limbs are too heavy, and both are very welcome.

It nearly undoes her. She licks her lips. “You don’t seem like the snuggling type,” she says. Bad boys are not supposed to snuggle.

“Mmmmmm....it’s just foreplay,” he says, a smile audible in his voice.

That makes her body go warm again. There will be more? She blinks up at the ceiling, afraid to look at him.

It worked. Sex never works for her. Up until today she thought she was broken. 

The hand across her chest moves to rub her shoulder. Leaning in, Loki whispers in her ear. “Did you enjoy yourself?”

Amy’s eyes go wide and she squeezes the thigh that is across her stomach with both hands. Turning to him she says, “I thought you knew I did?”

Gray eyes gleaming, he gives her a trademark smirk. And then his face softens. Still smiling, but not as sharply he shrugs. “It’s always nice to hear.”

Unable to help herself, she kisses him. His response is soft—and sleepy. When he pulls away his eyes are already closed. Apparently, magic doesn’t extend to god-like stamina, or maybe he’s just used too much magic of late. 

Loki gives her shoulder a final squeeze, and then she watches the familiar pattern of his muscles trembling and relaxing as he falls back to sleep. She fights the urge to run her hands through his hair. Instead she traces the line of his nose and the crease of his slightly too thin lips with her eyes. 

She remembers how happy she’d felt at the pub with her friends from college. How he just seemed to fit. Right now, his face smoothed by sleep, a ghost of a smile still on his lips, he doesn’t look like a magical being who’s lost wives and children and is bent on destroying another world. He looks like a guy just a little older than her. She watches him for a long time. She’s so thirsty it’s uncomfortable and preventing sleep, but she just doesn’t want to move.

At last she gives in, struggles out from under his limbs, and goes to the washroom. When she comes back she finds Loki has stolen her pillow and has it wrapped in the death grip he had on her. She snorts. Thief.

Lying back down on the bed again, she pulls the white fluffy duvet up to her chin and stares at him some more, unwilling to turn off the light. His thick ginger hair is in need of a trim, and with a messy mop on his head he looks so normal, so human, and just as vulnerable as anyone else when he’s sleeping.

Amy closes her eyes for just a moment, feeling warm and content. And then a woman’s voice crackles in the room around her. “Odin, so help me! By the Norns, if that’s you in my bed I will cut off your cock—again!”

Amy’s eyes fly open. The white duvet under her fingers is now a heavy gold brocade coverlet. She sits up with a start. She’s on a bed in an opulent room with furniture that looks vaguely Asian. Everywhere are fabrics of deep reds, blues and golds. The bed beside her is empty, but standing in front of her is a tall woman with gray eyes, red hair and a whip-like figure. She’s wearing a tight blue short sleeve top that stretches down to a full orange skirt. In one hand she holds a wickedly-curved knife.

Her eyes narrow when she sees Amy. “Who are you...and why are you in my bed?” 

Amy yanks the coverlet a little closer. The woman isn’t speaking English or Jotunn, but Amy understands. “Amy Lewis...I ummm...think I may have come here by accident...I’m really sorry,” she answers automatically in the woman’s own language.

“Lewis...Never heard of you,” says the woman. Eyes narrowing, she gives Amy a leer, and then bending down takes the bottom of the duvet in her hands and gives it a wicked yank. The fabric leaves Amy’s fingers so quickly she swears she’s still holding it. She opens her fingers in surprise. 

The woman looks at her naked body and licks her lips. Waggling her eyebrows she says, “Nice tits.”

Amy swallows. Sleeping with Loki is not a good way to pursue ‘normal.’

x  x  x  x

The sound of an incoming text wakes Steve up. He opens his eyes to the glow of streetlights, unfamiliar shadows, musty air, and the whoosh of a heater. He is on a too-small couch, and the pain in his neck as much as his phone is telling him to get up. 

The phone buzzes again. Fumbling with it he sees his ex-wife Dana’s name in the caller ID. He lets out a breath of air. Dana is with Claire up in Lake Forest—far enough away to be safe. He looks at the time on the phone. It’s just past 6 am, too early to call unless...Claire has run away to the train station and tried to come down to see him on her own before. Feeling a dread more potent than he felt in Afghanistan or battling trolls, he sits up quick and reads: 

Daddy

He shakes his head. Claire has ‘borrowed’ her mother’s phone again. Steve types quickly. Yes, Honey. Where are you?

Home mom’s sleeping pops on the screen and Steve’s body sags with relief. And then on the screen he reads, Where are you? Steve lifts his head in the almost darkness and looks around the shadowy room. ADUO’s building is no longer safe and they had to move their offices. They’ve taken over some floors in the Illinois Continental Bank Building. They’re right across the street from CBOE now, and by the sounds of things outside the office door, they’re still moving in.

In my office, he types back.

Safe? Claire types.

Steve looks at a shadow hanging on the back of the door. It’s the combat gear he wore yesterday, helpfully supplied by the National Guard. It’s only stained with a little troll blood. But the boots—he stares at where they sit beneath the uniform. They are caked with mud and blood and substances he’d rather not identify.

Yep. Steve types.

Claire’s response is instantly on the screen. I saw fighting and monsters on tv

Time to change the tone. I’m stuck doing paperwork. But I did get hurt. Steve types.

What happnd? Isit bad?

Papercut. Steve responds.

Dad! Steve can see her scrunching up her nose and making a disapproving face at him.

Another text pops on the screen. See you this weekend? 

Steve stares at the words, and then looks to the dirty boots. Sure will, he types, without any idea if it’s true.

Mom up. Gotta go.

Steve stares at the screen a moment more, and then lifts his head. He’s relieved that Claire is safe and that the conversation is over, and bereft at the same time.

Rubbing his eyes he takes a deep breath and inhales the smell of antiseptic soap from the gym a few doors down. Standing up he goes to the combat gear. He has a feeling he’ll need it.

A few minutes later, he opens the office door and his senses are assailed by lights and activity. Steve’s temporary office is at the edge of a large room. In the middle of the room there is a central stairwell where Steve sees men and women carrying hospital equipment to the floor above. This floor has been turned into HQ. FBI and National Guard troops are moving furniture, manning phones, and are stationed around laptops. 

Stepping out of his office, Steve heads towards a short, older man of Filipino descent at the center of most of the motion in the room. It’s General Bautista of the Illinois National Guard. General Bautista is just about the only thing that has gone right in the last 24 hours. Pragmatic, experienced, and competent, he’s taken the whole “yes, magic is real and your government has been hiding its existence from you” in stride. He may be pissed—Steve would be—but instead of fighting with Steve’s people, he’s ordered his men to help get civilians out of the Loop and has been receptive to ADUO’s insights into how to most effectively combat trolls.

“Mayor Ronnie is asking for a meeting,” someone says to Bautista. 

Steve runs his tongue over his teeth to keep from saying something he’ll regret. The move by the governor to send in the guard is turning into an ill-timed tug-of-war between the mayor and governor.

“Tell him I’m busy,” says Bautista. He pauses to nod at Steve and then bends over a map of the city. All around, members of the guard and FBI mill on the floor together. Thor is sitting on a desk, arms crossed. Jameson is nowhere to be seen. By Bautista’s side, Stodgill says, “The Mayor is requesting that the police and fire department be given control of containment and the Guard be withdrawn.”

That doesn’t bode well.

Bautista grunts. “When the Governor calls us back, we’ll leave.”

“Another troll spotted in the parking lot across from the Holy Name Cathedral!” one of Steve’s guys says, ear to a phone.

“That’s farther north than anything so far...” someone says.

For a moment all eyes in the room flit between the General and Steve.

“And the fifth in 24 hours,” Steve says.

“No, Sir, the sixth. One appeared while you were asleep,” says the agent with the phone.

Steve sucks in a breath.

“My men handled it,” says Bautista.

“Mind handling this one, too?” says Steve. What he needs to do can’t wait any longer.

“My pleasure,” says Bautista. 

As the Guard move into action, Steve takes a digital tablet from the agent. He checks his email. Brett traced the IP address of the computer Amy used to a proxy server in the Czech Republic. Brett also hacked into her account. Besides sending a note to the office, she sent one to a neighbor asking her to watch after her dog Fenrir and her ‘unusual pet mouse Mr. Squeakers’ who’d gotten loose the night before. Steve tilts his head at memory of Fenrir, the ugliest dog he’d ever seen—and remembers Amy’s rescue of a pigeon his first day on the job as Acting Director of the Chicago Branch of ADUO. Her taste in pets is as unfortunate as her taste in friends.

Shaking his head, Steve hits a few buttons and navigates to several secure files. Some interrogations have already begun on the few elves they captured. At what Steve reads his eyebrows go up. The elves are very helpful...but there is one question that causes them to shut down. He blinks. Two have even died—not violently, or by tearing out their eyes. Quietly, with no trace of magic, or known poison, and after apologizing profusely for ‘the pain we’ve caused your people.’ It’s eerie, and makes Steve’s blood go a little cold.

Scowling, Steve looks down a long hallway towards an elf no one has interrogated yet. Steve starts to leave the room, tablet in hand. And then thinking better of it, he says, “Thor, come with me.”

Together they walk towards the office’s copy room. Lifting an eyebrow at the big man, Steve says, “We’re going to talk to the prisoner. Don’t ask him who he works for. Apparently they die when asked that. Any idea why?”

Thor’s eyebrows rise. “I will not ask it of him.”

It’s not an answer, but they’re already at the copy room door. Two FBI men are guarding the  entrance. Steve nods at one and he opens the door. Together Thor and Steve enter the cramped room. One small light is on above a utility sink. The elf that Steve apprehended earlier is sprawled out on his side on the floor, apparently asleep, hands handcuffed behind his back. Steve turns on the overhead lights and the elf scrambles up against the wall.

“Time for our talk,” says Steve. He’d wanted to do this earlier, but after the fire, an attempted theft of Cera, elves, and the trolls, he’d needed a bit of a nap. Steve could have left the interrogation to someone else, but there was no way Steve was missing this. 

The elf stares at Thor in a look of pure terror and swallows. Good. Not only will Thor be able to tell Steve if the elf is outright bull-shitting, but the warrior will also make a damn good bad cop.

“Come on,” Steve says, going behind the elf and pushing him by his bound hands. “We’re doing this right.” 

Steve steers the elf, who is shaking like a leaf, down the hall to a makeshift interrogation room. There is no one-way mirror, but speakers and cameras are in every corner of the small white room. The only furniture is a table with two chairs on either side. Nodding at one side of the table, Steve says, “Sit.”

The elf hastens to obey.

Steve doesn’t bother to sit down on the chair on the other side. Leaning on the table he smiles. “Mind telling us your name?”

Swallowing, the elf says, “It’s Liddell.” 

Steve straightens and tilts his head. It’s the truth, he knows it from Amy’s account of Alfheim. Liddell had been heading to the dark lands with his wife to escape the child price. Apparently, in the land of the “light” elves, as Thor calls them, the queen is very particular about who can reproduce. Before any family can have a new child, someone else in the family has to agree to die. A logical precaution in a race that is immortal by default—but still harsh. Offspring who enter the world otherwise are confiscated, the parents punished.

“It wasn’t supposed to be like this,” Liddell says, voice shaking. “We were going to wait for the week’s end when there would be less people. We...I didn’t want to hurt anyone.”

“Liar!” says Thor from behind Steve’s shoulder. “You want to acquire Cera so you can confront your queen and plunder the land of the Light Elves! How is that not hurting anyone?”

Sucking in a deep breath, Liddell snaps. “No! We want Cera so that we can create a void like Asgard has! So we can dispose of the queen’s dark spells before they poison our lands.”

Steve blinks. He remembers the mention in Amy’s report of how the Light Elves dumped spent magic into the river that ran towards the “Dark Lands.”

Thor takes a step forward. Liddell kicks backwards so that his chair slides across the floor.

Straightening, Thor says, “You cannot believe this man, Agent Rogers. He is a traitor to his queen.”

“I speak the truth!” Liddel says, half standing. “All family but my wife and our son live in the queen’s lands! That is true for all the dark elves! How could we wish to see them plundered?”

“You are a traitor to your queen!” Thor roars.

“I don’t believe in queens or kings anymore!” Liddell shouts. “Or in being a slave!”

And that hits a bit close to home. Steve feels his jaw tighten.

“Know your place!” shouts Thor.

“Both of you be quiet,” Steve says, lowering his voice to a whisper.

Thor looks at him angrily. Liddell’s eyes flit to Steve, and then go back to Thor. His frame slumps a bit.

Steve lets the silence continue for a bit longer than is comfortable even to him. 

Crossing his arms, Thor makes a rumbling noise. Liddell starts to shuffle his feet. 

Sitting down at the chair across the table from Liddell, Steve says. “When did elves first start coming to Chicago?”

Liddell meets his eyes. “I have only been visiting since the arrival of Cera.”

Steve tilts his head. 

Looking down, Liddell says, “The first new gates between our realms opened approximately four years or so ago. We have come on exploratory missions since that time.”

Steve leans forward. “Four years? But Lo—” Steve pauses for a breath. “But we had it on good authority that the gates were being opened by Cera, and she’s only been here a few months.”

Liddell swallows. “That is what I know...” Looking away he says, “More gates are opening now with greater frequency.”

“Because of your sorcery!” says Thor.

Liddell twists his head to sneer at Thor. “If only! We wouldn’t need Cera if we were strong enough to make our own gates!”

“Stop it!” Steve shouts. Turning to Liddell he says, “We’ve had visits from six trolls in the past 24 hours. Do you know what is going on?” 

“Cera is getting stronger,” says Liddell, his brow furrowing. “The containment fields can’t restrain all of her...her power is infinite.”

Steve rolls his eyes and snaps. “How can infinite power become more infinite! All our readings suggest that the containment field isn’t breaking down, so what’s going on!” 

Liddell’s mouth drops. He appears genuinely stumped. Eyes wide, he stammers. “I’m much better at the practical application of magic than theory.”

Rubbing the bridge of his nose, Steve stands from his chair. Turning his back on Liddell, he walks across the room. If Liddell is lying, he’s a very good liar. He has all the signs of truthfulness: he isn’t leading with qualifying statements like, “in all honesty.” His eye contact is inconsistent—liars tend to overdo eye contact. He’s anxious to be helpful. He’s furious when accused by Thor of wrongdoing. And usually liars smile at the success of their deceit.

“Don’t leave me with the Asgardian!” the elf cries. 

It’s only then that Steve realizes he’s walking towards the door, though he had no intention of walking out. Turning, he tilts his head. Moving quietly to the table he sits down. “There is someone else I’m guessing could tell me more. Someone you know, Liddell.”

Liddell’s eyes widen a fraction, and his throat bobs as he swallows. So yes. And probably the same person the elves are dying to protect.

Leaning on his elbows, Steve speaks slowly and carefully. “If I asked you directly, is there some sort of magic that makes you commit suicide?”

Liddell huffs a laugh. “No, but if you tried to force me to say, I would stop my own heart rather than divulge.”

“Magically?” Steve asks.

Liddell huffs again and looks down. “I’m over 1,000 years old. In that amount of time even a human would be able to learn to stop their heart at will.”

“Why can’t you tell us who you work for?” Steve asks.

Liddell blinks at him, for a moment looking like he doesn’t understand the question. And then his eyes go to Thor. “Isn’t it obvious?”

It’s Steve’s turn to be in the dark. “Thor?”

Liddell’s eyes narrow. “Of course you wouldn’t understand.” He takes a breath. “Odin will not attack any who defy him on Earth. The elves don’t know why. We think that some sort of deal was made. With whom, and for what, we don’t know. But Odin doesn’t attack the people on your world who help supply us with your weapons. On our side we have to hide from Heimdall’s gaze.” Bending his head he says. “It is magically...expensive...and something I don’t have the knowledge to do.”

Steve tilts his head. “But he hasn’t attacked the dark lands yet?”

Liddell shakes his head. “If Odin launched a full-scale attack on the Dark Realms, as you call them, the warring factions would unite.” Glancing at Thor, he meets Steve’s gaze. “We might not win but we would make the Asgardians pay dearly.”

Steve looks at Thor. The large man is looking at the elf, face hard. Catching Steve’s glance, Thor says, “He speaks truly.”

“But if Odin knew exactly who his foe in our realm was...” Liddell's voice trails off.

Steve sits back in his chair. “He’d send in a strike team.” 

Liddell nods. Thor shifts in his seat. The elf’s eyes slide to Thor. “Agent Rogers, why don’t you ask the mighty Thor what the strike team would do to the elves they captured?”

“Shut up, elf!” Thor says.

Liddell begins to laugh. “Why, Thor? Are you ashamed?” Turning to Steve, the elf snarls. “Those who were not killed would be violated. The men and boys castrated, and all sold into slavery. You can see why I’d rather die.”

Steve looks at Thor. Jaw tight, Thor won’t meet his gaze. Nor does he dispute Liddell’s words. Steve sighs. He’s not really surprised. Still, he’s disgusted. Goddamn space Vikings.


Everyone in the room is silent for a moment. And then Thor says,  “Loki would know why the fabric of space-time is being torn with more frequency.”

Narrowing his eyes, Liddell says, “You can’t trust Loki.”

Thor looks about to say something, but Steve cuts him off. “Yes, well, right now Loki is the only hope for your friend Amy Lewis.”

Liddell swallows. 

Steve’s phone beeps. It’s a text from Bryant. Steve clicks to it and reads: Two spikes in unusually high magic readings detected in the building during attack. About time Lewis disappeared. Too much interference from fires to triangulate.

Liddell shuffles his feet and looks down. “Loki is the Destroyer, she is in grave danger,” he says softly.

Bringing a fist down so hard the table cracks, Thor shouts, “You fool! Loki fixes everything!”

x  x  x  x

The woman in front of Amy smiles. Raising her hand, she brings down the knife hard, imbedding it in the baseboard where it reverberates with a twang.

Amy’s eyes go wide and she lets out a breath she didn’t know she was holding...only to suck the breath in fast when the woman falls onto the bed on all fours and starts crawling up towards her. 

“You’re pretty, human,” she says with a smirk. “How come I haven’t seen you before?”

Heedless of modesty, Amy scampers off the bed. “To answer that question, I need to know where I am.”

The woman’s brow constricts and she raises herself to her knees. “How curious. You’re not even lying.”

“Umm...Nope,” says Amy, looking frantically around the room. There is a divan, a bed, and a nightstand with a small white book upon it. The ceiling has intricate scalloped moulding. There is a round door set into a deep pocket in the wall, with ornately carved edges. There are bay windows, all covered with gauze curtains. She can’t see outside, but she gets the impression of sunlight. Where is Loki?

“Asgard,” says the woman. “You may not recognize the style of decoration. It’s New Vanir, in honor of our guests, the beautiful Freyja and her oh-so-noble brother Frey.” The last words come out a hiss.

Amy’s breath starts coming fast. Swallowing her fear, she turns to the woman and tries to assess the situation. The woman’s clothes are elaborately embroidered with gold. The room doesn’t look like any sort of prison.

“You’re cute when you’re frightened, Amy,” says the woman, slinking off the bed. “But you don’t have to be. I’m very nice.”

Making a dive for the bed, Amy grabs the heavy golden coverlet and wraps it around herself. The woman snickers. “There’s no need for modesty now.”

Amy turns to the woman, now just a foot away, and swallows. “I’m flattered really...I didn’t catch your name?”

“Lopt,” she says with a toothy smile.

Alarm bells start going off in Amy’s mind. Backing towards one of the windows, Amy says, “...but I’m sort of in a relationship...”

Still smiling, the woman shrugs. “So am I!” But Amy can’t help but notice the shadow that crosses the woman’s features. 

Lopt’s smile tightens. “Or I was...or am...but Odin sent him to Vanaheim...with that buggerer Mimir.”  Lips curling, Lopt twists her body and reaches out. The knife embedded in the baseboard flies through the air into her hand. With a huff, she starts cleaning her nails with the tip. “If Mimir hurts him...I’ll do worse than I did to Odin.” A crease forms between her brows. “And Mimir can’t reattach his bits.”

“Hoenir!” Amy says. “Your lover is Hoenir! The Vanir-Aesir war ended with a prisoner exchange—Hoenir and Mimir for Freyja and Frey! Mimir does all the talking for Hoenir and the Vanir get so pissed they chop off Mimir’s head, but then Odin reanimates it!”

Lopt’s eyes go to hers. “Oh, I can only hope.”  Her eyes narrow. “Well, for the first part.”

Amy’s mouth gapes. “That was at the beginning of Asgard.” Has she gone back in time? 

Amy runs to the window and makes to pull back the gauzy curtain, but it dissolves at her touch. For a moment she’s staring at nothing but gray swirling fog. But then Lopt approaches and a scene forms in the gray. Lopt’s room overlooks a city. In the distance Amy can see an enormous wall under construction. There are men atop, and below are horses with carts, busily pulling stones. None of the carts have drivers. One horse is going among the others nipping at their flanks.

“The stallion leading the animals is Svaðilfari. The damned beast is going to see that the wall is completed too soon,” says Lopt.

Amy turns to her, but Lopt is looking away, distracted by the sound of footsteps. There is a bang at the door, and another woman’s voice, “Lopt, let me in!”

Lopt walks away from Amy. As she does, Amy glances out the window briefly—the fog has returned.

“I’m coming, Freyja,” Lopt says in a bored voice. Amy turns to see Lopt not going to the door at all, but frantically looking under the bed and behind furniture. “Norns,” she mumbles. “I gave Frigga my cloak as a peace offering. As though I invited her husband to try and rape me.”

At that moment the door bursts open. A woman with long, straight pink hair, blue eyes, and peaches and cream skin stands in the entryway. The woman’s face is so beautiful, it is almost painful to look at. She wears copper armor from head to toe. If its proportions are to be believed, she is built like an Olympic volleyball player, but with more bust. In one hand she is holding a sword.

“Ah, Freyja!” says Lopt, straightening and casting a winning smile. “How nice to see you.”

“It’s too late, Lopt! You treacherous snake!” Freyja says, stepping into the room.

Amy blinks and remembers where she’s heard the name Lopt—it’s another name for Loki.

“We need the wall; the Jotunn are amassing troops!” Lopt cries, running behind Amy. “No one else had any better ideas!”

Raising her sword, Freyja says, “You wagered my body to a common builder! A giant!”

Lopt shouts over Amy’s shoulder. “He wasn’t supposed to win the wager!”

Amy looks sideways at the woman using her as a human shield. Lopt’s face is panicked, her red hair askew. In the myths it was Loki who made the wager between the Aesir and the builder for Freyja’s hand. In the end he wound up turning himself into a mare, luring the stallion away, and presenting Odin with the magical, eight-legged steed Sleipnir 10 months later. Of course, Loki was incapable of shape-changing, so that story was just a tale, a myth.

Stepping forward, quickly, Freya raises the sword until it’s just a few finger widths from Amy’s neck.

“Ummm...” says Amy. “Maybe we can talk about this?”

Freyja doesn’t seem to see or hear her. “You’ll pay for this,” says Freyja.

“I gave you my oath I would take care of it,” Lopt says. “You know I always keep my oaths.”

“I know you’re a liar!” says Freyja. 

There is a crackle around the room, like thousands of twigs breaking, and Amy looks down to see flames rise around her body. She gasps and then realizes they’re passing through her, without burning....but Freyja screams as the flames catch her hair. Instead of stopping to put it out, Freyja charges forward, her body passing through Amy harmlessly, but contacting with Lopt’s with a loud thud. Turning, Amy sees Freyja’s sword is through Lopt’s abdomen, pinning her to the wall like a butterfly. 

Running forward, Amy tries to pull Freyja away but her hands pass through the Amazonian woman as though Amy is a ghost.

The flames leap in Freyja’s hair, and with a curse she pulls her sword from Lopt and storms from the room.

Lopt’s body sags to the floor. Her eyes are open, staring at Amy.

“Why are you here?” Lopt whispers.

Shaking her head, Amy pulls off the duvet. Maybe she can use it to stop the bleeding? But as she tries to put it on Lopt, it passes through the woman. “I don’t know, I don’t know,” Amy says.

Lopt closes her eyes. “It’s nice not to be alone...” her brow constricts, her eyes close. When she opens them they’re completely black, as is her hair. Her skin is rapidly turning blue. Smirking at Amy, she looks down at her stomach. “Wyrm balls,” she mutters.

Standing, heavy gold brocade in hand, Amy looks around. The flames are rapidly approaching, though she feels no heat. The world is shrinking and going black. Her gaze falls on the nightstand and the little white book there. And then all is darkness...

...Amy blinks her eyes and finds herself standing in Loki’s spartan bedroom again. The gold brocade coverlet is gone, and in her hands is Loki’s heavy white duvet. Her eyes are on the nightstand and the little white book sitting there. Loki is on the bed, his skin blue, hair black, and black eyes wide open, limbs still in a death grip on the pillow. 

Amy walks forward. “Loki, are you all right?” she asks.

He turns his head to her, brow furrowed. Shaking his head, he says, “I just had the strangest dream.”

Amy swallows. “About Lopt and Freyja?”

Meeting her eyes, he says, “I...I...don’t remember.” 

Sitting up, he looks her up and down. “Why do you have the duvet wrapped around you?” He snickers. “There’s no need for modesty now.”

Amy’s lips tighten in consternation. At her unamused expression, Loki lifts an eyebrow, and then his gaze falls to his blue hands. Holding them before his eyes, his lips curl slightly, but he’s silent.

Going to sit on the bed beside him, Amy says, “So, do you project your dreams often?”

He meets her gaze, his face so composed, his features so flat he looks almost angry; and she knows he remembers his dream, and knows that she knows it.

Running a hand nervously through his black hair, he looks away. “If I did, it would be a first.”

He’s so lost. Leaning forward, Amy wraps an arm around him and drops her head to his shoulder. There is a long moment when he does nothing, but then she feels his arm wrapping around her back. She feels like they’re having a real moment, that even if he’s magical, and older than dirt, that maybe she can be something important to him.

Loki kisses the top of her head, and her heart almost melts. And then he sneaks a hand around and tweaks a nipple. Voice half between a laugh and a challenge he says, “Let’s have kinky blue sex!”




Chapter 6

Loki projects another dream later that night. But this time Amy knows it’s a dream. She can still feel Loki’s body wrapped around her even as the room transforms itself into a tiny hut, and she finds herself lying on what looks like a floor, illusions of black-haired children, with full lips and small noses, sleeping beside her.

A man and a woman, both Asian looking and dressed in simple, threadbare clothing, are speaking by the doorway.

“Yuki, you cannot go,” says the man. He looks worn and older than the woman, but he has a symmetrical face and a strong jaw. He is very handsome, even with slightly graying hair, and lines on his forehead and around his eyes.

The woman by contrast is youthful, with a narrow chin that gives her an almost pixyish appearance. She’s very beautiful, but her eyes are too wide, as though she’s afraid. “I must go. He’s coming for me,” the woman whispers.

Amy blinks. They’re not speaking English, but she understands them.

“What will I tell the villagers?” the man says, desperation rising in his voice.

“Tell them I am a snow woman, and I had to go home. It’s true enough.” Bowing her head, the woman says, “Please, Minokichi, they’ll kill you and the children.”

The man nods, tears in his eyes. The scene fades to black, and Amy’s in Loki’s room again, on his bed. He’s still asleep. She doesn’t wake him. Eventually she falls asleep, too.

When Amy wakes up again it is in Loki’s room. It is darkened by the shades, but she can see afternoon daylight through the cracks. From the other room comes the sound of Loki swearing in another language—she’d guess Russian or Ukrainian. Cera, he’s talking to Cera!

A moment later, Loki opens the bedroom door with a bang. “Amy, get up, get dressed! We’re leaving.”

Amy sits up as Loki strides into the room wearing only his pajama bottoms. Scowling at the space above her head, he starts swearing again, waving his hands, making unfamiliar gestures that Amy doesn’t have to recognize to know are obscene.

“Loki, what’s going on?’ she asks.

Stopping his tirade, he looks at her. He’s very close to the bed. His jaw is clenched, his brow furrowed. He’s not blue. He raises his hand, and it’s hard to tell if he’s just gesturing or if he’s about to strike her. Amy backs up, but then his eyes go wide, and he shakes himself. He closes his eyes and blue washes over his skin, and his hair turns black. 

“I’m not mad at you,” he whispers, eyes still closed. He opens them and they’re black again. Staring at a space beyond Amy’s shoulder, he sneers for a moment. Taking a deep breath, he turns to her and speaks with what seems like forced calm. 

“Amy, the mayor and governor are suggesting that everyone leave the Loop. It’s voluntary, but they’re sending police and national guard troops through buildings offering to escort people out. Some police are coming into this building now. I would prefer not to go with them.”

Amy blinks. “Well, if it’s voluntary...”

“But we still have to leave,” he says, stepping quickly onto the bed next to Amy, the bed sinking and creaking with the weight.

Feeling a bit frightened by the rush he’s in—not to mention the fact that he’s reaching for his sword—she says, “Why?” 

Unhooking the sword that is vaguely Asian, he says, “You, because there are multiple troll sightings now, and me because I can’t find a single restaurant in a 10-mile radius that will deliver here and I’m hungry! Also...” Narrowing his eyes, he turns his gaze to a corner of the room. “Because Cera is being a whiny, demanding, irrational, bitch!”

Amy swallows at the empty space he’s glaring at. She reminds herself he’s magical and he sees things she can’t see; he is not having an episode of psychosis.

Hopping from the bed, he takes quick strides to the door of the walk-in closet. Opening it he mumbles, “I think that the elves probably let the trolls in to cause chaos while they retreat.”

All of his words tumble together. Evacuation. Troll sightings. Retreat. 

Hopping from the bed, Amy grabs his robe from the floor, pulls it on as she runs to the door of the bedroom, and walks down the short hallway to the main living area of the apartment.

Loki’s living area is a wide open space, larger than four of her apartments put together. Two of the walls are floor to ceiling glass. The other two walls have books lined along the floor. There is a hardly-used-looking very modern kitchen directly to her left as she comes out of the hallway. Camping gear is lined up in front of the island counter that separates the kitchen from the living space. The gear doesn’t look like it’s been touched since last night when she made sandwiches. There is no furniture other than a desk and computer with three enormous monitors in the living room. 

Suddenly needing to know for herself what is going on, Amy goes to the desk. In the background she hears Loki rummaging through his closet, cursing occasionally. Her purse is by the monitor, and she slips it on so she won’t forget to take her pill. The jostling from that simple motion causes the monitors to light. There’s no password prompt. Obviously Loki was just on his computer. A browser window is open to a website in French. She tilts her head. It looks like it is for a hotel. She looks at the tabs at the top of the browser. There’s CNN, and a tab to the window where she was researching Shiva is still open. Her eyes go wide—one of the tabs is for her email. She swore she had closed it. 

Clicking  to her inbox she sees an unopened message addressed to all “Support Staff and Non-Essential Personnel.” Opening it she finds a note ordering clerical workers not to come into work until “further notice.” There is nothing personal from Steve, or anyone else at the office. Maybe they don’t want her in today? Frowning, she clicks to a new email from her neighbor. It’s a little note telling her not to worry about Fenrir or her “special mouse” and makes her sigh with relief.

At that moment, Loki bursts into the room. He’s still blue, wearing jeans, a polo and the peacoat he wore the other day. His little white book is still poking from a coat pocket and his sword is slung over his shoulder. Seeing her at the computer his lip curls and he almost shouts, “What are you doing?” 

Purse sliding awkwardly on her arm, she holds up her hands. “Checking my email. Don’t worry, I wouldn’t tell them where you are.”  

He shakes himself and rubs the bridge of his nose. “Of course, I’m sorry...the police are coming to this floor—thankfully they don’t have magic detectors, we have to go.” Then he mumbles, “The airports are all full.” Turning to empty air he shouts, “Shut up, Cera! You brought this on yourself!”

Thor’s words from the day before come back to Amy. “Loki! Cera will control you! Thor told us she would!”

Loki smirks. “She doesn’t control me, and I can prove it.”  Before Amy knows what is happening, he strides over, takes one of her wrists, and pulls her from her seat. Rolling his eyes, Loki says, “Cera thought she’d just ally herself with those elves and I’d be happy to see her when she popped back into my life...and thinks she can order me around.” Meeting Amy’s gaze again, he  kisses her too hard. His hands go to Amy’s waist and then slip down so fast and wrap around her butt she’s barely aware of what’s going on. Lifting her up like she weighs nothing, Loki says sharply, “Wrap your legs around my waist.”

Confused, Amy does what she’s told, mostly to keep from falling. In the process, the robe she’s wearing falls open to reveal what she’s not wearing. 

Glancing down, Loki gives a good natured smirk that’s mischievous and so him that she smiles. 

Pulling her in tight, he whispers in her ear. “I’m about to show you how little Cera controls me. You like French food right? Because I could really use some foie gras and French onion soup.”

Amy blinks, “Wha—”

Leaning backwards, as though he’s executing a dive, Loki topples them both over. For an instant they are suspended in midair, and then they are in the cold nothing of the In-Between.

x  x  x  x

Moving Amy through the In-Between is taxing, but this time Loki is refreshed. He’s able to pull them from the vacuum before the blackness and cold have even really registered. But even as the feeling of victory rises, another cold wraps around him. Opening his eyes he sees Amy, but she’s distorted and out of focus. He opens his mouth—and sucks in a lungful of water.

“Loki!” he hears, as though from far away. He’s blinded by bubbles, her legs are sliding out from under him, and small hands are pulling him up by the shoulders. Hacking and coughing up water, with Amy raining blows on his back, he surveys their surroundings. They’re in a shallow rectangular fountain in the garden of his intended target. He winces and then coughs a bit more water from his lungs. The fountain wasn’t here the last time he visited, and it really should have been emptied earlier in the season. Amy is yelling at him. “What the Hell are you doing! Where are we? Why is it late afternoon?”

Wiping his mouth, in frigid water up to his stomach, Loki starts to laugh. Wrapping his arms around her, he pulls her in for a hug, oddly warmed by her ferocity.

This morning he’d woken to the mist of the World Seed hovering about his bed. “Well, you’d better kill her,” Cera had said. “She’ll let ADUO know where you live, and that you can teleport.”

For a frightening moment Loki had seen the convenience of that idea. He even envisioned quietly smothering her beneath his pillow and disposing of her body in the In-Between. He’d bolted out of bed and gone to his computer instead, telling Cera off for being a nag. 

He checked Amy’s email—he’d discovered all her passwords months ago—and deleted messages from Steve asking her to call in, and from Brett, Bryant and other people at her office. Then he checked all his accounts, and finally, CNN. All that time Cera got more and more insistent. “Kill her. Go to Vanaheim. Kill her, kill her, kill her!”

It had been obnoxious.

Now it will take Cera hours to find them, and he suspects she’ll be properly chastised when she does. Loki lets out a happy sigh, even as Amy shakes his shoulders. “Where. Are. We!”

Grinning, he blinks the water from his eyes, checks to see that his hands are peach and not blue, and then shakes his head like a dog. “Paris!” he says, standing up and pulling her up and out of the fountain with him.

“What?” says Amy, stumbling as he pulls her along.

Nodding happily he says, “We can get food!” He needs food. And sleep. Again. 

“I’m freezing!” Amy says, gesturing to his robe, wrapped around her shoulders, soaked and hanging open.

Loki runs his tongue over his lips as lasciviously as he can. “We’ll check in and warm up.”

Pulling back, Amy sputters. “Check in? I’m in a bathrobe and you’ve got a sword on your back!”

Loki stops and raises an eyebrow. “You’re right.” He winks. “I knew there was a reason I brought you along.” Concentrating, he uses the last bits of magical energy he possess to will his sword to invisibility, and Amy to appear dry and as though she’s wearing a cocktail dress with heels.

Amy surveys her imaginary attire and glares up at him. “The robe had more coverage.”

Loki opens his mouth to respond, but before he can she raises her hands and shouts. “Didn’t you say teleporting nearly killed us last time?”

Loki opens his mouth again, only to feel one of her fists connect hard with his chest. “And you should have asked!” she shouts.

Smiling, Loki pulls her in for a hug, effectively trapping her fists and muffling her mouth—and giving him someone to lean onto. “I just love to make things difficult,” he says, dropping his head on top of hers.

“Greattffff,”  Amy grumbles.

Loki’s smile turns rueful. He can kill for a lot of reasons, betray for a lot of reasons, but convenience apparently isn’t one of them. 

x  x  x  x

Loki and Thor are both on one knee, bowing before Odin’s throne. Thor holds the spear Gungnir in his outstretched hands as the court looks on. Admiring glances are being shot in Thor’s direction, suspicious ones are being leveled at Loki. He makes sure to meet such gazes with an irreverent smirk. 

Inside he is fuming, partly at their servile position, partly because Thor is the one presenting the spear. Odin has become such a stickler for pomp and ceremony of late. Although Loki had as much a part or more in recovering Gungnir, it was deemed inappropriate for Loki to be the presenter. But most of all, Loki fumes because of the statue sitting behind him at the entrance of the great hall—a 30 man-high golden monument in the likeness of Baldur. 

Loki’s finger nails bite into his palms, and his jaw tightens. Or the perceived likeness of Baldur: beautiful, fit, and wise looking—the way Loki never saw him and everyone else did.

From the throne Odin mumbles some uninspired words of appreciation. Muscles going stiff, mouth threatening to go slack with boredom, Loki scans the room. Everyone in attendance is in black. Even Thor wears a black armband over his armor. It has been nearly a year since Baldur’s death and Baldur’s glamour has only grown stronger. He is revered now more than ever and Asgard still mourns for him. When Loki complained of it to Thor, the big oaf had said, “Everyone always thinks the best of the dead. Now shut up before someone suspects you played some part in it.”

The cold stone floor is biting into his knee. Loki is close to sighing loud enough to be heard, just to give Odin the hint that now is the time to declare the feast and celebration, and to let Loki stand up. He opens his mouth and then catches a flash of green from the corner of his eye. He looks up and sees Nari and Valli slipping through the adults of the court to get closer to the throne. They’re dressed in their ‘play clothes’ and it will be obvious to anyone who looks that they’ve snuck in. Despite himself, Loki smiles. Catching his grin, Valli starts jumping up and down and yells, “Father!” his face alight with pride.

Loki feels his smile soften. His boys are monsters, but not so bad.

There are murmurs among the crowd, most in consternation, but beside Loki, Thor gives a friendly chuckle.

From the throne Odin’s silence is ominous.

“Escort our guests out,” says one of the guards sourly.

Some guards move in and the boys try to dodge them, stepping on toes and elbowing dignitaries in the process. Still, they’re quickly apprehended. As the men drag them off by the elbows, Nari shouts. “That’s our father! He found Gungnir and Thor helped!”

Loki bites back a cackle. Beside him Thor gives him a gentle nudge in the ribs and a good natured grin. When Loki looks up, Odin is scowling.

The great hall quiets again. Odin mumbles on a bit more. And then the king nods down at Thor. One of the members of the Diar, the council that helps Odin manage Asgard, descends the steps, takes the spear from Thor, and carries it up to Odin. Loki blinks. Odin won’t even take a gift from his son? That is a new layer of formality. He feels his skin start to heat.

Scowling, he waits for the king to finally declare the order for the victory feast. It never comes. Instead, Odin stands, bangs the butt end of the spear on the floor, and wearily declares the court dismissed because, “Now is still not the time for revelry.”

Loki gets to his feet with Thor, watching Odin and Frigga slowly leave the great Hall. Loki doesn’t exit the throne room—despite Thor’s entreaties to go to the mead hall. Instead, as soon as he finds himself alone, Loki makes himself invisible and lets himself into Odin’s chambers. He goes to the room where he, Odin, and Hoenir played chess so long ago.

Settling on one of the chairs he sets up the chess pieces and waits.

Loki isn’t invisible when Odin enters, but he is covered in shadow. Nonetheless, as soon as Odin comes into the room, he raises Gungnir in Loki’s direction, even before the torches in the wall sputter to life.

Smirking up at the king, Loki says, “Thank goodness. I was beginning to think you were as dead as Baldur.” Looking at the point of the spear he adds, “I’m glad you like the souvenir.”

Thrusting Gungnir’s point a little closer to Loki’s neck, Odin says, “I should kill you now.”

Loki blinks up at him. This isn’t an idle threat. Odin is telling the truth. Loki feels a flare of fear rising in his stomach. The pieces on the chessboard abruptly burst into flames. Both Loki and Odin’s gaze go to the board, now glowing under the light of 32 improvised candles. Odin waves Gungnir in their direction and they go out.

“What do you want, Loki?” Odin asks, sounding suddenly weary again.

“Why, just to chat,” says Loki, spreading his hands and trying to affect an air of nonchalance.

Odin glares at him. “I should call the guards on you.”

Placing his feet next to the burnt chess pieces and tipping the chair back onto two legs, Loki sneers. “It’s been so long since we really talked. Why, not since...since my daughter was poisoned by your son.”

“I gave you your chance for revenge,” Odin growls.

Loki sneers. “You gave me the chance to solve your problems. You were right. If Baldur had taken Nanna, my frost giant relatives would be flooding Midgard, probably to set themselves up as gods...after they attacked Asgard. Double blows to the Aesir’s pride.”

Banging Gungnir’s shaft on the floor, Odin hisses. “Have you no compassion? I and all the realms weep for my son.”

Loki rises fast from his chair. “No one mourns for my daughter or my wife!”

Taking a step towards Loki, Odin snarls. “Your wife was weak, your daughter was deformed. My son was different. He was perfect.”

Loki’s eyes go wide. “He was a lie! His perfection an illusion—even you knew that!”

Odin takes a deep breath. He’s so close, Loki can smell mead on his breath. 

Straightening, Odin laughs. “Isn’t that what all princes are?”

Loki stares at him, unable to find words for his anger and rising dismay.

Odin smiles, and it isn’t at all nice. “To maintain order people need myths of perfection. They’re grateful for their illusions.”

“That’s not what they tell me when I’m using magic,” Loki snaps.

Narrowing his one eye, Odin snarls. “I don’t have time for this. Get. Out.”

Loki cannot bring himself to move. He just stares into Odin’s one ice-blue eye. His skin goes hot, he hears a crackle, feels heat, and sees light as the chess pieces and the table they sit on burst into flames again.

Scowling, Odin points Gungnir in the fire’s direction. The flames quiet, but then Loki hisses. “Do not dismiss me!” and the flames rise again.

Odin turns his head sharply. “You still have two sons and a wife to go home to Loki,” he snarls.

Loki’s mouth drops and he steps back at the implicit threat.

“Get out of here.” Odin says again. He bangs Gungnir on the floor and the flames flicker out.

Loki’s body goes cold. He nods differentially at Odin, but can’t keep a twisted smirk from his face.

He’s just leaving when Odin says, “And Loki...”

Loki turns to see Odin smile at him. “Thanks for the spear.”

x   x   x   x

It has been nearly one rotation of Earth’s axis since Loki and the female human disappeared from Chicago. Cera is in a panic. Has he gone off world? She can’t follow him there if he has. Not only is she stuck within the Promethean Wire, she doesn’t know how. Also, she doesn’t have feet. The bodies of the denizens of this planet are awkward, prone to inconvenient cravings and incompatible with large amounts of magic, but how she envies them for their powers of locomotion. She can only travel in her non-corporeal form, and although she knows theoretically she could transverse realms non-corporeally—Odin can do it—she doesn’t quite know how to manage it. Odin used his corporeal form to open the gate. And even if the gate was open, maybe her non-corporeal form would get separated from her physical form? How long can the energy of her non-physical self be apart from her physical self? And what if she went the wrong way? What if she got lost?

When Loki rescues her, Cera will be able to use his physical form and his mind and knowledge to open all the world gates, and go wherever she wants...with or without feet. If Loki rescues her. For an instant Cera feels the shell of the Promethean Sphere closing in around her corporeal body. Loki doesn’t need her. She felt it when Odin the one eyed one touched her. Loki has been winning against the One-Eyed Preserver for the past 4 billion years when the universe’s expansion began to accelerate. Cera’s not sure how long 4 billion years are. She has difficulty comprehending linear time, but she thinks it’s slightly further back in time than her landing in the Siberian Tundra in 1908. 

Eventually, Loki will win. The universe will reach its outer limit, contract, and bloom again anew—his greatest revolution accomplished! All Loki has to do is wait. And he has so much more patience than Cera....but Cera has things she must do before then, things she must do even before the sun explodes and destroys the Earth and all the humans on the planet. Things she must do for Josef—but doesn’t know how to do on her own.

In her cage of Promethean Wire, Cera concentrates and sends her non-corporeal consciousness out over the Earth again, a little to the east of the land that was Josef’s. She is about to head north, to Visby, to see if Loki perhaps is transversing the world gate when she feels a tug—a feeling of fraying and disintegration—in the south. 

It’s Loki! Cera speeds southward. He’s in a metropolis of some sort. Within minutes she has found him. She is instantly put out. Speak of inconvenient cravings. Loki is sitting in a bathtub filled with the molecules the humans call soap; it’s blooming in bubbles of hydrophillic and hydrophobic abandon. Between Loki’s legs, back to his chest, is the female. 

“What else did Thor tell you?” Loki is whispering to the female. His eyes flick up to Cera but other than that he doesn’t acknowledge her presence.

Cera wasn’t awoken by Josef yesterday. Loki is engaging in genetic exchange behaviors. Here. On Earth. While Cera has been so worried he’d left her. How cruel! And he’s doing it with the female he speaks with too often. The one without any magic. The one beneath him. She is a problem, Cera’s not sure why, she just feels that way. Cera knows a very effective treatment for all problems. “Kill her!” Cera whispers. “Kill her, Loki!”

Loki’s hands go to the female’s neck. His fingers wrap around her throat. His eyes slide back to Cera and narrow. With a smirk he bends his head and kisses the bones of her spinal column. The girl makes noises that signal receptiveness to genetic exchange.

Cera flares in indignation. Loki isn’t as nice to her as the frost giants who had tried so hard to rescue her. The frost giants would do anything Cera said.

Eyes leaving Cera, Loki whispers, “Tell me, Amy, what did Thor say?”


Ending her receptive noises, she says quietly, “He said that you threw a grenade into a crowd of civilians.”

Loki kisses the back of her neck again. 

The girl turns in the water. “But I know you would never do that.”

Cera swirls in impatience. During a revolution, civilians will perish. It’s a fact. One that Josef knew well.

Loki shakes his head. “Amy, in those moments, after my sons disappeared, I was so desperate to follow them.” He bows his head. “I thought I threw it at Odin...but it is possible that I...missed.”

Cera stops her swirling. He’s lying. Not only does Cera feel it, she knows it. Odin, the Preserver, wouldn’t be hurt by a grenade. But when Odin touched Cera, she saw how put out he was by the death of those ‘innocents’. 

The girl closes the space between herself and Loki. “It wasn’t your fault,” she says, wrapping her arms around his shoulders. “It wasn’t your fault.” 

Loki pulls her into his lap. “Thank you, Amy.”

Their mouths touch. The receptive noises begin again. Cera settles into the corner, prepared to be very bored, but unwilling to let Loki out of her sight.

And then it hits her. Loki used words to change the girl’s mind, to deceive her, to make her like him, and to fulfill his biological imperative. Josef was very good at doing the same. In her corporeal prison Cera pulses with light. In the bathroom, watching Amy and Loki, her non-corporeal form pulses with magic.

Cera’s thoughts turn, as they often do when she is bored or feeling empty, to her Josef. Before Josef, Cera was nothing, just a piece of rock that fell into the Siberian tundra. But then Josef touched her....and for a moment she was the glory that was him. She saw his life and his struggles, absorbed his language, wisdom and desires. Josef wanted to free his kind from the tyranny that is religion, and the ineptitude and tyranny that was the Tsars. He wanted to destroy the pettiness of the bourgeois, and redistribute the wealth of the factory masters. So good. So noble. So selfless.

But Josef was human and not magical and he could not be part of Cera. He’d put her down, and she’d been put into darkness for a long time. Then the God people got her, thinking they could use her for their revolution, but their revolution was tainted by dreams of God.

 

As soon as one of the God humans had touched Cera with naked hands, she became angry and somehow sent him to the empty place Loki calls the In-Between. Then Odin had touched her, and then the other bad humans who didn’t believe in revolution had wrapped her in Promethean Wire. Trying to escape, Cera had fused part of herself with the wire, and now everything that touches the wire also goes to the In-Between...she doesn’t really know how or why, like she doesn’t know how or why branches of the World Tree rip through space-time around the place she is in and places she has been. Or why, of late, the World Tree around her seems to be budding branches at a furious rate.

Loki will know. And he will explain perhaps—not that Cera always understands. But at the moment he won’t talk to her at all. She knows this from previous attempts to engage him during encounters with other females.

Water and soap spills over the bathtub as the banality that is genetic exchange begins in earnest.

Cera pulses. She dislikes this female more than the others. She doesn’t understand the why of that either. She hates not understanding things. She swirls around the room a few times. If she thinks about it logically...Didn’t Josef have many females? Yes, he did. And sometimes he had ‘special’ females. Loki’s dalliances with this one should make Cera happy—even if they don’t—because this is one more way Loki is like Josef!

Josef was a bank robber. Loki robbed banks—and lately he trades derivatives, which he assures Cera is essentially the same. Josef could spin words in clever ways to get what he wanted. So can Loki. Josef knew that innocents had to die to achieve his aims. So does Loki. Josef didn’t believe in God. Neither does Loki. Josef’s dedication was to revolution. So is Loki’s—though the revolution he desires is unfortunately in another realm.

But unlike Josef, Loki is magical and when he touches Cera they can be one—she can already almost convince him of the rightness of her wants. She felt him thinking about abiding Cera’s wishes when he grabbed the female’s neck. When Cera and Loki are one they will be perfect. But Cera will let him have his females, or female, because that is what Josef would have wanted. Cera will even let Loki have his Asgardian revolution—Josef would believe in freeing the Nine Realms from the oppression of Tsar Odin. 

But that will be after the revolution on Earth. Cera and Loki will make this world perfect. They will wipe out hunger, social injustice, and social hierarchies. They will destroy the proletariat and let the workers rise—but only if the workers obey, because the workers, Cera knows from Josef, are often stupid and don’t know what’s best for them. The ultimate goal of the revolution is equality for all. Except of course, for the true believers who will run everything. Because some humans are more equal than others. That is the wisdom and the truth of Josef, and Cera believes.




Chapter 7

Amy almost falls asleep. Loki’s arm is over her, his chest pressed against her back. She’s warm and exhausted, the bed is unbelievably comfortable. Daylight is creeping through the curtains in the hotel room, but all she really wants to do is shut her eyes—just as she’s done for the last...day? Day and a half? She’s not really sure. All she knows is that she’s in Paris and hasn’t left the hotel, has barely left the suite she’s staying in with Loki, and has hardly even turned on the television.

Her eyes open wide. But what she did see on the television was jammed airports, train stations and freeways. She swallows. Sitting up, Amy peels the blue arm off her waist. Loki raises one sleepy eyelid at her and smiles. His eyelid slides shut and his expression softens.

Amy narrows her eyes at him but smiles just the same. She runs a hand through her hair. She’s never been with someone where the experience has been so...consuming. She knows at some level this is a mistake, probably the biggest she’s ever made. She frowns. It’s not just that Loki isn’t quite a good guy—it’s that she has this awful feeling that no matter how much she braces herself for it, this is going to end and her heart is going to shatter.

They don’t talk of the future; just magic, food, embarrassingly loud Americans in the hotel restaurant, the concierge who bears a striking resemblance to a short skinny Gerard Depardieu...and they talk about sex, of course. 

Sometimes they even talk of the dreams Loki projects in the room—a little. He dreams of people doing ordinary things. Other times he dreams of wolves and monsters, or of people turning into wolves and monsters—sometimes friendly monsters. There was an enormous sea serpent with an almost human-like forehead and great big eyes. Even with seaweed curling between its long sharp teeth, Amy somehow couldn’t escape the feeling that it was friendly. Sometimes Amy opens her eyes and feels the bed below her but looks down at landscapes as though she’s flying. And one dream was just an eerily silent explosion of stars.

Taking a deep breath, Amy rubs her eyes. She looks through the door of the suite’s bedroom. In the other room are bags of clothing Loki asked the concierge to procure for them. Loki concocted a story about them turning around at the airplane gate just before their return to Chicago. The lie has generated a lot of sympathy for them—and free food. Very good, Michelin-star-quality free food.

Amy swallows as she looks around the suite. The hotel is a 5-star affair located by the Arc de Triomphe—not that she’s seen it. She bites her lip. She left her office mates in the middle of a state of emergency, and not that she should go in—the email expressly ordered her not to, but she should at least check in...in case anyone cares.

She blinks at the unopened bags of clothes. This is a 5-star hotel. They do anything for you here. Making an executive decision, she hops out of bed and walks to the bags.

She’s just finished putting on a pair of shoes, almost giggling because they’re ballet slippers, not heels, and Loki will be so disappointed, when his dream begins. 

By this point she’s not even fazed. She will just patiently wait through it and then head down to the lobby. The room around her goes hazy and she’s standing in a stable—more precisely, in a the stall of a mare and a foal that can’t be more than a day old. Thankfully, neither the mare nor the foal sees her...or she’d probably wind up taking a hoof to the gut. She shakes her head and smiles to herself. Of course the hoof would pass through her.

Tilting her head, she turns her attention to the foal. It’s hard not to. Even if it is an insubstantial illusion, it is incredibly cute. The mare is a chestnut brown, but the foal is gray with just a hint of black in its mane and fluffy tail. Beyond that it’s got the usual great big eyes, and long ungainly limbs that make foals so charming. Amy ducks her head...and it’s a boy.

She hears the scamper of feet and a bang at the stable door. Before she’s even raised her head a scratchy, immature voice says, “Those are strange clothes to be wearing in a horse’s stall.”

Amy looks up to see the face of a child peeking over the stable door. A pair of blue-gray eyes set into too pale cheeks are peeking out at her from underneath a mop of almost-blonde ginger hair. The eyes sweep down her body, and back up again, but they don’t quite reach her face. Instead they stare openly at her chest.

She blinks. That kind of gaze is disturbing coming from a little boy. She tilts her head. It’s also kind of familiar. Rolling her eyes, she says, “Loki?” 

The child blinks up at her. “Not that they aren’t nice clothes.” His eyes drift downward again. “They are...they are....”

“Form fitting?” Amy supplies. They are very nice clothes. A creamy dun cashmere sweater that hugs her curves, belted at the waist. Brown slacks that fit her just perfectly. She raises an eyebrow. Even the bra fits her well; it’s a bit lacey but surprisingly comfortable. She wonders when Loki got a chance to get her measurements. The bra she’d worn in the fire is sitting at the bottom of his washing machine in Chicago.

“Yes...form fitting,” he says. He tilts his head. “How did you know my name?”

Amy shrugs. “Lucky guess.”

His eyes narrow. “You’re lying.”

Amy sighs. “Yes, I’m sorry. But it’s difficult to explain—”

“Loki? Loki? Ah, there you are!” A man’s voice says. A moment later, not one man’s face but two come into view. The first man appears to be well into middle age. He has long hair around a balding pate. His face is a bit chubby and the lower half is completely obscured by a beard. His eyes are large and green. He looks a bit befuddled and very, very kind. 

Amy’s eyes widen. The other face appears to be younger. It has a full head of hair, and a beard, but it appears to be only a head—mounted to the top of a staff.

“Mimir!” Amy whispers.

The boy turns to Amy. “Of course it’s Mimir. He comes everywhere with Hoenir.”

Amy looks sharply at the chubby older man. This is Loki’s best friend?

The head on the staff blinks. “Who are you talking to, Loki?”

Pointing in Amy’s direction, the little-boy version of Loki says, “The girl in the stall.”

The head and the man exchange looks. Clearing his throat—and how that is possible, Amy’s not sure—Mimir says, “Ah. Yes. What do you think of Sleipnir’s great grandson, Loki?” 

Loki turns his face to Amy, his brow furrowed. Shrugging, she says, “Only you can see and hear me. It’s probably better just to play along.”

Loki’s face pinches at that, but he turns to Mimir and says, “He only has four legs. I promised Sigyn he would have more legs and that I’d show her, and now he doesn’t and she won’t want to see him.” The last words are followed by a harumph.

Hoenir blinks at Loki, concern writ large upon his brow. Mimir’s lips purse. “Ah,” he says.

Amy looks at Mimir, at Hoenir, and then at child Loki. “You know,” she says, “I think Sigyn will still like to see the little guy.”

Loki turns his head sharply towards her. “You do?”

“Sure,” says Amy. “He is really...” She stops, suddenly aware that she hasn’t been speaking English—and that the language she’s been speaking doesn’t have a word that quite translates to ‘cute.’ Tapping her chin, she says, “He has really big eyes and soft fur. She’ll like him.”

“I guess being a girl, you’d know,” says little Loki. “Wait here, and I’ll go get her!” His face disappears from the stable door and he takes off down the corridor of the stable at breakneck speed. Hoenir, Mimir and Amy watch him go. “He definitely prefers girls this time,” says Mimir, sounding almost sad. “I suppose it’s for the best.”

Amy turns to look at the head, but he’s already fading away, along with Hoenir and the stable. A moment later and she’s standing in the hotel room again. Loki has entered the second stage of sleep. Nodding to herself, she heads to the door.

Ten minutes later Amy sits in a plush chair in the lobby, a laptop she borrowed from the concierge on her knees and a smile on her lips. She never wants to Motel 8 it again—this place has everything and they’ll bend over backwards for you! Fumbling a little with the French keyboard, she makes her way to her email login page. She’s just about to enter her username and password when the elevator door dings and a woman comes into the lobby screaming.

Everyone in the lobby turns to look at her.

“This hotel is haunted!” she says very loudly in English with an American accent. Amy winces.

“Madam?” says Pascal, the nice concierge who loaned Amy the laptop.

“Do you understand me?” the woman says, volume escalating. Amy winces again. In the little time she’s been here, she’s noticed an annoying American habit of talking louder instead of slower when they think they aren’t understood.

“I speak English, yes—” says the man.

Cutting him off, the woman yells, “There are ghosts in this building—”

“There are no such thing as ghosts, Madame,” the concierge says stiffly.

“Well, I saw two on the fourth floor! They passed right through a wall!” the woman shouts.

“Fourth floor?” says Amy, standing up quickly and snapping the laptop shut. That’s where she and Loki have their rooms. A very horrible idea begins to form in her mind.

“You’ve seen them, too?” the woman says.

“Nope,” says Amy, handing the laptop hastily back to Pascal. “Gotta go!” She looks at the elevator, thinks better of it and runs for the stairs. When she gets to the hallway it is thankfully empty. With a sigh of relief she opens the door to the suite....and finds a spidermouse dangling from the ceiling right in front of her nose. “Mr. Squeakers?” says Amy. She reaches out to touch the creature, but her fingers pass right through. She stares at her empty hand. Loki is dreaming again.

Lifting her eyes, she sees the grand suite transform into a very rustic kitchen. There is a rough hewn table, on top of which is an egg the size of a football but oblong like a pill. Next to the egg is a baby hadrosaur, the size of a rottweiler, munching on a head of lettuce. An enormous stove sits beyond it, and something that looks like a sink the size of a bathtub mounted on very high, metal legs with bird feet at the bottom. Over the sink is a window that looks out onto mist. From beyond the kitchen she hears masculine whispers, one voice lower and more urgent, the other slightly light and laughing.

Amy sighs and leans against the door. She’ll just wait it out. Behind her comes a knock. Amy winces.

“Madame? Are you alright, Madame?” Pascal’s voice comes through the door. The hadrosaur on the table chooses that moment to drop the head of lettuce and let out a huge, “Ronnnnnkkkkkk!”

“Madame?” says Pascal.

“I’m fine,” says Amy.

“Madame,” Pascal says, slightly hesitantly. “We have a strict no-pet policy.”

“Ronnnnnkkkkkkkkk!” screeches the hadrosaur, hopping from the table and waddling towards what looks like a wastebasket on the floor.

“Madame, I must insist...”

Turning around quickly, Amy opens the door just a few centimeters so Pascal can’t get a clear view. “We’re watching Jurassic Park,” she says through the crack. Behind her she hears footsteps and bites her lip.

“Ahhh...” says Pascal. He looks over her head, his eyes go wide, and he flushes. Returning his eyes to her, he says, “Of course, I’m sorry to interrupt,” he says, and turns quickly away.

Shutting the door, Amy closes her eyes and quickly wills it not to be a unicorn, pink-haired goddess, friendly sea serpent, or dinosaur that made him back off so quickly.

Turning around she finds none of those.

Instead she sees two men, neither of whom she recognizes, both without shirts. They have their arms around each other in a gesture that is obviously intimate. One has skin so dark it is nearly black, with hair and a beard so blonde they are startling. His body, even from Amy’s incomplete view, is all hard angles, muscle, sinew and bone. He’s wearing loose trousers, a corner of white peeking from the front pocket. Amy blinks. The book?

“Odin will know, Laugaz, this is dangerous,” says the other man softly. Amy’s eyes go to him. He is softer. He has a farmer’s tan—he’s not overweight, but he isn’t as defined. His hair is dark brown. He turns his head in Amy’s direction but it’s obvious he doesn’t see her.

 

Amy’s mouth drops a little. It’s Hoenir. But younger. He doesn’t have a beard, and she can see that besides large green eyes framed with dark lashes, he has a small delicate nose and generous lips. His face is still wide, innocent, and honest.

“Ronnkk, ronnnk, ronnkkkkk....” says the hadrosaur softly. The spidermouse squeaks from the ceiling.

Laugaz, the blonde one, puts his hand on Hoenir’s chin and turns his face to his. His eyes are orange and literally glowing. “If he does, Hoenir, I will kill him.”

Hoenir looks down. “You’re still too young.”

“Shhhhhhh....” says Laugaz, putting his lips against Hoenir’s. Hoenir is startled only for a moment and then melts against him. Amy stands speechless for a moment, and then Laugaz starts backing Hoenir in her direction.

Amy blinks...presumably they’ll pass through her and through the door and possibly terrify the guests. “Ummmm...I don’t suppose either of you can see me?” she says.

Laugaz stops and lifts his head. “What was that?”

“You heard something?” says Hoenir, his voice panicked.

Over Hoenir’s shoulder Laugaz’s eyes meet hers and narrow dangerously. Amy draws back against the door instinctively. 

From beyond Laugaz and Hoenir comes Loki’s voice. “No!”

And suddenly the projection is gone. Amy’s standing alone in the entryway to the suite.

From the bedroom she hears a soft thud. Biting her lip, she makes her way in that direction. Loki is full blue again. He’s rubbing his face with both hands, his breathing uneven.

“Hi,” says Amy. “Another dream?”

Loki pulls his hands from his face and stares at the ceiling. “A nightmare.”

Amy’s brow furrows as she tries to process that. “Personally, I think watching Lopt get murdered was more disturbing,” she says. Is it nightmarish because this dream featured two men? That doesn’t feel right. Whatever the rules of Asgard, Loki seems pretty blase about the whole man-on-man thing—at least from the one conversation they’d had about it a few weeks back when Loki wore his pink-rainbow-triangle ‘Bifrost shirt’ to a greasy spoon. In Loki’s words the Aesir acknowledged two types of people. “Those who fuck, and those who are fucked.” Men who ‘fucked’ women or other men were manly. Those who ‘were fucked’ were unmanly, or argr. Being argr was Asgard’s highest insult.

Slouching in his seat at the diner during that enlightening conversation Loki had said, “The Aesir are a bunch of hypocrites. Some of the mightiest warriors enjoy being buggered. And the Valkyries are fiercer than most men.” Snorting, he’d licked some ketchup off his fingers and added. “Personally, I prefer women, but I was always called argr for practicing magic.”

When Amy’s eyes had widened he’d laughed some more. “It was very convenient. It made it easier to go behind men’s backs and have sex with their wives.” And then turning from her he’d looked at some men giving him dirty looks across the diner and blown a kiss. Turning back to her he snickered. “I think I’ll keep this shirt. It upsets people.”

Besides being the god of mischief, lies and chaos, in human myth Loki is also the god of unrestrained intellect. Amy’s pretty sure that means he can’t keep his mouth shut—but she also thinks it means he can think outside the box of social taboos.

She looks at him now. Besides sleeping with him, she’s been on his computer and seen his porn, and yes, he definitely prefers women, but that doesn’t make two men kissing nightmarish. Still, he’s staring at her like he just watched a puppy get kicked. Maybe he’s not so open minded after all?

Swallowing, Loki says. “Amy, I don’t ever want to see Hoenir have sex.” She blinks and he adds, “Even with Lopt.”

Oh. Well. She sits down on the bed. “Yeah. I can see where that might be like seeing your mother—” Before she finishes, Loki closes his eyes and shudders so forcefully the bed shakes.

Amy tilts her head and snickers.

“It’s not funny,” Loki says petulantly.

Amy raises an eyebrow and turns the subject to something she’s been meaning to ask. “Loki, how much of these dreams are real?”

Opening his eyes, he runs a hand through his hair. For a long moment he says nothing, and she thinks he won’t answer. But then in a soft voice, he says, “I’m not sure. Laugaz and Lopt lived and died in Asgard before I was born.” He stares at the ceiling. “Laugaz the ‘blazing one’, was the last fire giant to be allowed to live in the realm eternal.” He shakes his head. “How he died I’m not sure...” 

“But is it possible?” Amy asks, reclining against his duvet-covered hip.

For another long moment he stares up at the ceiling, his blue body a break in the white clouds of linen. And then he says softly, “Magic has a peculiar relation to time. For the most part, our physical forms exist in time linearly, but magic, and the magic matter within us is different.”

 

“So yes?” says Amy.

Loki’s face contorts. “Hoenir doesn’t look like he did in that dream! Hoenir is chubby, plump, old and bald. His tummy jiggles like a bowl full of pudding! And he can’t talk—Mimir does all the talking.”

Amy’s brow furrows. “I thought people in Asgard never got old?”

Loki looks up at the ceiling. “Unless they chose to. Odin chooses to appear older because he believes it gives him an air of authority. But Hoenir has never cared for power...He is one of the most powerful magic wielders in all the Nine Realms, but I think most everyone thinks he’s Asgard’s gardenerer.” His fingers twist in the duvet. “Which I guess he also is.”

And then his jaw clenches. “Was,” he says, eyes falling down to stare intently at a spot on the duvet.

Amy takes his hand and gives it a squeeze. Loki doesn’t pull away but says nothing. After a few moments of foreboding silence, Amy says, “How come Laugaz, Lopt and little you can see me in your dreams but no one else can?”

For a moment Loki only stares at her, and then he bats his eyelashes and grins. “Little me?”

“Yes, I saw you in a stable with a foal—you’re were upset because it didn’t have eight legs and you were trying to impress Sigyn,” Amy says.

Loki smiles. His hand tightens on hers. “Ah, yes. That was the day of my first kiss. I still remember it...”

“You’re dodging the question,” Amy says, squeezing his hand in turn.

Loki gives her a twisted half smile. “Who knows? Dreams seldom make sense.”

He’s still evading, but Amy doesn’t push.

Letting out a long breath, Loki gives her a sunny smile and looks her up and down. “Those clothes fit you very well. Why don’t I take a shower, and then we’ll go get something to eat?”

Straightening, Amy smiles. “That sounds good. Maybe someplace not the hotel?”

Sitting up, one hand still in hers, Loki smirks. Kissing her cheek and running his fingers down a lock of hair he says, “If you insist.”

“I do,” she says as he maneuvers around her and out of bed. He towers over her a moment, a lean blue shadow looking down at her with black eyes. 

Amy will check her email while he’s showering. She just has to let go of his hand. 

She doesn’t let go. 

Smirking, Loki pulls her up and towards the bathroom with him. Heat rising in her belly, Amy says, “What are you doing?” But she already knows, the world around her seems to go foggy, and it has nothing to do with magic.

She’ll check her email. Just not right now.




Chapter 8

In his office, nearly 48 hours after the elves made their play for Cera, Steve checks his email and frowns.

“Still nothing from Loki or the lady?” asks Thor.

Steve glances at the large man sitting on his desk, fingers twitching on his hammer. For a minute there is a disconnect in his brain, a feeling of being disembodied, or in a dream. There is an alien in Steve’s office. Engaging him in conversation.

Shaking away the feeling of surrealism, Steve says, “No.”

Eyes sliding away, Thor nods and stands. “We should join the others then in the ready room.”

“Yes,” says Steve, the feeling of surrealism returning as they step out the door and walk down the hall. Oddly, the FBI is working with the Guard relatively well, and that is strange enough. They’re also working with an alien. There are protocols for aliens—protocols involving confinement and white suits. But somehow those protocols have all been thrown out the window. Or maybe they haven’t. Maybe in a few days someone in the FBI will make a stupid decision and the white coats will come for Thor. But for now, Chicago, the country, and probably the world is still reeling, trying to take in all that’s going on—reacting, and not thinking. And for now, Thor’s killing a lot of trolls. 

As they step into the Ready Room, agents and Guardsmen edge out of Thor’s way. Jameson, standing off to the side, straightens and looks decidedly uncomfortable. Bautista, standing in front of a map, looks to Thor and says, “Ah, good you’re here.”  His voice is calm and even, as though having an alien once worshipped as a god on his team is the most natural thing in the world. He’s probably part of the reason the city is doing as well as it is. The general rolls with the punches—and Jameson seems a bit intimidated by the man—or maybe just outnumbered because the Guard’s presence is larger. Whatever the reason, Jameson has stayed blessedly out of the way.

“There have been sightings of a Loch Ness-like creature in the lake,” says Bautista, eyes still on Thor. Steve snaps from his reverie. Bautista gives a grim smile. “Ordinarily I’d think it was a hoax...” 

Thor’s brow furrows. “It is not the monster of Loch Ness. I killed him centuries ago.” 


Steve blinks. Around him eyes go wide. The ambient hum of conversation dies in the room.

Looking somewhat hurt, Thor says, “Certainly you’ve heard of the myth of myself and the sea serpent?”

Steve has no idea what Thor is talking about, so he improvises. “And we are very grateful.” 

Thor beams.

“About this sighting—” says Bautista. 

Thor scratches his beard. “It could very well be a sea serpent...or a common wyrm. I shall take my chariot and my hammer and dispatch it!”

Bautista stares at Thor for a moment, and then nods, and raises an eyebrow at an aide. Picking up a phone, the aide says, “I’m warning the Coast Guard about the...ah...sea serpent...and,” His eyes go to Thor. “...and Thor.”

With another curt nod, Bautista raises a hand to the map. The Loop is dotted with red push pins; each one represents a troll. The General traces a hand along a snaking line of pins that follow Wacker Drive. Marker of the north and west boundaries of the Loop, the drive consists of Upper Wacker which runs below ground, and Lower Wacker, that runs beneath.

“There is most likely a World Gate in Lower Wacker. If we can catch a troll emerging, we may be able to seal the gate on this side.” The General taps the map with the side of his hand. “Mayor Ronnie is still adamant that we not seal all ramps leading to Lower Wacker.”


Steve looks at the pins, each is marked with a time of first sighting. “Is it my imagination, or is the rate of troll sightings increasing?”

One of the aides, laptop in front of him says, “It appears that way, but statistically the sample is too small.”

Steve’s jaw twitches. The statement is scientifically accurate, but damn lies and statistics...

“Agent Rogers,” Bautista says. “Has there been any contact from Miss Lewis or Loki?”

“No, my staff and I have sent her numerous emails—” 

From across the room, Jameson says, “You should desist trying to contact her. Anything to her will be intercepted by Loki. The email from her is either a fraud, a sick trick to make us think he is on our side, or he’s kidnapped her and she’s too naive to realize it!”

“He rescued her!” says Thor. He sputters. “The myths of him kidnapping Idunn are false! That was Laugaz!”

Steve turns to Jameson. “I haven’t divulged any confidential information.” Not even that Loki is suspected as the orchestrator of the mess in Chicago.

Jameson huffs. “This is his plan to distract us so he can take the World Seed.”

The General shakes his head. “A poor scheme. We’ve doubled the watch around the World Seed.”

One of Bautista’s aides says quietly, “Maybe he is just opening gates to cause chaos?” 

“Trolls can open gates on their own,” Steve says sharply. “They don’t need Loki’s help.”

Thor snorts. “And these are new gates. Loki can’t create gates, only exploit them.”

Pointedly ignoring Thor, Jameson’s eyes narrow at Steve. “Why do you insist on defending him?”

“Why do you insist on implicating him?” Steve snaps, and instantly regrets letting himself be pulled into needless sniping.

Jameson’s nostrils flare.

“He is your best hope for understanding your city’s latest rash of unfortunate incidences,” says Thor.

Trying to regain the high ground, Steves says, “I agree with Thor.”

Everyone’s eyes turn to Steve. Most stare at him like he is the alien in the room. Jameson’s gaze is openly furious. Thor’s smiling, as though he’s proud of him. The General’s gaze is the most neutral. Steve meets it head on. Turning from him, the General says, “I want you on the next patrol of Lower Wacker, Agent Rogers. The team you chose to work with is waiting for you downstairs.”

“Yes, Sir,” says Steve. ADUO agents are teaming up with the Guard patrols to lend their expertise with magic to the Guards’ manpower.

Bautista nods, “You’re dismissed.”

A few minutes later, Steve stands at the exit to HQ. 

Sergeant Johnston stands at the front door. “Ready, Sir?” Johnston is in his mid-thirties, but the lines in his forehead make him look much older. He’s built like a fire plug, and oozes competency. Next to him is Corporal Kane; he’s younger than Johnston, but looks older than his twenty eight years as well. Time under the Iraqi sun will do that to you. When Steve chose his fireteam he made sure to go for combat veterans. These two are Marines.

Steve nods at Johnston and Kane.

Johnston tilts his head, “No Thor? I heard you were working with him...”

“Not this time,” Steve says, not really thinking about it. “He’s off looking for a giant snake...be glad we’re not with him.”

Johnston frowns but opens the door for Steve. Steve steps out—right into the gauntlet of the press. 

As they cross the sidewalk towards the waiting Humvee, flashbulbs immediately go off in Steve’s face. Johnston and Kane start pushing people out of Steve’s way, and everyone is shouting at once. 

“Captain Rogers! Captain Rogers!” someone shouts, using his old military rank. “How long do you think the state of emergency will last?”

“Will the governor allow assistance from the Wisconsin or Indiana Guard?”

“Is it true that a troll was just shot down on Lower Wacker Drive?”

“Are they the result of government testing?” 

“Is this the zombie apocalypse?”

As Johnston steps into the vehicle, Steve turns around and shouts, “No comment.”  Just before he follows the Sergeant into the Humvee, Steve looks up at the Chicago Board of Trade. It’s completely cordoned off. When Cera’s prison impacts the foundations, the building will be empty. Exhaling deeply, he thanks God for small favors and ducks into the Humvee. To the woman at the wheel he says, “Van Buren and Wacker—do you know where that is?”


Hitting the gas, the woman says, “Hey, South Side Irish do wander North sometimes.”

Kane snorts. “What MacAuley means to say is, yes. But don’t ask Jarett to drive.”

Steve tilts his head to Jarrett, the last member of the team in the car. He’s African-American, but a little lighter than Steve. He shrugs. “I’m from Glenview.”

“And working on a degree in IT!” says MacAuley.

Gripping a hand rest as MacAuley takes a sharp turn, Johnston chuckles. “You are the whitest boy in this car, Jarett.”

Grinning good naturedly, Jarett says, “Well, I guess the Swede would know.”

Steve finds his heart lightening a bit at the easy camaraderie. He misses that about the Marine Corps. Misses how guys in the field use humor to cover up fear and uncertainty. MacAuley makes another sharp turn onto VanBuren and guns it. The street ahead is almost empty, since residents and businesses were told to evacuate. Steve sees MacAuley’s eyes go to the rearview mirror. She groans, “The press is following us.”

Johnston looks at the roof. “Too bad we don’t have a gun on top of this Hummer,” the Sergeant says, using the casual slang for Humvee. “We could aim it at them.” 

Jarett shakes his head. “The press was better controlled in Iraq.” 

Steve agrees. The press here is out of control...they need an embed program, they need to have restricted access. But everything in Chicago has happened too fast.

Tilting his head at some of the weapons in the cab, Jarett says. “We could open up the back of the Hummer and stroke the grenade launchers menacingly.”

Steve eyes the grenade launchers. They’ve run out of plastic explosive-laced goat meat. A grenade doesn’t kill a troll, but it can knock them over and wound them enough that a clean shot to the eyes or mouth is easier. 

In front, MacAuley snickers and then calls out, “Shit!” as a black shadow nearly collides with the windshield.

“What was that?” says Johnston.

“That was some big fucking crow!” says Kane.

Steve sighs. “It’s a raven. There are two. They’ll probably share annoying commentary as soon as we step out of the Hummer. Just ignore it.”

“Huginn and Muninn?” says Johnston, blue eyes going to Steve.

Steve nods. “Damn things follow me everywhere.”

The Sergeant starts playing with something on his chest. “Sir, Odin’s messengers are following you?”

There’s something off in his tone. Something fawning. It makes Steve very uncomfortable. An awkward silence settles in the Humvee and then Kane shakes his head. “Trolls, elves, giant snakes, talking crows...I hope they catch that Loki guy before this town completely goes to shit.”

Steve looks up. “What do you know about Loki?”

Kane blinks and shrugs. “Just what people are saying.”

“What people? What are they saying?” says Steve.

“You know,” says Jarett. “Just people.”

“I think it was even on CNN,” says Johnston.

“What’s on CNN?” says Steve.

“That Loki’s causing all this,” says MacAuley matter-of-factly.

Johnston straightens, “Makes sense if Thor is real, evil would be real too.”

Steve tilts his head. “I don’t believe in evil.”

Jarrett whistles low. “With all this shit going down?”

Cocking an eyebrow at him, Steve says, “And...there is no evidence that Loki is responsible for this...” He waves a hand at the city outside the Hummer window. “This chaos has another source, and the only person who might be able to figure it out is Loki.”

MacAuley’s eyes go to the rear view mirror. Kane and Jarett exchange glances.

Johnston tilts his head and stares at Steve. “Whatever you say.” Giving a shrug, the Sergeant’s face goes blank. He lifts the hand from on his chest, and Steve briefly sees a tiny silver hammer on a chain before Johnston slips it beneath his armor.

Steve’s eyes narrow. Damn it. A pagan. His jaw goes tight. Amy had told him that a lot of the pagan community believed Loki was the pagan equivalent of the devil, even though, in her words, “I don’t think that the Vikings had a concept of evil, per se.”

He shakes his head. There aren’t that many pagans in the world. What’s worse is that the rank and file believe Loki is the bad guy. That’s going to make working with Loki—if they can find him, and he agrees to help—that much harder. 

Up ahead he sees the sandbags on the ramp to Lower Wacker that mark a checkpoint. MacAuley slows the Hummer as a Guardswoman steps forward and raises her hand. As MacAuley lowers the window and gives her their identification Steve checks his email again. Still no word from Amy.

He looks towards the darkness of Lower Wacker. They’re on their own. His jaw tightens. And Miss Lewis is on her own too...wherever she is.

x  x  x  x

After the hotel’s restaurant, the Indian place Loki and Amy eat at is a hole in the wall and completely unpretentious. It’s a nice change.

Everyone is speaking French or some variety of Indian dialect. Loki can only give her the ability to understand languages he’s fluent in; not languages he understands due to magic, and he doesn’t really speak French or Hindi apparently. But even without translation, Amy catches the word “Chicago” a few tables away uttered in somber tones and her stomach clenches. She puts down her steaming cup of chai tea. She still hasn’t checked her email.

“We should go back to the hotel,” says Loki. They’re sitting next to each other at the table and Amy turns her head to face him. 

Finishing off some sticky sweet balls of galub jamon, Loki licks his fingers and gives her a wink.

“I want to see a little bit more of the city.”  She’s in Paris and has no idea if she’ll ever be here again...maybe she could check her email at a kiosk.

Giving her a smirk, Loki says, “Why? It’s quite dull lately. No plague filling the streets with bodies, no guillotine, no Nazis marching beneath the Arc De Triomphe...”

“Well, it’s exciting to me,” says Amy, her breath quickening. She wants to go back to the hotel...and yet she doesn’t. It’s a little frightening, whatever they have. She feels like she’s losing herself.

Dropping a hand to her knee Loki whispers. “Compromise, Amy.” The hand darts up her thigh, ghostly soft, and back down to her knee again. “I let you pick out this restaurant.” 

Amy shivers and the hand creeps up her thigh again and begins doing interesting, distracting things; for a moment she can’t figure out what he’s talking about. “You were the one who wanted Indian,” she says.

Tone playful, he says, “Pffftttt...but I would never have picked a vegetarian restaurant.” He drops his lips to her ear. “But you were suffering from vegetarian guilt, so I compromised.” Looking to the window, he adds. “Besides, it’s getting late.”

Amy gazes out at the dark street, wanting to move his hand, and not wanting to. “Let’s go  dancing,” she says. It’s a normal thing people do when it’s ‘late.’

Loki snorts. “I won’t participate in what passes for dancing in this era.” His nose wrinkles in disgust. “So vulgar.”

Amy rolls her eyes. For someone who is massaging her thigh in public, Loki has some odd quirks of prudishness. She taps her finger on her tea cup and then opens her eyes wide. “You dance the swing...”

Loki takes a sip of tea. “...and the waltz, too.” He winks, “I even dance the tango, but I’d only do that at the hotel.”

Swatting his hand away, she smiles. “This is Paris. They have something for everyone here. We’ll just ask the waiter—” Raising a hand, she gestures for the staff’s attention.

Loki’s hand slides right back to her thigh and starts making little circles where he really, really, shouldn’t.

Amy takes a quick breath and glares at him, but it does feel good and no one is looking and—

“No,” says Amy, picking up his hand. Speaking in a voice too confident to be her own, and fighting a smile, she says, “Dancing first. Then hotel.” She can’t believe she’s having this conversation in a restaurant. She can’t believe she doesn’t really mind.

Loki squeezes her fingers. “Hotel. Sex. Then dancing.”

 

“Dancing now,” says Amy, tipping her chin and trying to take on an air of authority, even though her lips are threatening to pull into a grin. “Sex later.”

Loki frowns. It’s at that moment that Amy realizes the restaurant has gone quiet.

The waiter is standing in front of the table. “No dancing,” he says.

Amy looks up. The waiter’s Indian, and thin; his eyes are wide, his hands are shaking. He looks absolutely petrified with fear. “No dancing,” he says again. Eyes locked on Amy’s, he lets loose a torrent of frantic French.

Beside her Loki’s mouth drops, and then he starts laughing so hard his head nearly bangs against the table.

“What is he saying? What is he saying?” Amy whispers, looking around at the restaurant patrons all staring at her. 

Biting his lip, as though he’ll burst out laughing again at any moment, Loki says, “He says that you should take me back to the hotel and have sex with me.”

Amy’s face reddens. She looks around the restaurant. Everyone is staring at her and Loki. 

The waiter says something in French again. He starts bowing and holding his hands together like he’s making a prayer.

“He begs you to do it,” Loki says, the laughter in his voice fading fast.

Amy’s eyes slide to Loki. He is staring at the waiter, his brow furrowed. And then it hits her. “Loki,” she whispers. “You’ve gone blue again.”

Around the restaurant there are screams as little bursts of flame flare up everywhere.

“Please!” says the waiter in English, yelling to be heard above the din. Sweat glistens on his brow.

“Amy, I can hear them,” Loki says, his voice a hiss.

“Hear who?” says Amy.

Voice ragged, he says, “I have to get out of here.”  

Standing up, Loki reaches into his pocket and pulls out his wallet. Throwing it on the table he says, “Pay them. I’ll meet you outside.” He walks quickly from the restaurant, little fires flaring up in the food, table cloths, and clothes in his wake.

Amy swallows and opens the wallet.

“No!” says the waiter holding up his hands. “No! Please! Just no dancing!”

Amy stares at him for only a moment, then she stands from her chair and bolts to the door. As she does she passes a picture on the wall—a picture of a blue god.

Outside she finds Loki pacing, ginger haired again. He grabs her arm and starts pulling her down the street. “They’re in my head. Why are they in my head?” His voice is thick and desperate.

He’s not really asking her, but she answers anyway. “Because they think you’re Shiva, and when Shiva dances...”


Dropping her arm, Loki stops and stares at her. “What?”

Loki knows so much, why doesn’t he know this? 

“When Shiva dances the world ends,” she whispers.

Loki takes a long breath.

Amy gives him a small smile she hopes is wry. “Sometimes Shiva’s wife...” She looks away embarrassed with the comparison. “Sometimes she would distract him from ending the world with sex.”

Amy glances up. Loki is staring down in her direction, but she doesn’t feel like he’s really seeing her. He’s got the small white book in his hand, and he’s idly rifling the corner. It’s the same book that Lopt and Laugaz had. Lopt who in human myths was Loki. And Laugaz, ‘blazing one’—she’d bet that’s another one of Loki’s pseudonyms, too. 

She looks back at the restaurant. She doesn’t know much about the Hindu religion, but she knows reincarnation is a Hindu thing. Her mind races right out her mouth. “Are you Shiva, Loki?”

Tilting his head, Loki narrows his gaze at her. He huffs a deep breath, and slips the book into his pocket. “No I....” And then his mouth falls but no sound comes out. Dropping his head, he puts his face in his hands.

“It’s okay if you are,” she says quickly. “He’s not actually a bad guy...I mean, I think the Hindu’s think he’s a pretty good guy...” 

Loki snorts. “You’ve seen me dance with your grandmother. The world did not end.”

Amy’s brow furrows. “But you did light some candles... and in Nordic myths you caused earthquakes when you were in the cave, and you end the world when you escape—”

Raising his head, he glares at her. “I didn’t cause earthquakes while I was in the cave, Amy. And I’ve been out for quite some time. The world has not ended.”

“Oh. But you were there...” Tied to rocks, with snake venom dripping on his face. “I’m sorry.”

He tilts his head and rolls his eyes. “It wasn’t as bad as your myths implied.”

Amy lets out a breath. “You told me once it was for 200 years.”

Loki sighs. “Not so long for someone who has lived a millenia.”

Amy keeps going. “You went there for killing Baldur, but Thor said that Hothur killed Baldur, and even if you helped, Thor said Baldur deserved it!”

Loki’s head snaps in her direction. “Thor said that?”

Amy nods.

Shaking his head, Loki looks away. For a long moment he is quiet. And then he says, “Do you feel like walking?” 

For a heartbeat Amy stands stock still. She is overwhelmed, completely over her head.

...but Loki is in even deeper than she is, isn’t he?

“Sure,” she says, slipping her arm into his. He doesn’t pull away.

In a tired voice he says, “In some ways, Amy, my time in the cave was the best experience of my life.”  His mouth twists. “And I’m not sure....I may have even deserved it.” 

Amy swallows. “What happened?”

Loki chuckles. “I got very drunk and went to a party.”

x    x    x    x

Loki awakes to the feel of cold stone beneath his cheek and the taste of vomit in his mouth.

“You’re awake,” Sigyn says, her voice cracking slightly.

Loki brings a hand to his eyes and moans. “Help me get to the bed.”

“We’re in the tower, Loki!” Sigyn snaps.

Loki opens his eyes and looks around. He is surrounded by gray flagstone. To one side is a metal door. There is an unlit torch on one wall. Shivering, he concentrates and tries to set it aflame. Nothing happens and he curses. Of course, the tower blocks his magic.

“I told you not to leave last night!” says Sigyn.

Loki turns to his wife. She is sitting on the floor, leaning against the wall. Her face is uncharacteristically streaked by tears. Sigyn never cries. 

“What happened?” Loki says.

“You don’t remember?” says Sigyn

Groaning, Loki lifts himself up onto his elbows as events of the night before slowly return to him. Everyone in court except Loki and Sigyn had been invited to Aegir’s hall for a feast. Loki is blamed by the court for Baldur’s death, even if Heimdall declares Loki was not near the battlefield when Hothur made the killing blow. Thor says Loki should make a point to ‘shed manly tears’ when Baldur’s name is mentioned, but Loki couldn’t even manage that at the funeral. Neither could Sigyn, but she wore a veil. Thor cried; but he says it was out of sympathy for Frigga and Odin, not for Baldur.

Loki scowls. Thor didn’t go to the feast either; he’d come to Loki and Sigyn’s home instead, claiming Sigyn’s cooking was better and the company better, too...which was true on both counts. The three of them had eaten and drunk and then just after midnight Thor had left. Loki remembers getting in a brief shouting match with Sigyn, and then calling Fenrir to his side and going to Aegir’s hall.

Pulling himself up into sitting position, Loki almost gags. Collecting himself he says, “After leaving the house last night everything is a blur.”

Sigyn straightens, her hands go to her skirts. “Loki. They say you used magic to kill Fimafing.” 

Loki blinks. Fimafing is Aegir’s servant and cook. Loki shakes his his head, his memory slowly returning. “No, no, no, I remember telling him his cooking was so bad he should be shot by a Valkyrie—which is true, you know it—”

Sigyn shoots him a death glare.

Holding up his hands, Loki says, quickly, “But I didn’t kill him.”  Blinking, Loki looks away. He doesn’t think so, anyway.

“And Fenrir killed Tyr,” says Sigyn. She swallows. “And then Odin killed Fenrir.”

Loki’s hand trembles. “Fenrir is dead?” The wolf was like his and Aggie’s second child.

Sigyn sighs. “Yes, Loki...and he was your wolf, so you can be tried for his actions.”

Loki swallows. “I seem to recall Tyr threatening to kill me...” He thinks. Sniffing, he says, “Never did like the man.”

“He did threaten you!” says Sigyn.

“Well, self defense then,” says Loki. “Or wolf defense. Or something. There must have been witnesses, it will never hold up in the court of the Diar.”

Jaw tight, Sigyn says, “He threatened you after you insulted everyone in the hall. Including Odin!”

Loki’s blood goes cold. Then he straightens. “How bad could it have been?” 

Eyes narrowing, Sigyn says, “You accused Sif of adultery.”

Loki snorts. “True!”

“And Freyja of sleeping with you.”

Loki smirks. “Freyja sleeps with everyone—”

Sigyn narrows her eyes.

“— and it was before you?” Loki finishes weakly.

“You accused Odin of being buggered and dressing in women’s clothes...” 

Loki tilts his head. That he accused Odin of being unmanly should terrify him, and it does! And yet, the accusation has a certain ring of truth to it, but he can’t place why.

“...I can’t even begin to tell you what you accused Njorth of,” Sigyn says.

Adopting a cavalier attitude despite the chill in his heart, Loki shrugs. “I can guess. The man does enjoy his watersports.”

“Loki!” shouts Sigyn. “This is serious. To top off the evening, you told everyone you were responsible for Baldur’s death.”

Grinding his teeth, Loki plays with the fraying edges of his tunic. Part of him wants credit for killing Baldur...No, what he really wants is the world to know what a sham Baldur was, but they don’t, and he hates it.

Taking a low breath Loki says quietly, “Even Heimdall will attest I wasn’t there on the battlefield with Hothur...and Odin made sure he wasn’t watching me when I answered Hothur and Nanna’s  prayers.”

“But you can be tried for Fimafing’s death,” says Sigyn quietly.

Loki rubs his eyes. “How exactly did he die?”

Sigyn sighs. “He had a heart attack.”

Loki blinks. “But I’m shit with biological magic.” He snorts. “If I could kill a man with a heart attack, I would have given one to Baldur.”  He shakes his head. “Fimafing probably gave his last few shares of Idunn’s apples to some giantess or mortal he was trying to impress, I yelled at him, and he had a heart attack.”

Sigyn sighs. “Loki, they’re calling for you to be imprisoned the length of Fimafing’s life.” 

Loki’s breath catches in his throat. The walls around him seem suddenly to be closing in, the air too thin to breath. He feels heavy, as though a stone has been laid upon his chest. “Surely there is another option?” He whispers.

Sigyn looks down. “You could accept banishment—but that sentence would extend to all of us—you, me...Nari and Valli,” she finishes quietly. 

Loki lets out a long breath. The prison seems not quite so stifling. There is an option. He thinks of the wide open spaces of Midgard. It is a death sentence, they wouldn’t be entitled to Idunn’s apples; but it would be freedom too.

Looking away, Sigyn says, “Nari and Valli are waiting to see you. I told them I’d let them in when you woke up.”

As if on cue, from the door comes Valli’s loud whisper, “He killed Baldur, the Golden and Good, and now the coward’s going to get us all killed!”

Sigyn is instantly on her feet and heading towards the door of the cell. Loki staggers up behind her.

Before he’s reached the door, Nari is responding. “Don’t you remember anything of Baldur, what you saw when Helen was around. He wasn’t golden, he wasn’t good! He was a liar and a fake and got what he deserved!” 

As Sigyn’s hands wrap around the bars of the door, Valli’s scream of rage echoes through the prison. “I’ll kill you!”

There is the sound of scuffling and cursing. Loki looks over Sigyn’s shoulder, past the guards to see Valli with Nari pinned beneath him. Valli is raining blows on Nari’s face.

“Stop it!” Sigyn cries, “Stop it.” Loki raises his voice to echo hers, but Valli doesn’t stop.

“Do something,” says Sigyn to the guards. One of them turns his head slowly to her, but doesn’t bother to respond. 

“Well, then let me out!” Sigyn snaps.

A few minutes later, Sigyn is escorting Nari and Valli into the cell—pulling Valli by the ear as she does. Nari’s face is rapidly turning purple and Valli won’t meet Loki’s eyes. Loki can’t decide which hurts him more. 

Less than a month later, Loki is standing before the Diar. It’s minutes before the verdict, though he already knows he will be declared guilty. After the verdict is declared, he’ll have to decide, imprisonment or banishment. Taking a deep breath, Loki sends a projection of himself to the Midgard World Gate.

The gates to the other worlds are almost empty. Most of the Aesir are at the trial; but Heimdall is at his post. Seeing his projection at the gate to Midgard, the gatekeeper approaches. “There are massive crop failures on the continent the World Gate would take you to,” Heimdall says. “The weather patterns are changing. There will be famine this year—and for many more to come. Their religion has changed—you will not be worshipped, most likely they will try to burn you at the stake as a witch. You might make it to a safer region, Loki, but would your sons? Would Sigyn?”

Loki turns his head and meets Heimdall’s eyes. His wife and sons aren’t as strong as he is in magic. Even if he could keep them safe from starvation or being burned at the stake, he will still watch them all die. He remembers Nari’s bruised face.

“If you want your family to live, you’ll go to the cave,” Heimdall says.

Loki swallows. He thinks of Nari and Valli interrupting the ceremony when Gungnir was presented to Odin. He thinks of Helen dying in his arms.

In the courtroom, the head of the Diar says, “Loki of Asgard, you are found guilty. Do you chose banishment or imprisonment for 200 years, the length of the life you cut short?”

Loki dissolves his projection at the gates. He turns his head and meets Sigyn’s eyes among the audience. She has not told him what he should do. She sits tall and proud. Nari’s eyes are red when they meet Loki’s. Valli is scowling and looking away. Loki swallows. Sigyn is Sigyn, and he does love her, but it’s his boys that are making his heart clench. They aren’t even grown. They may never grow up if he goes to Midgard.

“Imprisonment,” Loki says. There are murmurs in the courtroom. Nari starts to cry in earnest, and Valli snaps his attention to Loki.

Loki turns his head to face the Diar. He feels the cold gray walls of his prison closing in, but he can’t choose the other way; not because he is strong, but because he is a coward. He can’t take watching two more of his children die. He is bound to his children and by them.

Odin’s voice cracks through the courtroom. “Lead him to the cave.”

Loki’s not sure why Odin insists on the cave instead of the tower for his imprisonment— perhaps for its seclusion. Located high on a mountain adjacent to the city, it isn’t likely that Loki will receive many visitors. Still, on that first day, when the shackles are affixed to his ankles and wrists at the cave mouth, all of Asgard is there to heckle him. Loki keeps his eyes locked on Sigyn. She keeps her chin up. She does not cry—if she had, he would too. He can only glance at his boys. Nari looks like he will cry again. Valli looks enraged; but this time, Loki knows, it is not rage directed at him. Accepting imprisonment over banishment has redeemed Loki in Valli’s eyes. 

He is just being led down into the cave entrance when Thor’s voice rises above the hecklers. “Wait!”

The Einherjar leading Loki stop and turn, but Loki does not look until Thor grabs his shoulders and spins him around. “I will watch after your sons as though they are my own,” Thor says and Loki is surprised to see his storm-cloud-blue eyes are wet. Raising his voice so everyone can hear, he adds, “They are under my protection. I give you my oath.”

Loki can only nod shakily and look away, biting his lip and willing himself not to cry.

His guards lead him into the darkness of the cave. His shackles are attached to chains set into the cave walls. The shackles aren’t magical, but he has been stripped nearly naked and doesn’t have the tools he uses to pick locks. He wishes he’d spent more time practicing telekinesis.

He is given enough line that he can walk a few paces in either direction, and there are some large rocks to sit and lie down on. It is cold and damp, and the floor is sticky with snake venom, dripping from a small faucet set into the wall beyond the reach of his chains. That was Skadi's idea; his fellow Jotunn-Asgardian fancies herself the goddess of justice. The venom is necrotic. Loki’s innate magic is too strong for it to be permanently damaging, but it does irritate his bare feet, and is sticky like honey, and gets everywhere. The hope is that it will cause him too much irritation for him to concentrate and perform any serious magic.

Over the next few weeks—or is it months—it isn’t particularly surprising that Loki falls into a deep depression. Hoenir and Mimir visit. So occasionally does Thor. But Sigyn visits him every day, making sure his hair is brushed, what little clothing he wears isn’t threadbare. She lays fresh straw on the rocks to give him a place to lay above the snake venom and replaces it frequently. She scrubs away what venom she can. 

Sigyn talks about Nari and Valli and Thor’s attempts to make them warriors—successful in Valli’s case, not as successful in Nari’s—the boy was always a bit of a bookworm. Loki is mostly unresponsive. Even when everyday she tells him thank you. 

And then one day she comes with a small glass bowl. “A gift from Odin,” she says, smiling. “Apparently it took some trouble to get. It’s enchanted. Even Heimdall won’t be able to see it.” 

Loki stares at it uncomprehending, scratching where the skin on his legs has begun to blister and bleed from the venom. 

Sigyn takes the bowl and puts it beneath the spigot. The bowl vanishes, but the venom pools harmlessly beneath the spigot without spreading out across the floor. Loki tilts his head, transfixed. The floor has been so stained by the venom at this point it will still look wet.

And then, one day after Sigyn has tidied up Loki and his cave, Nari and Valli come to visit. Even though Loki’s skin is no longer blistered and red, and even though he’s making an effort to be cheerful, they look terrified. With shaky hands Nari puts a square fabric-covered object on the boulders and then pulls back the cloth.

In the cage sits a rabbit with the hind legs of a chicken. “Do you like him?” says Nari. “I put him together in Hoenir’s shop. I’m calling him a ricken, from the English words ‘rabbit’ and ‘chicken’.”

“I’m the one who stole the leftover pieces of chicken and rabbit in the kitchens!” Valli says proudly. “I had to fight a servant boy to get them!”

Loki stares at the creature, and nearly chokes. It’s much more than he ever managed in the monster making department. “It’s beautiful,” Loki murmurs.

“He can stay with you, so you don’t get so lonely,” says Valli.

Nari coughs. “We made the cage with Hoenir. The little drawer at the bottom is to make the cage easier to clean.”

Loki blinks at the cage. As lovely as the gesture is, he doesn’t want the responsibility of a pet that might hop out and knock over the venom bowl. He is about to suggest the boys keep it when Nari clears his throat. “Open the drawer, Father.”

Loki raises an eyebrow, but does, assuming the boys want to demonstrate their craftsmanship.

As the drawer slips open, he blinks. There is a little compartment beneath the hay. In it is a book.

Loki looks at his boys and wife. Nari swallows. Valli waggles his eyebrows. Sigyn is smirking.

Loki looks back to the book. It’s bound in white leather and no larger than his palm, but the fact that Hoenir went to so much trouble to have his family smuggle it in means that it is exactly the sort of reading material the Diar, Heimdall, Skadi, and possibly Odin himself, would not approve of.

For the first time since entering the cave, Loki smiles genuinely.

Later that afternoon when the boys and Sigyn are gone, Loki pulls the ricken onto his lap, and opens the little volume. A sheet of parchment falls out. Picking it up, Loki reads:

The book is yours. Keep it. Heimdall won’t be able to see it with his Sight, but anyone who comes to the cave will be able to see it with their eyes. Keep it in the cage. 

Burn this parchment and tell no one I’ve written this.

Hoenir

Fingering the parchment, Loki tilts his head. It’s the only time Hoenir has ever ‘spoken’ to him. He doesn’t even have a voice to imagine with the slanted script. He doesn’t want to set the parchment alight, but he does. When only ash is left he opens the book again. It is the journal of a fellow named Lothur...who seems to have been a bit mad. At the very beginning of the journal Lothur states he’s enchanted it so that only he can read it, but Loki is reading it. Obviously there were a few arrows missing from Lothur’s quiver.

Loki turns to the next page and his eyes widen. It is a journal, but not just. It is also a book of magic. How to make oneself invisible even to magical sight, how to make multiple projections, how to split molecules and turn water to flame, how to do telekinesis and much more. Most excitingly, it tells how to open branches of the World Tree and walk the In-Between.

Under ordinary circumstances, Loki would have found the book very interesting. But he wouldn’t have had the patience to master its contents. In the cave, Loki has nothing better to do. Within a decade he is slipping his shackles and travelling invisibly to visit Sigyn and to watch over his boys. Within a century he is visiting other worlds. 

He even travels to Midgard, where he might have been banished. Continuously being swept with plague, the world is in chaos. In the upheaval he is able to abscond with a magical scabbard that protects its wearer from harm. This he covertly lets Nari ‘find’ on a walk in the woods, because Thor has told Loki he is worried that Nari’s interest in reading is keeping him from honing his martial skills. Loki also gets Nari a copy of the Magna Carta, because Nari has spoken excitedly of it.

For Valli, the more apt warrior, Loki steals a sword capable of moving the winds. And he finds a copy of the Odyssey and the Illiad, because he wishes the boy would read, even just a little.

In the cave, Loki has no courtly obligations. The only binds he has are to his family and to Thor. 

When he went into the cave he saw it as a prison. By the end of his imprisonment he has almost begun to think of it as an oasis from courtly gossip and responsibility. When he emerges from his fetters, he has to carefully illusion himself to look frail and wasted. In reality he is stronger than he has ever been.




Chapter 9

Lower Wacker drive is every dystopian future movie director’s wet dream. From the entrance on Van Buren the two-lane thoroughfare runs north underground for about a mile and a quarter. The north and south-going lanes are separated by heavy columns of cement and a heavy black iron fence. Both directions have service lanes adjacent that butt up against underground loading docks. Normally the north-south section of the road is lit by garish yellow lighting, but that went out two troll attacks ago. Now the only lighting comes from the few entrances, the cracks to open sky at the loading docks and the old ramps mostly sealed off during early 2000’s remodeling. Between those glimpses of sky, the only lighting comes from the Humvee’s headlights.

Further north, Lower Wacker bends along the Chicago River and runs east-west to Lakeshore Drive. The north side of the east-west part of the road is open to the river. 

But this north-south stretch gives Steve the creeps—even though this is his fourth time traversing it today and they’ve yet to see anything suspicious or get a single peep from the magic detector at Steve’s belt.

When the light of the Van Buren ramp comes into view, everyone, including himself, sighs with relief.

The Humvee stops and Steve gets out at the checkpoint. The black shadows of Huginn and Muninn flutter around him, crapping on the pavement and laughing—the damn birds had followed Steve and his team through the tunnel. From beyond the checkpoint he hears the click of cameras. He glances up to see reporters standing openly in the street beyond the sandbags.

“Oooo...let’s get our pictures taken!” one of the ravens squawks. The two ravens flap down to the sandbags. The press ignores them for only a moment, then one of ravens gives a loud squawk. “Baby, make me famous!” The cameras start clicking and the press corp start laughing. 

Shaking his head, Steve turns away. The sergeant in charge of the checkpoint steps forward. As he salutes, Steve’s earpiece starts to buzz. Tapping to accept, he hears Bryant’s voice over the line. “We just came up the ramp on Monroe. I haven’t picked up anything. Brett’s at the Lake Shore Drive intersection and he isn’t getting any readings..”

Steve nods. “I didn’t detect anything either.”

“Liddel said our instruments aren’t sensitive enough, and we will only be able to detect gates while they’re open,” says Bryant. “Too bad he isn’t powerful enough to sense the gates either.”

Steve bows his head. Nor can he close the gates, unlike Loki.

A third connection opens up. “Agent Rogers,” Bautista says, “keep sweeping Lower Wacker until the end of your shift.”

“Acknowledged, Sir,” says Steve. He motions for MacAuley to turn the vehicle around. He’s just about to head to the Humvee when he catches the scent of something wonderful. He sniffs and looks around. One of the press guys at the checkpoint is sipping a coffee from a 7-11 coffee cup. 

Steve blinks. “7-11 is still open?”

The sergeant smiles. “Yep. A lot better than MREs.”

Steve smiles as he turns to the Hummer. It’s a bright bit of optimism in a city that is otherwise falling apart.

Behind him, Huginn and Muninn start to squawk, and then they flutter up to the roof of the Hummer. “Hurry up, Steve!” one of them says. Steve’s just opening the door of the vehicle when the two ravens start squawking madly amongst themselves. One of them looks down with a beady eye and says, “Have fun! We’re outta here.”

With a rawk they both take off. Steve follows them with his eyes as they bypass the press and fly off into the blue.

Steve stops in his tracks. 

The earpiece and his magic detector both start beeping. Tapping his headpiece, Steve hears Bryant say, “I’ve got a strong reading, I’m guessing directly below us.”

“Which side of the road is it on, north or south? Does Brett detect anything?”

“South lane,” says Bryant.

“I got nothing,” says Brett. 

Bryant’s voice crackles. “It just keeps going...it’s not weakening or getting stronger, just steady and—”

Brett is up Wacker in the other direction and he’s not getting a reading. Steve’s heart starts pumping double time. 

A loud, deep sound, like steam rushing through pipes fills the tunnel.

“Did a water main burst?” someone says.

Turning to the checkpoint, Steve shouts. “Get the press out of here! We’ve got a wyrm and it’s heading in this direction.” Taking off towards the Humvee he calls out. “MacAuley back it up into the south-going lane and open the back. Johnston, get a flare ready, everyone else, ready the RPGs!”

MacAuley backs the vehicle back into the south-going lane and pauses just long enough for Johnston to throw open one of the doors. As he climbs in Steve catches a glimpse of reporters trying to run past the Guard team.

The press...7-11....There are still civilians in this town.

Swinging himself into the Humvee, Steve says, “Night vision goggles—everyone!” 

Slipping on his goggles, Jarett says, “What’s the plan, Sir?”

“We’re making ourselves wyrm bait,” says Steve.

Someone coughs.

“Keep backing up McAuley!” Steve says. “We need to be able to pull forward quickly.”

The magic detector at Steve’s hip is still beeping, low and steady. To himself as much as anyone else he says, “It’s a long one...and we are not letting this thing into our city.”

“Aye, Sir!” says Kane. He and Jarrett are kneeling, facing out the back hatch of the Humvee, grenade launchers on their shoulders. 

Steve and Kane, reading their RPGs, stand behind them. “When it opens its mouth, fire and aim at the back of the throat. MacAuley, when I give the order, you swerve.”

“Aye,” she says.

“What are we looking for?” says Jarrett, his voice a little shaky. “Shit? Are those things eyes?” 

Steve blinks behind his goggles. Sure enough, he sees two green ovals in the distance. In the dark, and without knowing how big the thing is, it’s hard to tell how far away.

“Flare!” shouts Steve. Johnston shoots a flare into the darkness. The wyrm comes into view not 50 meters down the tunnel. As the flare hits, the wyrm thrashes, the earth shakes beneath the Humvee, and MacAuley hits the brakes. “Did that thing just cause an earthquake?” she says.

The flare goes out and suddenly there’s nothing but reptilian eyes and the shadow of the creature coming forward fast.

“It knows we’re here....MacAuley, be ready—” 

“Its mouth is open!” shouts Jarrett.

“Fire!” says Johnston.

Kane and Jarrett’s RPGs explode simultaneously into darkness. “Swerve!” shouts Steve. The Humvee lurches, and everyone in the back rolls as MacAuley makes a hard right. There is the sound of muffled explosions. Just as Steve exhales a breath and tries to stand up, the Humvee is lifted from the ground and shaken from side to side. Metal groans, and glass cracks.

“It’s got us!” screams Kane.

The metal of the back hatch makes a horrible shearing sound and almost shuts, but the rest of the frame has been so warped it can’t quite close. The vehicle groans some more and the hatch edges shut. “Keep it open!” Steve shouts. 

“But digestive enzymes...” says Jarrett.

“We have to keep firing!” says Steve. Without looking over his shoulder he says, “MacAuley? You there?” 

Johnston throws an empty box used to store grenades at Kane, who jams it in the hatch. Jarett throws in a spare tire. 

“Yeah, I’m here,” MacAuley says. “Not much room...but I can see light! I can see light. We’re not all the way in its mouth!”

“Gun it,” says Steve.

The engines rev, there is a sound like wheels slipping on wet pavement, but the Hummer doesn’t move forward. There is a rush of air from the open hatch that brings an acrid smell and a taste on Steve’s tongue like a dry heave. The world lurches. 

Steve throws himself onto the floor, between Kane and Jarrett and fires out the tiny space of the open hatch. Rolling hard into Jarrett, as the world lurches again, Steve shouts, “Everyone reload and keep firing!” Johnston falls flat on his stomach beside him and jams his RPG out the hatch. “Already there!” Johnston fires, the world heaves one more time, the engine revs, metal screams and suddenly they are moving forward, a loud wet snap coming from behind them. 

Wide-eyed on the floor, Steve, Johnston, Kane and Jarrett all look around the Hummer like they expect it to start lurching again at any moment. 

“We’re out!” shouts MacAuley.

From beyond the vehicle come shouts and hoots.

Steve lifts his head and lets out a breath, hoping no one can see how much he’s shaking. From what is left of the windshield he sees the checkpoint not ten feet in front of them. 

Steve and his guys look backwards through the jammed-open hatch. “It’s dead,” someone says. And everyone starts laughing with relief. 

“Front doors jammed shut,” mutters MacAuley. 

“Let’s get out of here,” says Steve. His earpiece starts beeping, sounding strangely muted. Reaching up, he realizes it’s fallen out of his ear.

Kane and Jarrett stand up. Grunting, they push the warped Humvee hatch up together. Outside, soldiers from the checkpoint start swarming. Steve hears shouts of, “It’s dead, it’s dead!” and “Motherfucker.”

As the guys start hopping out, Steve retrieves his earpiece, still beeping like mad, from the floor. He hops out of the Humvee on shaky legs. Covering his nose and breathing through his mouth, he tries to ignore the stench of stomach acid, blood, and snake. He turns his eyes away from brown scales the size of dinner plates and a gray eye the length and width of his torso, rapidly filming over. Exhaling carefully, he starts walking on unsteady feet toward the light, his boots splashing in a miasma of serpentine bodily fluids. 

A checkpoint soldier’s arm falls on his shoulders. “We thought you were goners for a moment there—and us, too!” Cameras click and flashes burst.

Unable to tear his eyes away from the daylight up ahead, Steve only nods. He did it. He kept his city safe, and without a Norse-So-Called-God in sight. The beginning of a smile forming on his lips, he taps his earpiece to accept the incoming call.

“Steve, Steve,” says Bryant. “We’ve got a problem. Something’s piggybacked on the wyrm gate...”

“A unicorn?” asks Steve. Loki told them some could world walk, but that they all were opportunistic ‘piggy backers.’

Bryant’s voice crackles on the other end. “No, this is....Get in the Hummer! Get in the Hummer!” Steve hears a thump on the other end of the line. Suddenly, Huginn and Muninn come careening through the ramp from upper Wacker, screeching and squawking in terror.

Eyes widening, Steve shouts to the members of the Guard on top of the ramp herding the press corp. “Get everyone down here! Now!”

The Guard members look up instead and raise their M-16s. Some of the press corp follow their gaze and lift cameras. Others come running down the ramp towards the checkpoint.

The Guard start firing M-16 rounds and Steve hears what sounds like a lion’s roar...but it’s coming from the sky. “I got one! I got one!” someone says. “Cover!” screams someone else. The Guard start herding the remaining members of the press towards the ramp to Lower Wacker, but a few lone photographers stand outside. A shape falls from the sky between the cameramen and the ramp. Steve sees a giant spiked tail attached to enormous bat wings drop from the sky, and  hears the snap of bones and wet sounds of pulverized flesh. A dark body of something very menacing is suddenly blocking the tunnel’s mouth.

Shadows dart over the downed creature, and then there is the flash of another scorpion tail and more wings just beyond the downed thing. One of the camera men screams, and then he’s aloft and thrashing, carried by one of the creatures—Steve can only see that scorpion tail, attached to a tawny back, and vast, bat-like wings. As the cameraman flails, the tail of the flying beast twists and whips down. The sharp spike at the end of the tail plunges into the man’s back and the man in the creature’s grip goes slack. 

For a moment no one says anything. Then one of the Guard furthest up the ramp says, “They’re gone.” 

“What are they?” says Steve, walking towards the tunnel mouth. No one answers, but members of the Guard pick up their M-16s and fan out around Steve.

A few moments later he’s stepping out into sunlight, and pacing around the beast they shot. It’s the size of a bull. If its bat-like wings were unfurled Steve’s sure they’d be as wide as a small house. Its head, body, and limbs are lion-like. “What the Hell?” Steve whispers to himself. And then Bryant’s voice crackles on the line. “Liddell has confirmed...they’re manticore.”


“They?” says Steve, shivering in the chill, eyeing the deceptively cheerful blue sky. “How many?”

“A dozen, sir.”


Steve looks down. “Eleven are left,” says Steve, looking at the dead beast in front of him. “We need to form a party to hunt them down.”

“Yes, sir,” says Bryant.

Someone from the press shouts out, “Will you be using deadly force?”

Someone else says, “What about their scientific value?”

Steve turns around and hits the button to open up a line to headquarters. As soon as it picks up, Steve says, “General Bautista, we have a situation.”

The voice of one of Bautista’s aides sounds at the other end of the line. “Captain Rogers, we do...”

“You know about the manticore pack then?” says Steve.

There is silence at the other end of the line. “No, sir. I was speaking about the Governor’s order to redeploy the Guard to the airports.”


It’s Steve’s turn to fall silent. When he regains his voice, the only word that comes out of his mouth is, “What?”

The aide’s voice is wobbly. “A humanitarian crisis is developing at the airports. Other airports have started turning away flights from Chicago—they’re afraid recent events are a result of contagion. Airplanes have been forced to return, camps are forming outside of O’Hare and Midway on the highways—”

“Well, then call in the Wisconsin Guard to help out!” Steve says.

The aide’s voice becomes crisp and annoyed. “That takes an order from the Governor!”

Steve takes a deep breath. “What about Washington?”

“Still not ready to step in and usurp state’s sovereignty,” says the aide. “Technically, the elf attack was an act of terrorism and not war, and the trolls are not an organized force; therefore Washington is not authorized to—”

Steve takes his hand from his earpiece to keep from hurling it at the ground. 

“We’re trying to convince the Governor to call in more help. In the meantime we need you back at HQ. Jameson needs you to act as a liaison between ADUO and the city police and firefighters while he runs things here.”

The hot wash of anger changes rapidly to dread. Jameson is going to be in charge?

Pulling out his phone, Steve checks his email. Still no word from Amy. He grinds his teeth. Hopping into a Humvee he taps out a short email, doing nothing to disguise the situation on the ground, the chaos, the implication that Amy has been kidnapped or that sheâ€™s not even alive. He does nothing to hide the desperation he feels. He hopes wherever Amy is Loki gets it.


x   x   x   x

In the mortal vernacular, Loki doesn’t get it. 

The light of dawn is breaking through the edge of the hotel curtains and Loki is peeling off his coat, preparing to go to sleep, but his mind is filled with memories of Hindu prayers and Amy’s question. “Are you Shiva?” 

He isn’t Shiva, but trying to deny it made his skin crawl. He lays the coat on the chair and makes his way to the bed. Slipping off her shoes, Amy is right behind him. 

Flopping down on the bed, most of his clothes still on, he closes his eyes.

He hears Amy’s footsteps falter. “Your book...it fell.”

Raising his eyelids, he catches sight of her coming towards him, book in her hand. 

Lying beside him on her stomach, she flips through the pages and then lets the book fall open where it may. “I’ve seen this book in your dreams. What is it?”

“Lothur’s journal,” says Loki, putting a hand to his eyes.

She is silent for a moment. “Lothur is one of our names for you,” she says quietly.

He really should have suspected that. Loki chuckles, but it comes out half a sob. 

“What language is this?” she asks. “It looks like Aesir, or maybe Jotunn, and yet...”

“You know Aesir now?” says Loki, rolling to his side to stare at her.

Not looking up from the page, she says, “Yes, I think you accidentally transmitted it to me in your dream.”

Loki’s eyebrows rise, but she doesn’t notice. “Why is this woman on fire?” she says, staring at a hand-rendered sketch.

Loki rolls onto his stomach, his side touching hers. The book always falls open to this page. He runs a finger beneath the caption, written in a fast tight hand, and reads aloud. 

"And I have dreams of my love, who was not my love, but was. Her father said words low against me, so low that it caused her heart to flame. And the flame of her heart spread to the utmost ends of her limbs. My love died in flames.”

Loki swallows. The words physically hurt, the image they conjure too real.

Amy turns the page. “Go on,” she whispers.

Loki’s looks down and sighs. Not sure why, he complies. “And in my dream, my friend, my brother, he learned of this and declared that we would go to her father so that he will know, that to worship him is also to worship me...As though that would bring back my love.”

Stroking the page reverently, Amy says, “It sounds like the story of Sati...” 

“Sati...” The name sounds familiar.

“Wife of Shiva,” says Amy softly. “She killed herself when her father didn’t approve of Shiva—” 

Loki snaps the journal shut. His breathing suddenly heavy and ragged, he covers the book with his arms and drops his head.

“Loki,” says Amy. “Are you alright?”

Turning his head, he glares at her.

She swallows. “Ah....”

Her arm drapes over him. He is absurdly grateful for the warmth.

“Reincarnation is a ridiculous concept,” he says, sounding petulant to his own ears.

Amy is quiet a moment. “When you were drunk, in the bar, you said that we were all just figments of the imagination of a universe trying to understand itself.”

“What’s your point?”

He hears her lick her lips. “Maybe there are some things the universe has yet to understand...and can’t let die. Chaos would seem to be a pretty eternal concept.”

Loki snorts. “You’re ridiculous.”

She huffs a laugh. “I am very tired.”

A shiver sweeps through Loki’s body, and he suddenly feels very cold. There is one reason, he must not, cannot believe this. “If it were true, why wouldn’t Hoenir tell me, Amy? Why?”

“I don’t know.”

Of course she doesn’t. And then Loki laughs. Hoenir never told him anything. 

Either Amy is mad, and he is mad, or Odin and Hoenir don’t—didn’t—know...He closes his eyes. 

But of course they knew. Hoenir knew he could read Lothur’s journal, and Odin knew nearly everything.

Beside him, Amy sighs drowsily, and her body trembles as she slips into sleep.

Loki feels that as though all the magic in his nervous system is crackling and on fire, yet perversely he’s chilled. Odin betrayed him outright, but Hoenir...Hoenir betrayed him by omission. Hoenir who never said a bad word towards anyone. A giggle escapes his lips and he pushes his face into a pillow. Hoenir never said anything at all.

Face in the pillow, he bites his lip to keep from screaming in frustration. And then with a deep breath, he edges out from beneath Amy’s arm. Sitting up beside her, he brushes a stray tendril of hair from her eyes and notices he’s turned blue at some point. Of course, she wouldn’t have commented, or even minded.

He flexes his hand, eyes moving between his blue fingers to the sleeping girl. He needs rest. He could solicit her help in achieving some relaxation. Scowling, he looks hard at her lips, mouthing some inaudible whispers in sleep. 

Sleeping with her has been more satisfying than he expected, but she is no Sigyn. She wouldn’t fight him and then tend him for two hundred years in a cave. He snorts softly. In less than a century Amy will be dead.

He takes a ragged breath. A night ago, or a few fucks ago, they’d lain in afterglow, and Amy had said, “So the whole immortality thing...” 

Loki had tensed in her arms. When he used to travel openly on Earth with Thor, mortals were always trying to ply him with sexual favors in return for immortality...even though the myth of him kidnapping Idunn and stealing her apples was just a myth.

He’d felt his lip curling into a sneer, but then Amy had said, “Doesn’t it get horribly boring? What do you do for all that time?”

Loki had laughed aloud at her utter lack of guile. Even now, sitting beside her, the memory makes him feel a little weak, a bit sentimental. After being on Earth, Asgard does seem boring. How fun it would be to stay and see what humans will do next...

Taking a breath, Loki shakes himself. He feels the chill again. Standing up he makes his way to the bathroom.

A few minutes later he is sitting in the bathtub, spigot at a roaring blast. Loki is alternately freezing the water’s surface, and splitting the molecules of oxygen and hydrogen to set them aflame. In the corner of the room Cera is swirling. 

Staring at a flame in his hands, Loki says to her, “It is so easy to split molecules. But putting them back together—I know how and yet it takes so much energy...it’s as though it goes against my nature...” Like healing goes against his nature.

Because he’s the embodiment of chaos and destruction? 

Cera hums. “When you have me you’ll be able to do, have, or make anything.”

Loki lets the flame leap from one hand to another. “Yes.”

At that moment Amy pokes her head into the bathroom, blinking and sleepy-eyed. 

“You can even keep her for genetic exchange,” Cera says with a resigned sigh. “I suppose you have to have someone.”

Loki raises an eyebrow, bemused at the obvious disdain in Cera’s voice.

“Loki, are you alright?” Amy says, oblivious to Cera’s magical commentary.

Loki’s lips quirk. It is nice to have Cera not asking him to kill her. He tilts his head at Cera’s words. He can have anything. He hasn’t really thought about what happens after he burns Asgard to the ground.

...What would he want?

 “Just taking a bath,” he says with a smile.

…What would he do with Cera’s power? 

Amy stares at the flames. “Looks a little hot for me.” She yawns.

“Go to bed,” says Loki.

She nods and says something, but the water from the spigot is loud and Loki doesn’t hear.

When he finally turns off the water, he hears the door shut, Amy’s footsteps pacing the suite, and then the sound of the TV flicking on.

Toweling himself off, he steps out of the bathroom a few minutes later, Cera following behind like a well-behaved dog. Amy is on the couch, knees up to her chin, arms wrapped tight around her legs. The television is set to a news channel. On the screen are white tents erected by a highway.

“What’s this?” says Loki. He means why is she watching TV. He’s suddenly in the mood to exchange genetic material again.

With a gasp, Amy turns her head. “The Red Cross is setting up tent cities by the airports. Flights from Chicago are being turned away.”

Loki purses his lips.

Amy’s shoulders tremble. “People can’t go back to the city. Trolls are everywhere...I checked my email in the lobby...”

Loki feels his pulse quicken. “Did you call or email ADUO to check-in, Amy?” he says carefully, feeling the beginnings of anger and a headache start to flare.

“Maybe you should kill her after all,” Cera whispers, unseen and unheard by the girl.

“No, they could trace that,” says Amy, her brow furrowing.

Loki relaxes.

Cooing happily, Cera says, “Oh, you’re right about her! She is a suitable receptacle for genetic material. I really shouldn’t begrudge you that...I wouldn’t want to be your genetic material receptacle.”

Amy’s gaze stays trained on Loki. “Loki, gates keep opening—trolls, a wyrm, and weird things called manticores are slipping through.” 

Loki tilts his head.

Her voice drops to a whisper. “Jameson is saying you’re responsible.”

Loki sneers. “I have nothing to do with it!”

Amy waves a hand in the air. “Well, obviously!”

Loki blinks at her forceful rejection of the idea. And then he waggles his eyebrows. “I suppose you would notice that I’ve been otherwise occupied.”

Amy huffs. “It’s not just that...”

She looks away. “Loki, they think you’ve kidnapped me...Laura, Brett and Bryant sent me emails. They’re all worried...” She bites her lip. “Not Steve, though. He doesn’t believe that.”

Loki takes a step forward, his skin heating. He’s not sure if he likes Steve knowing him that well.

Looking up, Amy meets his eyes. “Steve says they need you. No one can tell them why the World Gates keep opening...and Loki, you can close gates!”

“And why should I help?” says Loki. “Let them deal with the wyrm, trolls, and manticore they’re blaming me for. I was on my way to Vanaheim before the elven invasion—”


“You don’t owe them anything,” Amy says. “But I have to check in.”

Loki reels back. She’ll tell them about his ability to walk the In-Between. “Don’t,” he says quickly. “Come with me to Vanaheim.”

For a moment her face lights up. He can see the gears in her brain working, the wonder glowing in her eyes.

“We’ll need to pick up some camping gear here in Paris,” Loki says, taking advantage of her enthusiasm. “The World Gate from Visby drops one off in the most inconvenient location. We’ll have to camp a day to make sure I’m up for a walk through the In-Between to Vanaheim’s main city...”

“Should we take a car?” says Amy, a smile growing on her face. “You could rent one. I could drive it!”

Loki grimaces. “I wish. No the Vanir will not take kindly to me bringing a human to their realm. A  human vehicle would raise too much suspicion, though it would be terribly convenient.”

Amy’s lips crumple into a worried frown. “They don’t like humans?” 

Loki starts to pace. He waves a hand, “No, no. They’re fine with humans. But they were the first to believe in the policy of non-interference with human affairs. If they discover you’re human they’ll spare your life but likely end mine.” He scratches his chin. “Nonetheless, I think I can hide your, ehhh...humanity, with an illusion.”

Amy’s face falls. “I can’t cause you any more trouble.” Her throat moves as she swallows. “Go to Vanaheim. I can go to the American embassy here in Paris after you’re gone. I’ll even wait a few days if you think it’s safer for you.”

Loki looks up at Amy sharply. 

From the corner, Cera says, “Maybe you should kill her after all.”

She swallows again. “I should probably physically check in, anyway. Everyone knows you can fake my appearance and voice.”

Loki stops pacing. No, this will not do. She’ll have to explain how she came to Paris, and how she escaped the fire. Even if he told her to lie for him, he’s not convinced Steve couldn’t wrangle the truth out of her. Given Amy’s nature, possibly with only the rise of an angry eyebrow.

Amy licks her lips. “I don’t suppose you know why the gates are opening with more frequency...I mean, you don’t owe them anything...and Jameson’s an idiot but...”

Only half listening, Loki begins pacing again, contemplating the feasibility of walking the In-Between with her to Visby right now. She’d be furious, but he could beg forgiveness later.

“...but it is my city,” she says softly. “People have died. And if they knew why, maybe...”

Loki stops short. “Gates opening with greater frequency?” 

“I’ve been meaning to ask about that,” Cera says. “But it is upsetting the enemies of Josef...so I don’t think I mind very much.”

Loki’s eye slide to Cera. She creates Gates—openings to branches of the World Tree—  inadvertently with the ambient magic that is inherent to her physical form. The Promethean Wire mutes that magic only slightly.

Loki’s eyes widen. His back turned to Amy he says quietly, “Did Steve say anything about the Promethean Sphere around Cera breaking down?”

“No,” she says. “He says it isn’t breaking down at all, and that’s why everyone is so confused.”

Loki looks at Cera. Cera flickers. “Nope, my prison’s still intact.” The mist of her non-corporeal form expands and shrinks as though sighing.

Amy tilts her head and her brow furrows. “And also, this is really weird, but the elves say gates in Chicago opened up before Cera had even arrived...”

And suddenly Loki knows what is happening. He should have guessed right away. Magic has a very different relationship to time. For humans, time is a one-way street that they hurtle along at one speed in one direction. Loki can take short cuts through time and space through the In-Between and slip along the branches of the World Tree. Still, time for him is essentially a linear thing, too. But for magic, time is more like a pond. Magic itself is a stone that sends ripples through the surface. Cera is essentially magic given life. The ripples she creates are strong enough to open World Gates.

...And ripples move from a cast stone in all directions.

Loki’s heart starts to pound in his ears. “I will come back to Chicago with you, Amy,” he says quietly, a smirk forming on his lips.

“You will?” says Amy. Hiding the smile with a stern look, he turns around and meets her eyes. They’re wide and trusting.

Still trying to appear stern he says, “I will help your people.” 

Amy bites her lip and nods.

“But listen to me, ADUO believes I am the enemy...I need you not to tell about my skills in teleportation.”

Amy nods again, eyes wide. “Of course, in case you need to escape!”

Loki smiles. That was so easy. But he won’t be able to let her out of his sight, lest someone connive it out of her. He tenses slightly at the thought

Amy lunges forward and wraps her arms around his neck. “Thank you, Loki! Thank you for helping!” She squeezes her body tightly against him, and Loki smirks. Ah, to be treated as a hero, when actually his ends are quite selfish.

Cera’s ripples are increasing in frequency, because a great deal of magic is soon to be unleashed. More magic than Cera knows how to unleash on her own—omnipotent she may be, but about as omniscient as a three year old.

He almost laughs aloud. Instead he tightens his hands on Amy’s waist and drops his forehead to hers with a smirk. 

Loki doesn’t know how it will happen...but he does know, very soon, Cera will be his.

Wrapping his arms around her, he breathes in the scent of her hair, and runs his hands down along her spine, enjoying the feel of her shudder—he may still have time to claim a hero’s reward. 




Chapter 10

Walking through the revolving doors of headquarters, Steve is first assaulted by a riot of phones ringing off the hook. And then by Laura Stodgill. Carrying a digital tablet, she slides next to him. “I’m so glad you’re here. But we still don’t have a script.”

Striding through the throng of people, Stodgill falling into step beside him, Steve says, “Script?”

Pushing back a loose strand of hair, Laura’s lips flatten. “Yes, talking points, what you’re authorized to say about—” she lifts her hand in a gesture that says, ‘everything.’

Steve runs a hand over his head and narrows his eyes at her. So, he’s the liaison that isn’t allowed to liaison? To her credit Stodgill has the decency to look a little ashamed.

A group of police officers press by. Somewhere beyond them he hears someone say, “It is a contagion. We’re all going to die as mindless green killing machines. That’s why the airports are closed—that’s why the feds aren’t here.” The officers pass and Steve can’t locate the source of the voice. 

His eyes fall on Agent Hernandez sitting at a desk; a line of men and women stand beyond him. 

“They’re here to volunteer,” says Stodgill, tilting her head in the direction of the line.

A flash goes off somewhere. “Press,” says Stodgill. “They keep sneaking in. I’ll take care of it.” She steps quickly away. 

Steve walks towards Hernandez. Just as he reaches the agent’s side, Hernandez says, “Name?” to the first person in line—a tall lanky kid with dark skin and a mop of uneven straight black hair.

“Bohdi Patel,” says the kid with a thick Indian accent. He’s wearing rumpled jeans and a thick wool jacket that looks like it’s seen better days. A box of cigarettes and a lighter peek out of a pocket.

“Occupation?” says Hernandez.

“Cab driver,” says Bohdi. The kid has to be of legal age to drive a cab, but his eyes are very wide with long thick lashes most women would kill to have—they give him an innocent boyish look.

Hernandez looks up at Steve and nods. Hernandez’s eyes go to Bohdi, back to Steve again, and he raises an eyebrow. Maybe he’s thinking what Steve’s thinking—the kid looks too young for this.

Eyeing Bohdi, Steve says, “What type of vehicle do you drive?”

“It’s a cab—a minivan cab, sir,” Bohdi says.

“That will work,” says Hernandez. “Too big for a manticore to pick up, agile enough to dodge trolls. Is the vehicle yours?”

Bohdi winces and bites back a smile. “Sure...but I, uhhh...don’t have the registration on me today...” 

Steve’s eyebrows go up at the obvious lie. 

Dropping his smile, Bohdi says, “But I want to help people, this is my city now.” And those words seem sincere enough. Steve looks at the line behind Bohdi. They don’t have time or enough manpower to be choosey. 

Putting a hand on Hernandez’s shoulder, Steve says, “He’s good, Agent. Assign him to the West Loop.”

“Okay,” says Hernandez. “You heard the man. You’ll be ferrying people who don’t have cars from their homes to the refugee camps up by O’Hare. A police escort will guard your passengers as they leave their buildings—”

Laura materializes at Steve’s side. Turning towards her, Steve misses the rest of Hernandez’s conversation. “Where is Jameson?” Steve asks Laura. “Any ETA on that script?”

Laura shakes her head. “I think he’s working on it right now with the higher ups...”

Steve scans the room. Police officers and firemen are milling uncomfortably around the desks where ADUO agents man the phones. A couple of men in hazmat suits stand in a corner. A television is tuned to CNN. The screen shows tent cities by Chicago’s airports. He can’t hear what the announcer is saying but the subtitles are on. Despite the disruption to commodities in the midwest, grain prices haven’t seen a significant rise. The Russians, Ukrainians, and Belarusians are apparently having bumper crops again this year.

Following his eyes, Laura says, “The same countries trying to give the elves the benefits of the Geneva convention?”

Steve doesn’t have time to think about it; his head piece is beeping in his ear. Checking the caller ID he sees Brett’s name. Steve had sent him out to scan the skies for manticores. Tapping to accept, he hears Brett’s voice on the line. “Steve...Bryant and I just got a pretty strong reading on the 200 block of Van Buren. We weren’t able to get an exact location but...”

Steve hears Brett take a sharp intake of breath.
“What is it?” says Steve.

“Yeah, well, we’re pretty sure it came from near the top of one of the high rise buildings over here...we don’t see anything but...”

Steve’s mouth goes dry. A gate in the sky, perfect. Who knows what could be thinking of coming through that?

Taking a breath, Steve says, “Let’s set up a post there. Brett, you’re first watch.”

“Yes, sir.”

Steve taps his headpiece to disconnect and scans the room again. A few more flashbulbs go off somewhere and he scowls.

Beside him Laura says, “Rumor has it the Feds are busy securing every sensitive military and nuclear site in the country—and that’s why they haven’t taken over here yet.” 

Steve rubs his jaw. He doubts any sentient magical being would be interested in anything on Earth but Cera. But the Feds are scared. Everyone is scared, reacting instead of acting. 

Nearby he hears a man shout, “Agent Rogers, Agent Rogers!” 

Steve turns to see a grumpy looking Thor next to a harried looking FBI agent. “Sir,” the FBI agent says, one hand on his ear piece. “There are reports of a boy and his mother bringing a bobcat with an elephant nose into a veterinarian's office. Should I send a team?”

“It’s a baku,” Thor says, as though everyone should know what that is. “It’s a good omen. It will protect the boy and his mother from trolls and nightmares.”

Steve stifles his anger at the agent’s CYA. Waving a hand in Thor’s direction, Steve says, “You heard Thor. Focus on magical invaders that eat people.”

“Agent Rogers! Agent Rogers!” someone else shouts. “Troll reported in the South Loop.”

Steve grabs a passing police woman. “See anyone in this room familiar with the South Loop?” 

“That’s my beat, Sir,” she says. She swallows. “But I’m less familiar with trolls...you have to shoot them in the heart, right?”

Steve’s breath catches. They don’t even know how to kill the monsters they’re dealing with? “It’s the eyes or mouth; you need a direct path to their brain,” Steve says. 

The police woman’s eyes go wide, and her skin pales.

“Thor,” Steve says pointing at the police woman, “you’re with her.”

“Ahhh...a shield maiden!” Thor exclaims, a wide smile on his face. Steve watches them leave the room, stunned by the woman’s lack of intel.

He hears another whisper of “contagion” and some disjointed, fearful whispers of “dirty bomb,” “smallpox,” and “shoot for the heart.” Searching for the sources his eyes fall on an empty desk at the far side of the room. Didn’t he just get angry at an agent for CYA?  Tightening his jaw, he walks towards the desk, vaguely aware of Laura following him. 

Steve likes to maintain plausible deniability when he breaks rules. He tells himself he’ll talk himself out of the trouble he’s about to get into later, if he’s still alive.

“What are you doing?” Laura says.

Kicking out a chair by the empty desk, Steve steps up onto the seat and then to the desk. “Writing my own script,” he says. Turning to the rest of the room, Steve opens his mouth, prepared to ask for quiet, but the room is already silent. A whisper breaks the hush, “It’s the guy who killed the snake!”

He feels a rush of something like exhilaration. There are clicks and a few flashes of light from cameras and phones, and for a moment Steve is blinded. “I’m Agent Steve Rogers,” Steve says. The flashes all but stop as his words fill the room. It may be adrenaline, but as Steve continues to speak he hears his voice as though it comes from a different person, a person wiser and more confident than him. His eyes meet the faces of the people below him, and as their expressions morph from fear to determination, Steve feels another rush. 

For all that is going wrong, that rush shouldn’t feel good. But it does.

x   x   x   x

Amy pulls herself up out of Loki’s embrace, the sound of thunder filling her ears. For a moment she doesn’t understand what is going on, or even where she is. Gasping, she blinks in the dark. She can just barely make out the outline of shades—not heavy, luxurious, drapery, covering the window. She’s not at the hotel in Paris anymore. She’s in Loki’s home. They’ve traveled back through the In-Between. She takes a deep breath. The thunder is fading away...no, not thunder....

“Just a helicopter,” Loki mumbles. “Not Thor...” One blue hand snakes up and pulls her back down to him. Pillowing her head on his shoulder, she wraps an arm around his chest.

Loki’s body begins to tremble as he slips back into sleep, but Amy’s body feels abuzz with nerves. She bites her lip. She was so tired when they arrived she didn’t even check his computer for messages from ADUO. She should have sent a message to them—but she was worn out and afraid in her exhausted state she’d accidentally let slip where they are. She runs a hand through Loki’s black hair. It feels different when it’s black, lighter, finer, cooler. Magic. She sighs, wondering when she’ll get to run her hands through it again.

She closes her eyes. The bravery of what Loki wants to do is overwhelming—she wants her city to be safe, but not at the price of Loki’s life. He needs rest to be able to walk the In-Between at a moment’s notice if Jameson or his goons do anything stupid. Reluctantly, she pulls her hand away.

Her eyes go to the doorway leading to the living room. Maybe she can send a note now...

Loki’s body jerks beneath her and the room begins to glow. She blinks her eyes and she’s lying in long green grass, but the scene fades out into golden hazy light just a few meters in front of her. Loki is dreaming again.

She hears a whinny and looks around. There is a mare nearby facing off into the hazy golden distance. Sitting up she says, “Well, hello.”

The mare turns its head in Amy’s direction, but Amy can’t really tell if the animal is responding to her, or the sudden trill of insects in the grass. The horse is dapple gray, delicately boned, and relatively small. With large eyes, dainty muzzle, and high crested neck she almost looks Arabian. Turning away again, the mare looks off into the distance and shapes begin to form on the horizon.

Amy’s gaze follows the mare’s and she sees a walled city...she blinks, one part of the wall is concealed by scaffolding. She sees a line of horses pulling driver-less wagons filled with stones. A familiar larger horse is running down the column, nipping at their haunches.

“Svaðilfari,” Amy whispers.

At mention of the stallion’s name, the mare swings her head around, ears pricked in Amy’s direction. Amy lets out a small breath of surprise. The mare did hear her. Only one person hears her in Loki’s dreams. Oh.

“Loki?” she whispers. She puts a hand down into the grass beside her and feels Loki, the real Loki, beneath her hand. His breathing is even and regular.

The mare shakes its head, and then it looks away and begins to walk towards the Asgardian dream city. It must be an illusion of the dream, but the scene around Amy blurs by, the grass beneath her turning in a heartbeat to stones and then a road, the city in the distance approaching incredibly fast.

The mare stops before the wall by the line of horses towing their wagons. With a whinny she turns towards the stallion driving them. The mare whickers, and the stallion stops in its tracks. Nostrils flaring, Svaðilfari shakes his head, and gives a long bugling neigh of interest. 

With flirty whinny and a playful buck, the mare begins to trot back the way she came. Amy is still dragged along by the dream—but this time the pace feels true, the scene changing at a realistic speed.

She hears the pounding of hooves and turns her head to see the stallion breaking into a gallop. The mare gives a whinny that sounds suspiciously like a laugh and breaks into a gallop of her own. 

The mare gallops back through the place where Amy first saw her, periodically slowing to give Svaðilfari a chance to catch up. Amy can tell by the low rumbling in his chest that the stallion is becoming increasingly frustrated. After what feels like hours, but Amy is certain is just another trick of the dream, the mare seems to grow tired of the game. Giving a snort of impatience, she gallops towards a line of dark trees.

Amy blinks, and they are at the tree line. In the distance she hears the thud of hooves—evidently Svaðilfari hasn’t given up. Amy bites her lip; she wants out of this dream.

Suddenly flattening her ears against her skull, the mare rears up and a harsh, rattling snort of fear reverberates from her chest.

“Now!” a man shouts.

Ropes suddenly fly through the air, and shadows of men emerge from the trees. A few of the ropes fall harmlessly to the ground, but one loops around the mare’s neck. The mare skitters backwards but that only makes the noose grow tight. Amy can hear Svaðilfari’s snort of rage, and the pounding of his hooves getting closer. 

“We’ve got her,” says a man. Amy turns to look at him. He has a patch over one eye. 

More men come from out of the trees, and more ropes go around the mare’s neck. 

The mare rears and screams in panic and fury. The whites of her eyes show as she rolls her eyes in Amy’s direction as though begging for help. The stallion’s hooves are now thundering in  Amy’s ears. 

Holding her head high, the mare digs her hooves into the ground and pulls against her bonds, knocking a few of her captors to the side in her frenzy.

“Let her go!” Amy screams to the man with the eye patch. 

Of course the man doesn’t hear Amy. Holding onto the rope, he shouts at the mare. “You deviant. Yes, I know who you are. Hide as a mare and get fucked as a mare!”

Amy screams. “Loki!” The mare squeals in terror. The man with the rope shouts. “Stop fighting it!” The low rumble of an angry stallion makes Amy turn her head. Just heartbeats away, Svaðilfari is charging forward, nostrils wide, his dark coat flecked with lather.

“You will stop!” shouts the man with one eye. The mare freezes, as though frozen on a single frame of film. Svaðilfari lunges forward.

Turning away, Amy throws her body at where she thinks Loki lies. Feeling the curve of his shoulders beneath her hands, she shouts, “Wake up, Loki! Wake up!”

Invisible hands fall on her shoulders and squeeze tight. She’s shaken so hard her jaw snaps shut, but merciful darkness replaces the golden light of the dream. The sound of rough breathing fills her ears. It takes a moment to realize it isn’t her own.

As her eyes adjust to the darkness she sees Loki lying on his back, eyes wide open, body shaking, hands still on her shoulders.

“Loki?” she says.

He doesn’t respond.

She closes her eyes. When she first met Loki, she’d teased him about the myth of him turning into a mare and getting impregnated by Svaðilfari. He’d dismissed her so defensively, and she’d laughed. The memory hurts now.

She can’t bring herself to ask if he’s okay. “Hey, it’s me,” she whispers. 

Without responding, he sits up and wraps her in his arms. Pressing his forehead against hers, he begins to rock them back and forth. Amy puts her arms around his shoulders. She has no idea what to say.

And then Loki begins to chuckle, low and deep and frightening.

“Loki?” she whispers.

He snickers. “Do you know what this means, Amy?”

That he was probably the mother of Sleipnir after all? 

Snickering again, he says, “I gave my oath to Freyja I would keep the wall from being completed on time and I did.”

His voice turns low and dangerous. “I kept my oath, even after death.”

He chuckles, and it’s not a nice sound. Light rises around them from no discernable source. Loki pushes her back, his eyes meeting hers. “I haven’t given my oath to Odin yet, that I will destroy him...” He grins. His black hair has fallen forward over his eyes, equally black. His teeth are very white against his blue skin. “I was afraid, afraid that I wouldn’t succeed, that I’d die first. But now I don’t have to worry about that.”

Amy takes a breath. “I don’t think—”

Loki laughs and squeezes her tight. “Odin? Do you hear me! You will kneel before me as all of Asgard burns! I give you my oath!”

“That was Odin in the dream?” Amy stammers.

Loki nods against her. And then pushing her back again, Loki meets her eyes. “Don’t worry, I will help your people!”  His eyes widen. “Amy, I owe you so much.” Giving her a warm genuine smile, he says, “If you hadn’t woken me, I might not have been able to remember the dream. I might not have known the truth!”

Amy’s mouth drops. This wasn’t the lesson she’d gotten from this episode.

Loki’s lips are on hers, and his hand is ghosting its way down her spine. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.”

She wants to melt into him, but she pulls back. “We need to talk to Steve.” 

Loki blinks once and then nods.

Amy takes a deep breath. “I need to take a shower.”

“And I need to put on my armor.” He kisses her. “See you in a few minutes.”

She nods, but it is a long time before she can make herself get up. 

x  x  x  x

Sitting on his bed, Loki finishes putting on his boots. A light patter of rain is falling against the window. From the living room he sees the faint glow of computer monitors and hears the sound of a newscast.

He glances over at Laevithin, and then his eyes go to Amy’s purse. He blinks at it and looks towards the ambient glow coming from the living room.

Tilting his head, he picks up her purse and turns it around in his hand. Opening it, he finds her wallet. Inside is a debit card, not enough money to bother stealing even if he was in the mood, identification, and a picture of Beatrice, Amy and Fenrir. He finds himself smiling at the photo. 

Putting back the wallet, he finds a curious little pink rectangular packet. He opens it. Inside is a package of 28 little plastic slots arranged in a circle, three already consumed. Candy? 

Curious, he squints closely at the barely legible writing on the package: Oral contraceptives. He tilts his head and considers tossing the packet aside. If he’s honest he likes the risk of pregnancy. And then he sneers at himself. He is such a fool—another child he’d be unable to protect. Skin hot, he puts the package back where he found it.

Looking down he sees one more item in her purse. A set of keys with a whistle attached...not even the snake venom spray she’d hit him with when he first arrived on Earth—a whistle.

Amy is not as fierce as Sigyn was, even if he was interested in her for something more than a passing...whatever...she is too soft. He would destroy Amy, like he had Anganboða,. His knuckles go white on the strap of Amy’s bag. And Sigyn, too.

Scowling, he puts the purse down, just as a pink haze begins to form in the room. “You’re back in Chicago!” says Cera.

Loki raises an eyebrow in greeting.

“Is it really necessary for you to help her solve the World Gate problem?” Cera asks, floating about Loki’s head. 

No, it isn’t. But he needs to be in Chicago when Cera slips from the Promethean Wire, and Amy isn’t going to be happy until she checks in—and Loki needs to be with her when she does so she doesn’t accidentally spill the beans about his ability to teleport or the location of his home. It’s a horribly convoluted idea when he thinks about it, but his best usually are.

Instead of saying that, Loki says, “But helping them will make me a hero.”

Cera’s mist goes darker. “Ohhhhh....Like Josef was the hero. When the revolution comes it will be so much easier!”

Loki’s eyebrows go up at the mention of the ‘revolution.’ It’s Cera’s thing. Loki could care less one way or another, and she won’t have much choice in the matter.

Cera inflates and deflates, and says happily, “With you on my side, I can’t lose!”

Loki’s mouth drops, and the breath rushes out of his lungs.

x   x   x   x

“Couldn’t we have stayed in bed all day?” Loki whines as Sigyn pulls him out of the house. “What good is freedom if I can’t even enjoy my own down mattress? Really, Sigyn, after 200 years of sleeping on a straw mat without the company of my wife...”

Smirking at him, Sigyn narrows her eyes. In truth, Loki has enjoyed his mattress and the company of his wife many times in the past hundred years or so. But he had to make himself invisible when he did so and disguise Sigyn’s side of the activities...sometimes. He snickers to himself thinking how embarrassed Heimdall would have been if he’d bothered to spy on his wife some of those nights.

No doubt guessing his thoughts, Sigyn rolls her eyes. But she is smiling. “Hoenir, Mimir and your sons have been planning this feast for the past two decades.” Loki wants to whine some more, but instead finds himself salivating and licking his lips. He’s always had a huge appetite, and since the cave it’s only gotten worse.

He whines a little bit more as they make their way to Hoenir’s, but it’s just to make Sigyn laugh. 

In the cave, Loki’s understanding and connection to magic had deepened. Before Hoenir’s hut is even in view he can feel the buzz of magic through the trees. As they round the last bend, he has to avert his eyes for a moment—Hoenir’s magic is so bright. 

Because he’s looking away, it’s Sigyn who sees them first. “Odin’s Einherjar guard,” says Sigyn. “And his and Thor’s mounts.”

Eyes adjusted to the magic, Loki turns to look at his wife. 

Her face is pensive. “They weren’t invited,” she says quietly.

Loki’s lips twitch. “Well, as long as there is enough food for Thor and me both...” he shrugs and smiles, not wanting to see the end of her good mood.

Sigyn doesn’t respond. The Einherjar straighten as Sigyn and Loki knock on Hoenir’s door. Hoenir opens it, Mimir mounted on a staff, both of them looking more nervous than happy. As Hoenir closes the door, Odin’s voice booms, “Loki, welcome back!”

Loki blinks at his first sight of Odin and Thor since his release. Clothing fashions have changed—of course, the buildings and people of Asgard are always changing their adornment. Loki doesn’t recognize this particular clothing style, but it is more gold, silver and silk than he has ever seen. It’s rather out of place in Hoenir’s kitchen.

“Good to be back,” says Loki with a smirk. He wonders if he is supposed to bow, but there is no court around, and that seems superfluous.

Odin’s one eye narrows almost imperceptibly, and then he comes forward and claps Loki on the back. Grinning, Thor comes forward and claps him on the other side. Loki almost falls over, but Odin catches him.

Nari and Valli, finally grown to nearly men, are wearing tight smiles, and their eyes keep darting to the king and prince.

“Hoenir!” Odin declares. “Put our seats next to the guest of honor!”

Hoenir’s lips twitch, and Mimir’s eyebrows rise, but Mimir says, “Of course, Your Majesty.”

Loki tilts his head. How ridiculously formal.

When they’re all seated on Hoenir’s rough hewn benches by the table, Loki has to work to keep the mood light—he succeeds. Mostly. But the king’s presence has put everyone but Thor a little off. Loki wouldn’t have expected his boys or Sigyn to be pleased by the king’s presence, but the looks he catches from their eyes seems downright hostile.

When Thor starts to regale the table about a tussle he got into with a legion of dwarven mercenaries, Loki turns to Odin and says, “So, how are things?”

Odin looks delighted that Loki has brought it up. Smiling, he gives a dramatic sigh, “Oh, the dwarf merchants are pushing for more autonomy from their king...”

Loki raises an eyebrow at that. He wasn’t sure why Odin cared so much. The king goes on, “...and Freyja is jostling for political clout...”

That makes Loki’s eyebrows rise. It was bound to happen someday. Odin and Freyja  both have small armies of Einherjar at their disposal. Formerly mortal warriors rescued from death, they are unquestioningly loyal to their ‘saviors.’

Odin’s voice lowers. “I think she may even be after the throne. Can you imagine, a woman ruling?”

This would be the time to play it safe. But Loki can’t resist. Shrugging, he says, “I don’t know, I hear the witch Gullveig has done a decent job in Jotunheim’s Iron Wood.”

Sigyn starts coughing; the rest of the table falls silent.

Odin glares at Loki. With a smirk, Loki says, “What? Haven’t you heard of the mortal expression devil’s advocate?” Loki has to suppress a laugh at his cleverness at that—the mortals have been drawing him with horns since the Christians entered Europe. 

Odin snorts. “You’re my devil, alright.” And then he grins and claps Loki on the back. “But with you on my side, I can’t fail.”

x   x   x   x

In headquarters, Steve’s earpiece beeps. He ignores it and focuses on the fireman in front of him. Over the din of the situation room, the man says, “It’s possible we could use our hoses to fire on the flying things and trolls while buildings are evacuated.”

The beeping of Steve’s earpiece stops. Beside him, he hears Bryant’s beeping faintly.

Nodding at the fireman, Steve says, “That would free up police from evacuation duty. Talk to Hernandez, he’s coordinating the pick ups.”

The man walks away and Steve’s just about to tap his earpiece and listen to his messages when Bryant shouts, “It’s Brett! He sees Loki and Lewis in the building where he detected the World Gate!”

There is a hush in the immediate vicinity around Steve.

Behind him he hears Mayor Ronnie’s voice. “Isn’t Loki the ass who set up my nephew and is responsible for this shit?”

When did the mayor get here? Steve turns to see the mayor, police chief and Jameson directly behind him. His jaw twitches. Just when he was starting to get things under control...

Taking a step forward, Steve holds up his hands. “It hasn’t been proven that Loki—”

“Yes,” says Jameson.

“No!” says Steve.

Mayor Ronnie looks between Steve and Jameson only once and then turns to the police chief. “I want a SWAT team there right now! Bring them both in!”

“I couldn’t agree more,” Jameson says.

“You need a warrant,” Steve says, trying to stall for time.

“Like Hell,” says Ronnie. “He is a fucking alien, a terrorist, and we are defending this city. This isn’t a game of cops and robbers.” 

“Sir, I don’t think that is a good idea,” Bryant says. “Loki is extremely dangerous and—” 

“Yes, he plays with fire, we’ve all read the reports,” says Jameson. “Fortunately it’s just started to rain.”

“I don’t think...” says Bryant.

“Give me your earpiece and your phone, Agent, I want to speak to your brother,” says Jameson.

Giving Steve a wary look, Bryant hands them over.

“Jameson, Chief, you’re with me,” says Mayor Ronnie. Steve doesn’t miss the way they look past him. His jaw tightens as they walk away. Beside him, Bryant says, “Sir...this is not good.”

Steve doesn’t answer. Instead he turns to the room at large and says, “Where is Thor?”

A police woman manning phones stands up. “He’s on the north side chasing down the manticores with officers Drake and—”

“Get your officers on the line,” Steve shouts. “I need Thor now!”

x  x  x  x

Amy is sitting at his desk, her face lit by the computer monitor when Loki walks into the living room. He’s not anxious for the meeting with ADUO to happen, so he heads to the kitchen, saying, “I’m just going to eat a little more.”

“Of course,” says Amy, eyes flicking to him and back to the screen. “Load up and be ready to teleport. Just in case someone’s an idiot.” 

Loki settles on the counter with what’s left of his stores and munches away while the news blasts over Amy’s shoulder on the computer screen. It’s mostly about how many reporters have been killed, the number of confirmed civilian casualties, and how many people have been displaced. Nothing particularly useful. 

He’s just opened a protein bar when Amy switches to something else, some sort of entertainment coverage. “I need a break from the real news,” she sighs. “This looks interesting.”

Grainy black and white film footage of a stylized prison starts to play on the screen. Raucous music blares from the speakers. There is a man in the footage who is vaguely familiar. He’s prancing on his toes and wiggling his hips. 

Loki snorts. “Look at that man, he’s having sex with a ghost.”

A voiceover begins, “In honor of what would have been the king’s upcoming birthday in a few months’ time...”

Amy hits the mute button and spins in Loki’s chair. “That is Elvis. He is part of my culture, as is his music, and the dancing is tame.”

“Dancing?” says Loki. “It looks to me more like he’s giving the audience a middle finger salute with his whole body. And I wouldn’t call that music.”

Amy blinks at him, and then dropping her voice to a poor imitation of a man’s says, “Hey, you kids, get off my lawn!”

Loki stares at her.

Rolling her eyes, she says in her normal voice. “That’s something we say when someone is being an old fogey.”

He’s used to be called argr, and deviant, but an old fogey? This is new. 

Smirking, Loki hops off the counter and walks over to the chair. She cranes her neck to meet his gaze.

No, she isn’t fierce, but he does like her. Bending down he kisses her, his arms wrapping around her back and pulling her up out of the chair. He’s just finished putting on his armor, but there are some pieces that can be removed quite easily, and he has no desire to leave just yet.

For a moment she responds and then pulls back. He is about to protest but then her mouth drops open as though she is about to speak. No words come out, but in his head he hears her thoughts. If we start this now, I’ll never be able to go in.

Loki takes a sharp breath. He hears her. She’s still part of his purpose.

“You’re right,” he says, tilting his head, but not moving away.

Putting her cheek against his armored chest she whispers, “Thank you so much for doing this.” Lifting her head, she meets his eyes. “I think I love you, you know?”

Loki’s jaw gets hard. What does Amy know of love? Never married, no children...she’s practically a child herself. 

Still, he smiles and says as gently as he can, “Thank you for that.”

Her body shrinks a little. 

“I need to get my helmet and sword,” he says softly. Kissing her head, he turns away and walks into the bedroom. Trying to lighten the mood he says, “If you want to be funny, stick to your quantum physics jokes.” He snickers. “If a photon crashes into a tree in a forest and no one is around, does it make any sound?” 

His words are drowned out by the sound of approaching helicopters, but he keeps walking. Picking up his helmet and Laevithin, he turns around. One of the helicopters sounds very, very close.

Suddenly feeling wary, Loki flips the helmet onto his head and fastens it with careful fingers. Less haste, more speed as Odin once told him. The helicopter is nearly deafening, but over the noise a voice commands through a bullhorn, “Put your hands up,” echoing through his home, and a spotlight flashes by the bedroom window.

Loki can’t see Amy but he can feel her annoyance, and in his mind he hears, You idiots. It almost makes him smile, both her lack of fear and the intimacy of their connection. It makes him feel warm and whole, and frantic at the same time. The men in the helicopter can’t have her.

Grabbing Laevithin, Loki sprints down the hallway towards the living room. A step beyond the spotlight’s glare, the moment seems to freeze in time. His mind catches on extraneous information—raindrops sparkling on the window, and the delicacy of Amy’s profile lit in the harsh blue-white light as she obediently raises her arms. He might be hallucinating, or perhaps casting an illusion accidentally, because instead of two arms reaching heavenward, eight arms stretch up; they’re nearly blue in the spotlight’s eerie light. 

Time suddenly has meaning again. His body is moving forward, invisible in his magical armor, and his mind is trying to determine what is real and what isn’t, when from the bullhorn he hears a frantic, “She’s not human!”

Lunging towards Amy, he hears the rapid staccato burst of gunfire, the thunder of helicopter blades, and the shattering of glass. Bullets and window shards pelt harmlessly against his armor, but Amy falls backwards, her body hitting the floor soundlessly in the din. 

Falling to his knees beside her and shielding her with his body, Loki sees red stains blooming on her blouse, and a trickle of blood from a bullet wound in her throat. Loki pulls her up into his arms, trying to make her smaller. He wants to walk the In-Between, but she is so limp, her eyes wide open, and the smell of blood heavy in the air. She might not be strong enough...and he still feels her. Her shock is like a cold rock in his gut. A strangled sound comes from his throat.

You destroy everything beautiful. He hears Baldur’s voice in his head, as he sees Helen, Amy, Sigyn, and Anganboða, in his arms. 

And suddenly, the sound of the helicopter and gunfire is muffled by the sound of his own scream.

The air around him ripples, and Loki turns his head towards the broken window. He barely sees the shadows of men standing on the helicopter’s landing skids, weapons raised. He barely sees anything. 

Another scream of rage and despair rips through him and magic whips unbidden from his body. Raindrops split into hydrogen and oxygen and burst into a solid wall of flame. There are more screams that aren’t his own, the sound of more gunfire, and an explosion. The spotlight winks out, the wall of fire dissipates, and the only light left is from the helicopter, a spinning ball of flame plunging to the ground.




Chapter 11

Bryant is next to Steve. Hand pressed to his ear, Bryant is relaying messages from his brother Brett, who is watching the SWAT team approach Loki’s home from his position atop a building less than half a block away. 

Steve has a dispatcher’s phone to his head. “Put Thor on, now!” Steve says.

“Yes, sir,” says the police officer on the other end of the line. 

Beside him, Bryant says, “They’ve got one helicopter by Loki’s apartment, telling him to surrender. Guys are rappelling off another chopper onto the roof. Police are on the ground—”

Thor’s slightly befuddled voice crackles at the other end of the line. “Is anyone there? Hello, hello? I am unused to Midgardian magics—”

“Thor! This is Steve. We’ve found Loki and Lewis. Jameson and Mayor Ronnie have ordered a raid on his home. I need—” 

Cutting him off, Thor’s voice is suddenly confident and sure. “I will be outside your building in my chariot in five minutes. You will travel with me and lead me to Loki’s home.” 

“I’ll be there,” Steve says, dropping the dispatcher’s phone.

Beside Steve, Bryant shakes his head, his face drawn. “Brett says they shot Lewis! They shot Lewis!”

Hand still to his earpiece, Bryant says, “One helicopter down.” He meets Steve’s eyes just before Steve bolts for the stairs.

A few moments later Steve is outside in a throng of reporters in the middle of LaSalle Street. A light drizzle is falling. Steve’s wondering how Thor will get the gauntlet of reporters to disperse when a bolt of lightning rips from the sky to the street a few feet away. Reporters and police bolt from the spot of smoking pavement. Steve runs towards it. A blur of gold streaks down from the sky towards him, and Thor’s chariot is by Steve’s side. Before Steve knows what’s happening , Thor’s hauled him in. “Which way?” shouts Thor, hand still on Steve’s shoulder.

“South west,” Steve says. The chariot lurches forward and up so steeply Steve nearly falls off. “Lewis has been hit,” Steve shouts above the wind and popping of his ears.

As they pull above the buildings roofs, Steve shouts, “If we hurry we may get there in time...”  

...to save Lewis and Loki.

The words never leave Steve’s mouth. The second helicopter that is flaming on the roof of Loki’s high-rise condo building is giving the location away. 

“Which domicile?” Thor shouts above the wind. A bolt of lightning from his hammer lights the scene.

The lightning's glare is mirrored off the windows of Loki’s building, and makes the concrete support beams look white as bleached bone. But where a window to the southeast penthouse should be, there is a gaping black hole, a cavernous maw in the sky. “Where the windows are broken,” Steve shouts.

Nodding, Thor pushes Steve down, and the chariot dips to the level of the cavelike opening. They bounce three times as they land in the penthouse, and over the rattle of his jaw Steve can just barely hear the crunch of glass beneath the rolling wheels. They skid to a halt and Steve’s head and shoulder slam against the chariot’s wall.

“Stay down,” Thor says.

Grabbing his aching shoulder, Steve blinks his eyes to adjust to the darkness. He takes a deep breath and swallows at the smell of blood, sweat and gunpowder. In the distance he hears the wail of fire alarms.

Thor steps from the chariot and Steve hears the crunch of glass. Thor’s voice rings out, even, calm and controlled. “Loki? Are you here?  It is I, Thor, and Agent Rogers.”

There is no answer. Thor speaks again. “Both of us were opposed to this raid. We know the girl is hurt—you cannot heal her. You must give her to us if you want her to live.”

Taking a shaky breath, Steve thinks of Lewis. It’s his fault she’s even here, isn’t it? How many times has Bryant pushed Steve to put her on witness protection? But no, Steve wanted a contact with Loki. Shutting his eyes, Steve silently thinks—or prays—he’s not sure, Please, Loki, we have to get her to the trauma unit. The center they set up above ADUO Headquarters is staffed with doctors with more experience in bullet wounds and blunt force trauma than any hospital in the city—and this being Chicago, that is saying something. 

There is an intake of breath not from Thor or Steve. Loki’s whisper slices through the darkness, sharp and soft as a knife blade. “What did you say?”

Thor begins to speak, “I said—”


“Not you!” Loki screams. “Steve! What did you say?”

“Agent Rogers said nothing—”


“I heard him!” Loki says.

Standing up, wincing at the pain in his shoulder, Steve turns towards Loki’s voice but sees only a floor-to-ceiling window facing the blinking lights of the southern part of the city. “We have to get Lewis to the trauma unit.”

Light rises in the room, but Steve can’t detect a single source. Magic? Loki stands before Steve and Thor silhouetted by the window. He’s wearing jeans and a t-shirt, his skin is pale and pink, his hair ginger. 

Running a hand nervously through his hair, Loki says, “I hear her, Thor...she can’t die!”

Nodding, but without making any sudden moves, Thor says, “Then you must trust me to help her, Loki.”

Smirking, Loki says, “Trust you, Thor?”

Flushing, Thor licks his lips. “I won’t fail you again. You know you can’t heal her, Loki.”

Loki’s lips curl at that, his hands fall to his sides and Steve swears he sees him tremble. Steve bites back the urge to shout, Don’t waste time.

Loki’s eyes flash to Steve. 

From behind comes the crunch of glass. Turning fast, Steve sees a shimmer of light, and then there is Loki again, emerging from a shadowy hallway that runs past a kitchen. Loki is wearing the alien armor that blends so seamlessly into the surroundings. Steve might not see him at all if his visor wasn’t up. His face is blue, almost glowing. Lewis is draped in his arms, he sees bloodstains on her clothing, but most worryingly is the blood soaked cloth wrapped around her neck. 

“Loki,” Thor whispers. “You’re blue....what’s happening to you?”

Ignoring Thor, heart racing at the sight of Lewis’ limp and bloody body, Steve says, “Loki, we have to get Lewis to the trauma unit. There are police vehicles below. I know you may not trust them but—” 

“No!” Loki says. “Thor, she’s fading. Can you help her?”

Thor holds out his arms. After a moment’s hesitation, Loki passes Lewis to him. Gazing down at her head, Thor’s brow furrows and his jaw tightens, he mutters something in another language. Steve’s just about to tell them they need to move her, now, when Amy’s eyes bolt open and she gasps. Her lips part, as though to speak, but nothing comes out.

Pulling off his helmet, Loki puts a finger to her lips. “Don’t worry, I hear you.” He’s smiling, a little sadly, a little deranged.

“Loki,” Thor says. “She does need to go to the trauma unit. There are bullets, glass and fabric in her body—and their tools are sharper than mine.”

Loki meets Thor’s eyes. “You will take her in your chariot, and you won’t leave her.”

Eyes locked on Loki’s, Thor says, “The Norns as my witness, I swear it.”

Loki stands stock still for a moment. And then nodding, he backs away. Thor bends low over Amy and whispers something in her ear. Her eyes drift shut, and Thor turns around and steps into his chariot, Amy in his arms. Thor says something in his own language, and the chariot backs, turns and lifts—much more gently than when Steve had been in it. With a gust of air it takes off into the night. 

Alone with Loki, Steve looks around the apartment and his heart sinks. Along the hallway Loki had emerged from are prone bodies. 

“They attacked without provocation,” Loki says, chin tilted downward, eyes unfocused.

Gritting his teeth, Steve says, “I need to get them medical attention.”

Loki lifts an eyebrow. “That won’t be necessary.”

Jaw tense, Steve taps his phone, “I’m going to call for an ambulance...ambulances...”

Loki shrugs. “Ambulances are already on the way. There are fires in the stairwells, a few of your agents trying to come up from the ground got...” He stops, looks at Steve and smirks. “Are getting...cooked.” His eyes narrow at Steve, “But don’t worry, they called for help.”

Steve stands frozen, hand on his phone.

Loki smiles. “Well, are you going to arrest me?”

Steve tilts his head, eyes narrowed. “What do you want, Loki?”

Loki’s smile drops. “To be close to Miss Lewis...for the time being.” He licks his lips nervously, and looks away. “She’s in my head.” His eyes go back to Steve. “As you were.” Blinking his eyes rapidly he says, “Like everyone seems to be lately. If you arrest me, you’ll take me to headquarters—that’s right below the trauma unit, is it not?”

Steve nods, dumbly.

Loki smiles again, and holds his wrists out. “Come on, Steve, take out your handcuffs. This is your chance to be a hero!”

Taking a man who’s just taken down two SWAT helicopters to headquarters is just about the dumbest thing Steve could think to do. It is also, doubtlessly, what Jameson will order.

Not bothering to take out his cuffs, Steve grabs his shoulder. “Come on, let’s go downstairs.”

With a smirk and a shrug, Loki obediently lets Steve lead him down the hall.

x   x   x   x

Steve sits next to Loki in the van the SWAT team is using to take them to HQ. Hands bound behind his back with the same cuffs they had used on agent Hill, Loki is leaning forward slightly. Where the cuffs wrap around his wrists there is a line of pale blue on one side, the other side just shows blackened metal.

All around the van agents sit glaring at Loki, rifles at the ready.

Rocking and humming, Loki seems for the most part unconcerned. But every now and then Steve catches Loki scowling. Steve looks down at his phone. There is a text from one of the nurses. Turning to Loki he says, “Thor got Lewis to the trauma unit. They’ve begun operating.”

Loki nods. “I know.”

Glancing, down at his phone again, Steve sees a message alert for his email. He clicks over to a short message from Amy. Loki said he’ll help with the gates. We need to find a way to meet without Jameson finding out.

Steve hadn’t realized his heart could sink any lower, but it does. 

“Hmmmm....” says Loki, voice near his shoulder. “She must have sent that just before she was shot.”

Steve’s eyes slide to him. Sitting as far back as he can with his hands behind his back, Loki eyes the other agents in the van. “I was going to help...I can close gates, you know.” His voice darkens. “But at the moment I feel strangely disinclined.”

Not one of the agents even moves a muscle. Loki gives him a tight smile. Steve wants to say something, to smooth things over. Running a hand over his chin, feeling the bite of stubble, Steve can’t find it in himself to say anything. His mind is filled with the memory of the empty eyes of the dead agents in Loki’s apartment, and the memory of Lewis draped in Loki’s arms. A wrong for a wrong was not right.

“You look a little pale, Agent Rogers,” Loki says, his eyes hard. His lips quirk. “Or is it not politically correct to say that? I can’t keep all the rules straight.”

The van draws to a halt, shouts go up inside and out, and Steve is spared from having to respond.

As the doors open, SWAT team members fan out to clear the path. Before anyone has a chance to shove a gun in Loki’s direction, Steve takes him by the shoulder again and says, “Let’s move.”

They’ve just hopped out of the van and are making their way to the doors of the building when Steve hears someone say, “Fuck me. Shiva?” Loki and Steve both turn their heads in unison. There’s the Indian—or something—cab driver Steve met earlier, his eyes wide, body stock still, looking for all the world like a deer caught in headlights. 

As some agents push the kid away, Loki smiles and blows a kiss. “Maybe some other time!”

The kid’s eyes suddenly regain focus, and even with the guys pushing him away, he manages to bring a fisted hand to his face, bite his thumb and then flick it in Loki’s direction.

Loki smiles as Steve steers him through the door and towards the interrogation room.

x   x   x   x

There is no one-way mirror in the interrogation room, just cameras in all the corners, and speakers. Loki rocks in a squeaking chair, hands behind his back. There is a table next to him, and an extra chair. He scowls. As soon as they’d seated him, they’d placed a strange little helmet of Promethean Wire on his head. On the one hand, it’s put an end to Cera’s nagging. On the other hand, he’s finding it difficult to focus his magic. He’s not frightened—he can slip the lock picking tools out of his wrist armor easily enough. From there it would only be a moment to remove the helmet and World Walk—or just walk out of the room. 

He is annoyed though. He wants to know how Amy is doing. He can’t leave without her, and he can’t do that until her condition is stable, and he can’t know if she is stable because of the damnable helmet. Grinding his teeth he rocks faster in his chair, causing the metal to groan and squeak.

From behind the door, he hears shouting. Craning forward, he tries to piece out the words, but they are too muffled. Still, he does recognize Thor’s voice among the participants.

His eyebrows rise. Either Amy is dead, or she is in a state where Thor does not feel she will suffer without him. He bites his lip.

Hearing the door knob engage, Loki sits back quickly, just in time for Steve Rogers to walk into the room. Loki smiles at the man. 

“Ms. Lewis is in stable condition,” says Steve. He tilts his head. “Can you understand me without magic?”

Loki grins. He has been in English-speaking countries long enough to have picked up the language. Instead of answering the question he says, “Come to play good cop, Steven?”

Steve fixes Loki with a glare that would cause spontaneous combustion if Steve were a magical creature. “I’m not playing anything. I’m trying to keep you from setting the building on fire.”

Loki’s lips quirk. Steven isn’t fooled by the magic shackles, then? He remembers the brief flicker of connection he’d had with Steve in the penthouse. And Odin heard Steve, too. Steve looks the part of the stooge, even if at the moment he’s wearing combat gear instead of his trademark suit. And yet, beneath Steve’s bland, regimentally lemming-like exterior, there buzzes a cunning independent mind. What in the world is he doing working for ADUO and a real stooge like Jameson?

At that thought the door handle turns again and Jameson steps into the room.

Loki grins again and waggles his eyebrows. “Oh, look, the party has arrived.”

Jaw twitching, Jameson moves to stand by Steve. “We know that you are responsible for the recent attack on our city and the opening of the gates. Your magic is shackled, and we have a magically shielded transport vehicle on the way. We will see you locked away from your magic permanently. No nation will be your advocate. If you want any mercy at all, any leniency, you had better start cooperating.” 

Loki looks at Steve and rolls his eyes. And then turning back to Jameson he says, “Oh, you found me out! Where do you want me to start?”

Jameson’s eyes widen just a fraction, and his jaw drops minutely, as though he’s surprised by how easy he’s gotten Loki’s cooperation. Regaining his poise, he says, “Let’s start with the positions of the gates.”

Loki tilts his head, opens his mouth, and invents random locations off the top of his head. Jameson smiles as Loki rattles on. 

By contrast, Steve looks like he’s swallowed a live frog whole. “Sir,” Steve says, when Loki’s paused for a breath, “I think we should take a break and discuss this information before we—”

“Agent Rogers,” says Jameson, “we are just getting started.”

Steve’s cheeks hollow inward, as though he’s biting them. Refraining from casting a knowing smirk in his direction, Loki adopts his best look of slightly fearful innocence, and Jameson starts asking more questions.

Loki lies. Sometimes he hesitates a bit just for effect, and he is careful to tell the truth on those trick questions he thinks they must know—like his association with Ron Kalt, for instance. It is an amusing game trying to keep the lies and half truths and outright truths all straight. He seriously begins to wonder if after razing Asgard, he should consider becoming a novelist.

“How did you get Agent Lewis out of the building during the attack?” Steve asks; it’s the first question he’s asked since he entered the room.

Loki purses his lips. “Through the back stairwell.”

“It was on fire,” says Steve.

Loki shrugs. “As Mr. Jameson already explained, I started the fire. It wasn’t hard to put out.” The words roll out of his mouth without any effort.

Steve’s eyes narrow.

Beside him Jameson says, “Why did you help Lewis escape?”

Loki’s jaw goes tight. He should say, Because I couldn’t let tits like that go to waste. Instead he sneers. “Haven’t you heard? I’m the good guy.”

“Is she involved in this scheme of yours?” Jameson asks.

“No!” says Loki, too quickly and too loud. Will they hurt her if they think she is? Will he feel her agony in his head? He feels a cold prickle of sweat upon his brow.

“Where have you been since the initial attack?” Jameson asks.

“At home,” says Loki.

“Doing what?” says Jameson.

Loki should say, Well, Mr. Director, when a man and a woman like each other very much... 

But he can’t form the words.Glaring at Jameson, he rocks the chair back and forth. The squeak has gotten louder.

Steve puts his hand on Jameson’s arm, and Jameson brushes it away, eyes locked on Loki. “Perhaps I should remind you of your situation? You have no country, no people. The rules of the Geneva Convention do not apply to you.” Leaning down on the table he smiles at Loki. There is a slight sheen to his forehead. Loki lifts an eyebrow. The man is getting an almost sexual pleasure from his perceived power. Pathetic.

Apparently, completely unaware of Loki’s utter lack of fear, Jameson continues. “If I ask you to speak, Loki, you speak. If I ask you to sing, you sing. If I ask you to dance, you dance.”

Without turning to Steve, Jameson says, “Agent Rogers, Ms. Lewis is a citizen, but by cooperating with Loki, a confessed terrorist, doesn’t she cede some of her rights?”

Loki’s vision goes red and his skin goes hot. He always fucks things up, doesn’t he?

He thinks he sees Steve shaking his head, out of the corner of his eye. Maybe Steve even says something, but it is a jumble of, “it won’t come to that” and “she’s one of ours.” Curling his hands into fists, all Loki can focus on is Jameson. And then, without even conscious thought, Loki’s fingers are sliding against a thin piece of metal tucked into his wrist guard.

“Very well, Mr. Director, I’ll dance and sing for you,” Loki says, the words slide off his tongue as he slips the very non-magical, infinitely clever, dwarven key pin into the cuffs.

Jameson smiles just a fraction. Loki wants, no needs, to grind the fool’s face in his own stupidity and arrogance. Loki needs to make him hurt.

The speakers in the room begin to crackle. “Sir, he’s...” 

Grinning, Loki stops rocking as the cuffs clang to the floor.

“...doing something to the cuffs,” the disembodied voice says. 

With a shout, Loki lifts the magic-blocking helmet from his head and flings it across the room. Cera’s voice cries out, “Loki!” Steve and Jameson both reach for their weapons, but before they’re even drawn, Loki’s hopped up onto the table. The air in the room around him shimmers with heat. He thinks he hears someone say, “The door is too hot!” and Jameson and Steve both pull their hands away from their weapons in pain.

Loki should pick their weapons from their pockets, shoot them, and then make the men outside the doors see illusions of him instead of each other. He should let them kill each other, just as he did to the SWAT team.

But he needs to mock Jameson in front of all his little cameras for all his lackeys to see. With a wink, he casts an illusion of black pants, black jacket and striped black and white shirt over his armor—just like the character Amy was watching on the computer. His hair is already black, his skin full blue, but he doesn’t bother to change it. With a whoop, Loki stands on his tiptoes on the table that is his stage. Winding his hips, he spins an arm and shouts. “You should've heard those locked-up jailbirds sing!”

Loki hadn’t even realized he’d remembered the words. He’s about to laugh when the building rumbles and the table bucks beneath him. Loki barely keeps his feet. For a moment his heart is in his throat. Some other Midgardian magics? His eyes meet Steve’s, and he sees they are as wide and fearful as his own. From the hallway, someone says, “Earthquake!”

“Loki! Was that you?” Cera shouts. 

Loki jaw drops in amazement. No. There must be a mistake.

“Don’t do that, don’t do that again!” Jameson says. His voice is pleading. 

Loki’s eyebrows lift. It was probably just a random coincidence, but if he can make Jameson simper and whine a little more—Loki grins. Popping up onto his toes again he lifts his arms in the best impersonation of that ridiculous man from the video he gives his hips a shake. As the whole world shakes with him he laughs aloud in shock.

Jameson shouts.

Steve scrambles to keep his feet.
Loki hops off of the table before he’s flung off, staggering against the wall as the world trembles in aftershocks.

“Loki!” Cera screams. Her voice is loud and so clear...

Loki sends a projection to her and gasps. The ceiling above her has sunk, and the Promethean Wire around Cera is open like a cracked egg.

Smiling at Steve as the aftershocks ripple away, Loki raises a hand in a wave and steps into the In-Between. He steps out of the In-Between within the shattered sphere of Promethean Wire, right next to Cera. He hears the shouts of the humans guarding the World Seed and weapons being raised, but his hands are already on her. 

As he lifts her, Cera’s spherical form pulses with light and magic. Loki cannot contain a sigh of awe. She is a creature of time and space, and though she has the mass of billions of stars within her in another space, in this space, she is light as a feather but rippling with energy. He feels as though the magical neurons in his fingers are flooding with power, producing a wonderful, buzzing sensation. Blue light rises up all around him, and it takes a moment for him to realize it isn’t just from Cera—it’s from him. He hears screams and more shouts. The buzzing travels up his hands to his arms and it’s wonderful...and yet. Brow furrowing, Loki tries to put Cera down and finds he can’t, the light of her sphere is slipping into him, the sphere of her physical form vanishing.

He remembers Amy’s words, “Thor says it will control you...”

His eyes narrow as Cera’s magic slips up along his spine. Damn.

And then he blinks. No, he doesn’t blink, They blink. 

“We are one!”  It is Cera’s voice. No, Their voice. They are all Cera’s power and all Loki’s acquired wisdom—and his feet!

Someone beyond the cracked sphere is screaming at them. They hear guns jostling. They are safe from guns except for Their left arm—unarmored since they lost the pieces of plating in the chamber of the elf queen months ago. Quickly, They imagine armor composed of magical energy that will send any bullets that strike it into the In-Between. The magical energy spills over into the rest of the armor and makes it shimmer and glow. 

A few of the agents rush towards them. They send the agents into the In-Between with a thought, and then they can only pause and marvel at what They have become.

They feel tremendous, like They are soaring. They are beneath the Board of Trade but not confined here. Their mind casts projections across the globe; and They see everything. And everything is very wrong, not like Josef’s dreams at all.

Chicago, despite the building above them being sunken, and tilted, still resembles something akin to the cities of the Aesir or Vanir. There are a few hundred of these temples to modernity across the globe. The modern cities are cruel places, mocking the billions that live no better than the peasants of Loki’s or Josef’s memories. In some ways these peasants are worse off, their poverty more grotesque compared with the ostentatiousness of modern affluence.

They see timid measures to ameliorate the wretchedness of the miserable billions, but they are piecemeal, laughable, mere acts of decoration, hampered by vanity, greed, hundreds of different languages, nationalism—not to mention the hundreds of different governments and systems of governing.

They will fix this. They will organize it under one system, one language, one nation. Unified They can redistribute the wealth of the few into the hands of the many. And the new world will be led by Them...for Josef!  And it will all start right now.

“A lot like a Tsar—or Odin,” a treacherous voice in their mind whispers. They still, uncertain of its source.

“Loki.” The Girl’s voice interrupts Their thoughts; it tugs low and uncomfortably in their gut. For a moment They splinter and are two beings again.

“Cera, I still hear her. She is still part of my—our—purpose,” Loki says.

They are momentarily confused. But it is Loki’s memories that impart this information, and Loki is old and wise. They trust him.

x   x   x   x 

Steve’s jaw drops as Loki disappears. And then his brain springs to action and he runs to the door, ripping his jacket off and using it like a pot holder to grasp the scorching doorknob. Loki can appear invisible, but he’s still here. 

The door doesn’t move. No invisible force pushes Steve out of the way. Steve curses under his breath, the memory of blue Loki doing a rather good Elvis impersonation in the front of his mind. Damned trickster gods.

“What are you doing?” Jameson says, his voice high pitched and frantic.

Steve is about to answer when the earpiece for his phone starts to beep. Grappling the cooling doorknob with one hand, he answers it. 

“Agent Mitchem here,” a woman’s voice says. “Loki just took Cera.”

“What?” Steve says.

The agent’s voice wavers. “Loki just—”

“How?” Steve says.

He hears the woman take a breath. “The ceiling collapsed on top of the containment sphere. The sphere cracked, and then suddenly Loki was just there. We opened fire...but he was gone with the...thing...a moment later.”

From the hallway comes Thor’s thunderous voice. “Open the door!”

Steve drops his hand and backs out of the way just as the door crashes to the floor. Thor stands in the entranceway with his hammer. Steve blinks. After a brief altercation with Jameson earlier, Thor had returned to Amy’s bedside.

Agents trailing behind him, Thor stomps in. Glaring at Jameson, Thor says, “Loki has the World Seed.”

“How do you know?” says Steve.

“Because a moment ago Miss Lewis, her bed, a doctor, nurse, and your medical machines disappeared,” Thor says.

“Gone?” says Steve. “How?”

“I do not know,” says Thor, his voice very level, his eyes still on the Director. “Mr. Jameson, I think now might be a good time to apologize.”

“Apologize?” says Jameson, his voice shaky. Lifting his head, he says, “For what?”

“For ordering the attack on Loki’s home and shooting his woman,” says Thor with narrowed eyes.

“I was justified in that,” Jameson says. “And I won’t...” His eyes widen, his mouth hangs open, but no sound comes out. He looks down at his feet. “What’s happening to me?” he wails.

Bewildered, Steve looks him up and down. Nothing appears to be wrong.

“So...so...so cold,” says Jameson.

“Magic,” says Thor.

“Can you do anything?” Steve says to Thor.

Tilting his head, Thor says, “I see it surrounding his limbs. Perhaps if we amputate them quickly—”

“What?” Steve shouts, running over to the director. Grabbing the director’s arms Steve notices Jameson’s hands are coated with frost, like a window in winter. A chill nips at Steve’s fingers, through Jameson’s sport coat. “Get a thermal blanket!” Steve shouts at one of the agents milling in the room. As the agent darts off, Steve shouts at another, “Get over here and help me get him undressed.” Trying to yank off Jameson’s coat that has gone stiff as cardboard and feels blisteringly cold, Steve shouts at the other two agents remaining. “Strip to your skivvies! We’re going to treat him like he has hypothermia.”

Thor looks heavenward. “Loki! He was an idiot! You’ve made your point.”

With a grunt, Steve starts ripping off Jameson’s shirt as the other agent pulls off the jacket.

“It’s too late,” says Thor.

Steve’s eyes slide to Jameson’s. The director’s open eyes and inside of his open mouth are coated with ice, lacey patterns of frost trailing over his cheeks. Steve puts a hand to Jameson’s chest. Stepping back, Steve shouts, “He has no heart beat. Get him to medical!”

He meets the eyes of the agents in the room. “Now!”

The two agents who were stripping, now down to their t-shirts and slacks, pause and then run forward. The agent attempting to undress Jameson tips Jameson into their arms. The director falls, body stiff as a felled tree.

Steve backs away as they carry the director out of the room. His hand goes to his mouth. When at last he can speak, all Steve can say is, “How?”

Beside him Thor says, “Loki now has a source of infinite power and now he’s infinitely powerful.”

Steve turns slowly to Thor. Thor is gazing upward, hammer in hand, and his brow furrowed. After a few long moments, Thor nods his head as though he’s confirmed something to himself. “Loki is fighting Cera’s will.” 

Steve stares at him in disbelief. He gestures to the door where Jameson was just hauled out of the room like a log. “How can you say that?”

Lowering his eyes to Steve’s, Thor says, “Because we aren’t dead.”




Chapter 12

Amy hurts. She can’t even tell where she hurts most, because it feels like the front of her body is prickling with a hundred different needles. She takes a breath and the pain in her neck makes all the other pain disappear. Wincing, she opens her eyes and finds herself staring at the familiar whirls of plaster of Loki’s bedroom ceiling. What isn’t familiar is the beeping that sounds suspiciously like a heart monitor, the IV drip in her wrist, or the face of the white-coated middle aged woman with a stethoscope sitting next to her. 

Amy blinks. No, wait, the woman is one of the doctors from the trauma center, but Amy can’t remember her name. There is a slight sheen of sweat on the woman’s brow, the corners of her lips are turned down, and her eyes are a little too wide. She’s frightened. Amy’s eyes slide to the side. A young man she recognizes as a nurse paramedic is by her side as well.

Amy opens her mouth. The voice that comes out is a cracked whisper. “What happened...how...”

She tries to sit up but stops as every nerve in her body seizes up with pain.

The doctor puts her hands on her shoulders. “Don’t get up. You received multiple superficial wounds to your abdomen from exploding glass. None were deep, but you do have a lot of stitches.”

Amy sinks down into the bed, the memories coming back. “They opened fire...”

Why did they open fire? 

The doctor nods her head. Her hair is slightly graying; it’s pulled in a tight bun. “You also took a bullet to the neck. It lodged between your carotid artery and jugular.”

Amy’s fingers twist in the duvet. She’d been just millimeters from death. “How...” How did she get here.

“He brought us here,” says the doctor. She smiles tightly. “He said you’d be more comfortable away from ADUO.”

Amy closes her eyes, in exhaustion. She remembers telling Loki she loved him, and his dismissal. She almost laughs. And then he does something like this...Forget God of Goof, if he were a god he’d be the God of Mixed Signals.

“We are very lucky,” says the nurse.

Amy opens her eyes, not sure what he is talking about.

“Indeed, you are very lucky.” It’s Loki’s voice. Amy’s body freezes; something sounds...off. “Miss Lewis is alive.”

Turning her head towards Loki, her body goes cold in shock. Loki is wearing his armor. But where it used to blend into the environment around it, now it is black with a strange glowing sheen on it—almost like oil on a puddle of water. The glow catches and condenses in the crevices of the armor’s joints; where there should be shadows there is white light. The sword and scabbard at his waist have the same glow. The left arm of the armor is different, though. It seems to have no physical surface, just plates of iridescence at the shoulder, arm and forearm. It’s all magical and should be beautiful, except for the helmet. Amy stares. Where Loki used to wear a round helmet with a visor, now there is a helm with two curled horns. 

Loki grins, showing all his teeth. “Like it? We decided to try something more traditional. We want to be recognized.”

Amy’s eyes move to his face. His skin is pale again, but it looks mottled. There are dark circles under his eyes, too.

“Loki, what’s happened?” she whispers.

Raising two fingers towards the nurse and the doctor, Loki says, “You two can wait in the other room.”

Instead of moving towards the door, they both draw back, the doctor drawing in a breath with a sharp gasp. And then there is a soft whoosh of air, Amy’s ears pop, and the man and woman are gone.

Amy turns to Loki, “Where have they gone?”

“Oh, don’t worry,” Loki says. Sauntering over, he unbuckles his belt and sword and then plunks himself down on the chair beside her. “We sent them to the other room through the In-Between. Just like we pulled them and the equipment from the trauma center.”

“We?” says Amy, meeting his slightly bloodshot gray eyes.

Nodding, Loki leans forward. “Cera and I. We are one now.” He smirks. “More convenient than carrying her around and now she—we—have feet.”

Amy stares at Loki. She feels a chill go through her even though there are blankets heaped on the bed. She swallows. Manipulating the In-Between is exhausting for Loki, but he doesn’t look tired. In fact, he seems possessed by a manic energy. And yet...

“You’re not blue,” Amy says. She associates Loki being blue with him being healthy, with his magic being at full power.

Loki tilts his head and closes his eyes. His mouth gives a funny tick. “Barbaric. False idols. False gods, there is no God. I—she—we...no blue.”

I, she, we...Amy draws back into the pillows, with a wince.

“But enough about us! This is about you!” Loki says. “We have to make you better, you are important to us!”

Leaning forward Loki whispers, “We thought about healing you ourselves, since we are very nearly omnipotent. But omnipotence isn’t omniscience. Oh, we can move elephants and hadrosaurs through the In-Between, and make all of ADUO’s eyes and sensors see nothing in this apartment. We even tried our hand at fixing glass in the other room. But healing? I said no, it was better to trust the doctors.”

I? Is there a little bit of Loki left in there? Meeting his bloodshot gray eyes, Amy says, “Thank you, Loki>.”

Smiling, he straightens. “But now you are mostly recovered, and we have something that should help you the rest of the way.” Winking, he says, “Or we will have something!”

With a sharp quick movement, he swipes his hand through the empty air in front of his nose. There is a shrill screech, and both Amy’s and Loki’s eyes widen. In his hand is a madly chattering red squirrel with tufted ears.

Scowling at it, Loki says, “Ratatoskr!”

Amy blinks. The squirrel that carries messages along the World Tree in Norse legend?

“Loki! What the fuck?” squeaks the squirrel. Really, compared to trolls, elves, spider-mice, and hadrosaurs, a talking-swearing squirrel should hardly be surprising. Still, Amy nearly jumps in her skin.

Lashing his tail furiously, the squirrel tries to push himself out of Loki’s hands with his little paws. That failing, he raises a tiny fist at Loki’s nose. “I work for the Norns! Unhand me, you—” There is a long string of chatter that sounds suspiciously like more swearing.

Rolling his eyes, Loki tosses the squirrel over his shoulder. It hits the glass window with a squeak and a thud and slides to the floor. Amy stares at the creature with wide eyes. Ratatoskr doesn’t move.

“We didn’t want him anyways,” says Loki. “Horrible gossip, and so vulgar.”

“Help him!” says Amy.

Scowling and bending towards her, Loki says, “No, it is more important that we help you.” With that he swipes his hand through the air again. This time when his hand stills, it holds an apple. If it weren’t for the slight flecks of red in its deep yellow skin and the rich apply smell that instantly wafts through the room, Amy might think it was made of gold. Staring at it, her mouth begins to water. She wants the apple more than she’s wanted anything, and she knows instantly what it is. “One of Idunn’s apples,” she says, her voice a sigh of awe.

“Just for you,” says Loki, bowing his horned head.

Amy takes a breath. “You’ve already destroyed Asgard, and you’ve brought this back?”

Loki’s head tips to the side, and then springs back up, as though he’s fighting an itch. “Sadly, no. I—“ His lips tick again. “It’s more important to start here. First we fix Earth. We need to, for Josef. Otherwise Loki might forget.”

Shivering, Amy draws back into the covers. Loki—or Cera—looms over her, hand with the apple outstretched, the points of his new horned helmet glowing above her. “Eat this. It will help you heal, make it as though the last year and a half has not aged your body at all, and give you magic.”

Give her magic...the Einherjar become magical when they eat the apples. Loki’s told her magic takes different forms in everyone. For the briefest moment she wonders what her magic would be like, what powers she would have.

Or maybe she would just be more vulnerable to Cera? No humans have fallen under Cera’s control.

Loki smiles, and Amy shivers. 

“Eat it. Be with us as we unite the world as one,” Loki says.

Amy’s terrified, yet she knows she cannot accept the apple, even if something in her cries out for it, as though she’s been waiting to take a bite from it her entire life. Swallowing, she says, “So, ummm...maybe I should tell you about guys with horns offering women apples in my religious tradition.”

Loki sneers. “We know you’re not religious. We wouldn’t like you if you were! Take it and eat it.”

Amy takes a breath. She’s injured and even more powerless than usual. She stares at the apple, and has to lick her lips, her mouth is watering so much.

And suddenly it strikes her. She isn’t completely powerless. She almost smiles. “No. I won’t take your apple. I won’t be part of us.” She feels strangely light, strangely good as the words leave her mouth.

Loki’s head tilts to the side. For a few long moments he says nothing, but his jaw twitches frantically. At last, standing from his seat, his lips curling, he whispers. “We should kill you.” And then he laughs. “Instead we will let you watch your world burn!”

There is a whoosh of air, Amy’s ears pop, and just like that, he’s gone. Apple, horns, and all.

Amy stares at the spot where he was. She sits for a few minutes completely dazed, and then she remembers the doctor and nurse. But when she calls out, “Hello? Hello?” there is no answer. She swallows and tries to raise her hand to her head but it gets stuck on the IV. She groans in pain and frustration and then notices that attached to the IV is a little device that looks like a finger sized microphone, only where the speaker input would be is a little button. Her brow furrows. It’s right next to a bucket of ice, a plastic cup of water and Loki’s white book on the nightstand. Her eyebrows rise—he’s left his book...and Laevithin is leaning against the nightstand, shimmering with the same light as his armor. Such details fade from her mind as she realizes the little button gadget thing is the control for her morphine drip. Squelching a groan, she reaches for it. Picking it up she presses the button furiously before she remembers it’s not a good idea, and then sighs as the pain seems to wash away in a warm wave. Maybe it was a good idea? She’s about to hit the button again when she hears a little squeak from the corner.

Amy turns her head. Ratatoskr is rolling over onto his stomach.

“Hi, little squirrel,” Amy says. “Are you alright?”

“No! I feel like crap!” he says.

It might or might not be the drugs, but Amy can’t help laughing.

He tries to get up but groans instead. “Fuckity fuck,” he mumbles. “I think one of my ribs is fractured.”

“You need to put ice on it,” says Amy.

“No shit!” says Ratatoskr, his little nose wiggling side to side and his tail thrashing.

Amy snickers. “There’s some over here. I’ll come over and pick you up.”

Forcing herself to sit, Amy grabs hold of the little rolly stand with her IV attached. She’s wearing a hospital gown that is pretty drafty in the back, but she’s not sure the squirrel will care. Standing with a groan, she walks over to the squirrel.

“Don’t suppose you know how the bloody Hel Loki managed to nab me out of Idunn’s orchard?” the squirrel says as Amy kneels beside him.

Amy tilts her head as she scoops him into her arms.

“I was there checking to see if the harvest was ready. Not stealing apples.” Eyes wide, he blinks up at her innocently. “Really, I wasn’t going to eat the apples.”

Amy tweaks his trembling little nose. “Sure,” she says. Her brain is kind of fuzzy and her skin is kind of itchy, but she remembers he asked her a question. “Loki stole the World Seed,” she says as she lays the squirrel down on the bed.

“You’re shitting me, right?” Ratatoskr says as Amy settles beside him.

Amy giggles and rubs him behind the ears. “You have a potty mouth.” Turning to get the ice bucket, Amy says, “But I’m not shitting you.”

“Damn. We are so screwed,” says Ratatoskr.

That makes Amy laugh so hard pain blossoms through her morphine high.

Ratatoskr chitters a few times and then says. “Where the fuck did Loki go, anyway?” 

“No, idea,” says Amy. “We...”

Suddenly Loki’s voice rises in the room, everywhere and nowhere at once. “>No, no magical lobotomies> for the human race. Lobotomies are so boring.”

“That’s Loki’s voice!” says the squirrel, pushing the ice cube to his side, and glancing frantically side to side. “Where’s it coming from?”

“Loki?” says Amy.

And then another disembodied voice rises up, high and childlike, but with an ominous hiss to it. “But it would be so much more efficient!”

“Did you hear that?” says Amy.

The squirrel’s nose trembles. “I think you are high, and I am suffering from a concussion.”

“In every revolution there must be blood,” says Loki.

“Yes, yes, you cannot make a revolution with silk gloves!” shouts the child.

“I am high, but we do hear him!” says Amy. “And Cera the World Seed, too!”

“Uh-oh,” says Ratatoskr, eyes wide.

A flashing light in the window catches Amy’s eyes. She turns to see the blue sky outside fading, colors swirling in the glass and taking form. And then it’s as though the window is a floor-to-ceiling television screen and she’s looking through a camera at an auditorium with lush red carpeting. Desks form a semi-circle around her with wide-eyed men and women in business attire seated at them. Amy’s eyes widen. The scene is famous—or infamous, Chicago City Hall council chambers.

“What the...” says Ratatoskr.

Amy swallows. “Recently Loki’s subconscious has been projecting...I think through the window we’re looking out his eyes.” 

The squirrel squeaks and snuggles against her hip. “Great, he was already losing it before he got the World Seed.”

Directly in front of the camera is the back of what can only be Mayor Ronnie’s head. “Our city faces another threat of unknown quantity—”

A woman near the back shouts out, “So the SWAT raid you authorized on my condo building didn’t solve our problems after all?”

There are a few muffled boos through the room.

And then Loki’s voice cuts through the din. “You authorized the raid on my—our—home?” Amy can’t see him, but his voice seethes with fury and she can imagine the sneer on his face.

Throughout the chamber there are gasps. Mayor Ronnie spins around, lips turned up and brow furrowed. Amy’s ready for one of his famous screaming tirades, but as his jaw drops, what looks like white lace blossoms on his tongue and spreads out from his mouth over his face, coating his eyes. His whole body stiffens. Steam or smoke or something comes off his body in waves. It’s white and misty, whatever it is, like his body is casting out his ghost. A hand reaches out as though from the person holding the camera and knocks the mayor over. The mayor falls to the ground and the camera angles downward as the mayor’s body shatters, shards sliding out over the floor like glass.

“Eeep,” says Ratatoskr, and Amy’s hand goes to the squirrel.

“Oooo...neat,” says Loki’s voice coming directly from the window-screen.

The camera cocks to the side as though Loki’s tilting his head. “We didn’t realize he’d do that if he was extra cold.”

Amy straightens. Loki’s voice rings out again in the council chamber, the camera of his eyes sweeping around the room. “We are your new leader. We will make your world a better place. I would prefer if you fought us...but we will gladly accept surrender.”

“To Hell with surrender! This is Chicago!” says a middle-aged man with white hair and a slight Irish lilt to his voice. He pulls out a handgun and raises it. Maybe Amy is hallucinating. Are aldermen allowed to carry guns in city hall? Her brow wrinkles. Of course, this is Chicago, would they care if they weren’t allowed?  A few of the other men in the room stand and raise guns as well. Screaming and shouting, the rest of the aldermen and women stand up and bolt for the door.

“Oh, this is going to be fun!” says Loki, and this time it is as though he’s whispering over Amy’s shoulder.

“A lobotomy would be easier,” says Cera, her voice rising near Amy’s other ear.

Amy closes her eyes. But she still hears the gunshots and gurgled cries of pain coming from the window looking into the City Hall.

x  x  x  x

The room Steve and Thor occupy is small and windowless. Fluorescent bulbs blink and hum overhead; an air conditioner hums. Steve is sitting on a rickety metal fold-out chair at a cheap table—one that hadn’t been deemed worthy of using out in the open area where emergency dispatchers are taking calls and routing police, firemen and volunteers. When he leans to get closer to the speaker phone on it, the table rocks and squeaks.

“Sirs,” Steve says, “police and firefighters are stretched too thin with civilian evacuations, troll, wyrm and manticore attacks. They cannot handle the additional threat Loki poses.” Steve would like to imagine Loki going directly back to Asgard—but if that was his plan, he doesn’t think Loki  would have taken Amy and the medical staff with him. 

The voice of the head of the Senate’s Armed Services Committee comes on. “Without an act of Congress, it is up to the Illinois governor. The current alien attacks are uncoordinated. They do not qualify as an invasion force. But you can be assured that we are monitoring the situation closely.”

Steve’s brow furrows at that. Surely they have drones. Do they have fighter jets available for close air support?

The President’s voice comes on the line. There is a loud ambient hum behind him. The sound of Air Force One’s engines, maybe? 

“What sort of threat does Loki pose exactly?” says the President.

Pacing around to the opposite side of the table, Thor raises an eyebrow at the phone on the table. “He is capable of anything he can imagine.”

A voice on the other end barks, “We don’t even know where he is. He could be on his way to Washington. We should continue using all federal resources to secure strategic assets!”

Steve’s brow goes up. The rumor mill was right. At that moment Steve’s phone beeps. Looking down, Steve sees a text from Bryant. Brow furrowing, Steve stands. “Loki has been sighted at City Hall. Police have already been dispatched.”

Thor straightens. “Agent Rogers and I must go,” says Thor. 

“Just a minute, you cannot go until authorized,” says another voice on the phone. “We will decide—”

There is a blur at the periphery of Steve’s vision. He pulls back just in time to see Mjolnir crash on the phone, breaking it into splinters of metal and plastic and collapsing the table below it.

Lifting Mjolnir to his shoulder, Thor glares at Steve. “We do not have time for democratic debate. Loki heard you before, he may hear you again. You will come with me.”

Steve stares at the phone. “Right.” 

Passing through the crowded hub of HQ a few moments later, they nearly collide with a group of men and one woman in dirty jeans, all with orange reflective vests and helmets walking beside Stodgill. A few are brandishing shotguns. Steve scowls in frustration at the roadblock. Seeing his look and misinterpreting, Stodgill says, “Yes, they’re the plumbers for the blockage under LaSalle, Sir, but they have a right to be armed, no matter what city ordinance—” 

“Fine, just get out of our way,” says Steve. The plumbers fall to the side, and Steve and Thor push through. They are almost to the main exit when Steve hears someone shout. “He’s on LaSalle Street. CNN has live coverage!”

Steve turns his head and brings his hand to Thor’s shoulder. For a moment they both stop, mesmerized.

Loki is on the screen. Steve’s breath catches in his throat at the sight. Loki’s armor is so black it gleams blue. Upon his head is a helmet with long curved horns. With the smirk Loki’s wearing, he looks every bit a monster from a nightmare.

“The helmet...” someone gasps.

Beside him Thor hums. “Horns. Foolish for battle. And look at the armor on his left arm? It isn’t like the rest—the joints are uncovered, and it looks like he’ll be vulnerable from below. Not dwarven or elven made, that is certain.”

Steve snaps his attention to Thor. The large man is eyeing the television screen, his expression calculating. Turning his attention back to the television, Steve sees what Thor means. The plates on Loki’s left arm don’t fit him like a second skin like they do on his right.

Thor speaks again. “Why bother with armor at all? He divined how Frigga made Baldur invulnerable. He could do the same for himself.”

“What are you saying?” says Steve.

Eyes still on the screen, Thor tilts his head. “He plays a game. Perhaps one he doesn’t want to win.”

There are sounds of explosions from the television. Steve turns his head to see police cars on fire, and police with raised guns screaming, frost rising from their bodies.

“A bad game,” Steve says.

“But one we must play,” says Thor, before stepping through the revolving doors. With one last glance at the screen, Steve follows.

x  x  x  x


With one arm Amy leans on the rolling stand of her IV drip. In the other she carries Ratatoskr. She is moving as fast as she can— which isn’t very—down the hallway that separates Loki’s bedroom from the rest of his apartment.

“Ow! Norn’s webs, woman, why didn’t you leave me on the bed?” the squirrel grumbles.

“Have to get away, have to get away,” Amy chants to herself, even though she can hear gun shots in the background. 

Entering the foyer, she tries the door, but the handle doesn’t budge. She pounds on it and screams, but there is no answer on the other side. Dropping her forehead to the door, she lets out a frustrated groan.

“Think most people had the sense to get the fuck out of here,” says Ratatoskr. Amy glares down at the squirrel. He gives a little squeak and rubs a paw over his nose. “Just sayin’.”

Lifting her head, she looks towards the living room. She can send an email to Steve. A part of her wonders what good that will do anyone. Grimacing, she presses the little button that administers morphine and marches on.

As she enters the living room she lets out a breath. She sees the sun shining on buildings and the Board of Trade...it may be the drugs, but it looks like it is leaning to one side. Still, the window is not showing the world through Loki’s eyes, and she breathes a sigh of relief. 

No sooner has the breath left her lips, than the window shimmers and she’s staring at a pair of double doors swinging open, and then she’s looking across a city street at a mural of Icarus and Daedalus above the entrance of a building. Her legs feel weak, as though they might melt beneath her in dread as Loki turns southward. Suddenly, she’s staring down the long canyon of LaSalle Street, dark despite the sunny day, eerily empty of people and traffic.

“Awww...” A long string of angry squirrelese flows from Ratatoskr mouth. “I don’t want a front row seat in Loki’s brain!”

In the distance she hears the wail of police sirens getting louder as Loki begins to walk towards the Board of Trade four blocks or so away. She tilts her head. The Board of Trade is tilted a bit from this angle, too.

At the periphery of her vision she sees police cars pull up on West Washington to the right and left of Loki. Men run out and shout, “Freeze!”

“Puppets of the oppressors,” says Cera’s voice. “Let them freeze.”

“No, Loki, no!” Amy screams.

For a moment, the forward motion of the scene stalls, but then the police officers start to scream. Their breath turns frosty as their bodies turn to ice. Their cars explode one by one. 

Loki begins walking southward again through the frozen statues of police and burning husks of cars, towards the leaning Board of Trade. Through the smoke Amy makes out the shape of a press van.

“Parasites,” screeches Cera. “We will kill them.”

“No, don’t!” shouts Amy, shaking her IV stand.

“Why, why, why....” It’s Loki’s voice, sounding distant, and faint.

“The revolution must be televised!” Amy says. She gasps for breath, not really sure where that came from. But Loki’s voice echoes through the apartment, a little louder this time. “She’s right.”

“Whoa,” says Ratatoskr, trembling in Amy’s hands. “He heard you!”

“Yes,” says Cera. “I understand! We will show them our full power, by destroying this monument to capitalism!”

Amy straightens. “Oh, shit,” she says.

“You took the words out of my mouth,” says Ratatoskr. Without looking down at the squirrel, Amy rolls the IV stand over to Loki’s desk and plunks down on his chair. The computer’s screen flickers to life and she does her best to type in the password with one hand. From the window comes the sound of an explosion. She glances up to see the buildings on either side of Loki collapse. Debris falls down in destruction so fast and forceful the chunks of cement and mortar look like the foam of falling water. “He’s destroying the buildings,” she whispers.

Squeaking, Ratatoskr says, “Hopefully, not this one.”

The password works, and Amy’s suddenly looking at live streaming aerial footage of Chicago on CNN. As the window shows a curtain of dust and debris, the scene on the computer shows buildings toppling one by one down LaSalle. Amy’s heart feels like it’s in her throat, and then she hears the voice she’s never heard before echoing through the apartment. “Please, St. Jude, help them. Help those people...”

Another voice rises in chorus. “Dear God, make it stop.” Another voice comes, sounding suspiciously like Arabic, and then another, and another in still a different language, until there are so many it is like the sound of rushing water. 

Ratatoskr meets Amy’s eyes. “Prayers,” whispers the squirrel. “Those are human prayers!”

“They’re watching CNN,” says Amy.

A voice rises among the rest, male, English, but heavily accented and vaguely Indian. “Fuck you! I did not leave India for this!”

“I agree with that one,” says Ratatoskr.

“What is that?” says Cera’s voice loud and clear above the din.

“They are praying for me to save them,” says Loki, and Amy can hear the quirk of his lips in his voice.

“We are saving them!” says Cera. “They will see!”

Loki doesn’t respond.

On the monitor in front of her Amy opens her email and desperately types out a message to Steve. She winces and grips her side. What is she thinking? Circuits are probably jammed, it will never get through. She closes her eyes and says a silent prayer that it gets through—and hears it echo around her in the room. Lifting her eyes to empty air she presses send and flips back to CNN.

From the aerial view provided by CNN, Amy sees two buildings topple a block away from the Board of Trade, the blocks in Loki’s wake completely decimated.

“Fuck!” says Amy.

“Amen,” says Ratatoskr.

x  x  x  x

Steve and Thor stumble out of the building, through the throng of reporters, and into the middle of LaSalle Street. Steve sees the exhaust of cars—cabs, maintenance vehicles and a few police cars—but he can’t hear their engines. The buildings on either side of LaSalle are crumbling and drowning nearly all other sounds. A human-shaped shadow highlighted by shimmering blue approaches through the dust at a leisurely walk. Steve’s jaw tightens. Loki.

His phone buzzes in his pocket, but it is on the periphery of his consciousness. Thor is shouting to some agents by the door, “Evacuate the building!”  A few people who ignored the evacuation orders days ago are running from the remaining buildings on LaSalle. 

Steve’s phone is still buzzing. Why is it still buzzing? He pulls it out of his pocket. He doesn’t have to click on anything. It’s lit up, a message seemingly scrawled across the surface in glowing blue pen. 

Cera is controlling Loki. He’s fighting it. You have to HELP him outsmart her!  Amy

It’s obviously magic. But how and why is this message coming through? Steve looks up to see two more buildings crumble only half a block away as Loki approaches. People running down the sidewalk fall over in the debris and dust. 

“We have to talk to him,” Steve says, looking at his phone. 

How Thor hears his words, barely-audible above the destruction, Steve will never know. “Aye,” shouts Thor. “But first we must clear the dust.”  Thor raises his hammer. The sky darkens too quickly to be natural, there is the crackle of lightning, and the boom of thunder. The skies open up and Steve is instantly soaked. His hands flex by his side, but he doesn’t grab his gun. 

“Loki!” Thor shouts towards the horned figure glowing in the middle of the street just a few yards away. Loki stops walking forward. The roar of collapsing buildings is replaced by the sound of rain pounding on the pavement and screams of the wounded. Along the pavement beside them, rainwater begins to swirl, running brown with dust. 

“Hello, Thor!” Loki shouts, his voice ringing with laughter. “Ready to die, son of the Tsar of the Nine Realms?”

“If you truly wanted that I would already be dead,” Thor shouts back. 

At this distance, Steve can see the wide, maniacal stretch of Loki’s grin and the glint of teeth beneath his horned helmet, the strange plating on his left arm glowing very brightly. “Maybe I just want to play with you!” Loki shouts. “You know how I love games!”

Steve hears the wail of police sirens through the rain. And then there are explosions in the distance and the wailing disappears. The only sound on the street is the sound of people screaming and calling to one another.

“I know there is still good in you, Loki!” Thor shouts.

“Good? Thor, have you been talking to the Christians?” Loki laughs. And then he leans forward and screams. “This isn’t about good or evil! This is about power!”

Coming forward fast, Loki whips his left arm in a wide circle and the rain stops. 

Thor raises his hammer and nothing happens. “Let the sunshine in!” Loki screams—and beams of sunlight break through the clouds. Steve finds himself, Thor, and Loki, now only a few paces away, in a natural spotlight.

Taking a deep breath, Steve wills himself to ignore the screams around him. He takes a step forward and a makes a stab in the dark. “After being a pawn of Odin your whole life, you’re going to be a pawn of Cera, Loki?” 

Eyes leaving Thor, Loki shouts, “We will kill you, too, Steve Rogers!” Then his head ticks to the side, as though something’s in his ear, and he starts to grimace.

Steve’s gaze slides towards Thor. Thor’s hammer is above the warriors head. The large man is pulling on the handle, as though the hammer is suspended on an invisible string.

Loki laughs, and Steve’s attentions snaps back to him.

 

“We should kill you instantly,” Loki says. “But no, I say a game is better, a game is more fun.”

Steve is aware of shadows on the periphery of his vision, agents from the FBI, and maybe police officers slinking through the alleyways of the remaining buildings, guns raised. Steve is torn between telling them to run and being afraid of giving them away.

Smiling, Loki says, “Did Amy ever tell you about the story Thor Versus Captain America?” He giggles and raises his eyebrows. “I was the good guy in that one! Thor was in league with the Nazis...which is oddly appropriate considering his activities during the 40s.”

“Loki!” Thor says, his voice low and steady. “Stop this.”  

Steve’s eyes go to Thor. Thor is still trying to pull the hammer out of the air, his face contorted in a grimace, a sheen of sweat on his skin.

Loki takes a menacing step towards Thor. In the distance, another building tumbles. Trying to distract Loki, or buy time, Steve says, “The name of the story is Thor Meets Captain America.”

“Liar!” screams Loki, spinning to Steve. “We shall watch you kill each other!” 

“Run, Agent Rogers!” Thor shouts. He’s still hanging onto his hammer—and the hammer is rushing through the air in Steve’s direction.

Steve dives to the ground, asphalt and pebbles digging into his hands and pain shooting through his side as Thor and the hammer hit the ground where Steve just stood, lightning rippling up along Thor’s body. Loki laughs. Steve is once more aware of screaming. And another sound, one that he recognizes from his time in Afghanistan. Jet fighters. 

So Big Brother has been paying attention.

“Hey, Thor!” Steve shouts, scrambling to his feet. “Try and get me!” Turning, Steve runs. 

Loki laughs. “That’s the spirit.”

Turning into an alley, Steve hears Thor grunt behind him and nearly collides with agents and police in front of him. “Incoming, take cover!” Steve shouts.

Their eyes are wide. Steve turns to see Thor, still holding onto his hammer, flying through the air about seven feet above the ground, coming right at him. “Run, that’s an order!” says Steve. The agents turn and run, but Steve turns and runs towards Thor, diving down just before the hammer hits his head. Thor and the hammer collide with the ground in a rumble of thunder and a flash of lightning. At the opening of the alley Loki laughs, but his voice is drowned out by the sound of aircover drawing closer. 

Loki looks up, momentarily distracted. From an alley across the street comes the sound of gunfire. Steve is close enough that he hears bullets colliding with Loki’s armor as he stares up into the sky—and then a nearly simultaneous chorus of screams just before the roar of fighter jets becomes nearly deafening. A bright lights streaks towards Loki and he holds out a hand and laughs as an explosion erupts just a few feet in front of him, flames licking out in a sphere. It takes a moment for Steve to understand what he’s just seen. Loki just deflected Hellfire missiles—it shouldn’t be a shock.

A chill runs through his body. For a moment all he can do is stare in breathless horror. He’d imagined Claire would be safe because she was in Lake Forest...nowhere in the world is safe.

Shaking himself, Steve turns to see Thor struggling to his feet, and then he hears a boom in the sky and looks up to see five F-15 Strike Eagles on fire, shooting through the sky like falling stars.

“This is so much fun!” screams Loki. And then the sound of the fighters colliding with buildings becomes too loud to hear anything else.

Steve turns to find Thor beside him. Steve bows his head to the ground, completely at a loss as to what to do...and then he sees something black sliding along the pavement a few feet behind Loki. A manhole cover.


“What are the sewage thralls doing?” Thor rumbles beside him.

An orange hard hat and the muzzle of a shotgun peek up just at the level of the street behind where Loki is staring at the downed fighters. The man raises the gun. A shot might have been fired, it’s hard to hear, but what is definite is the sound of Loki’s scream as he clutches the underside of his left arm, his armor pulsing with light.

x   x   x   x

Pain rips along Loki’s left arm as a bullet slips beneath the plating, and the magical energy flooding his body retreats for a moment.

“What is that?” Cera screams.

“Pain,” says Loki. Turning around he sees a brightly colored helmet and the muzzle of a shotgun slip into a manhole. Loki hears a mumble of “Shit. I missed.”

“How dare he!” Cera shouts. “How dare one so low make us hurt. The fool is the very people we will help! Kill him!”

Loki gasps. In the back of his mind he hears whispers—calls in every human language to every conceivable deity and saint. He hears St. Jude, Jesus, Jehovah, Allah, Shiva and a string of other names that could be Hindi. He hears a few calls to Ananse, Iktomi, Odin and even...

“Loki!” It’s Amy’s voice.

“What are you waiting for?” Cera says. “Stop him!”

What is Loki waiting for?  He snarls and winces in pain. Why does he have his mind back? Is it the pain keeping Cera at bay?

At the corner of his vision he sees Steve approaching, gun raised, speaking into his phone. And Thor is behind him, hammer in hand. Loki has relinquished his hold on Mjolnir in his distraction. Shadows of humans are emerging from the remaining buildings around him, weapons drawn. Part of him wants them to succeed—but knows that is an impossibility. Almost against Loki’s volition, the wound in his arm is healing. Cera is invincible.

He hears Amy’s voice again, begging him. “Please, Loki, don’t be the destroyer, be the transformer.”

There is a ping of a bullet on the back of his helmet.

“Enough of this game! Stop them!” Cera commands.

Loki feels the flare of magic in his body again, as he—no Cera—readies to attack. 

Steve is right, he is just a puppet—has always been a puppet. Loki was the source of Asgard’s greatest treasures, its greatest defender, and yet all this time he’s been regarded as a fool. His lips curl. And with good reason. He hasn’t been playing the game, he’s been played. Cera is using him, just as Odin had, just as Amy said Cera would...just as Thor said she would. Why had Loki been so blind? Was it his desire for vengeance, or just because it is his nature to destroy everything and never get anything right.

“Stop the games now,” Cera screams. Magic ripples and pulses along every cell in Loki’s body. Loki feels a cry of despair and frustration rising in his chest. He’s had enough of this game too—enough of all games. Throwing up his arms, Loki screams, “No! Stop everything!”

And Cera obeys.

Power whips through Loki with such strength he lifts from the ground. The humans around him become motionless. Dust and soot hang in the air in front of him like dirty snowflakes. The flames rising up from exploded cars, buildings and bodies become motionless pillars of orange light. The scene around Loki is blanketed in an eerie silence.

Loki gasps. Preserving time in the immediate vicinity is Odin’s trick. Not something Loki is capable of at all, but with Cera...with Cera...oh.

Loki looks up at the sky. Even the clouds have stopped moving. His consciousness slips along with the tendrils of Cera’s power; but he’s still separate, still himself. He feels Earth and all the planets around her sun stop their rotations. He feels the galaxy stop spinning, and the universe itself stop expanding. And he sees. His eyes widen as he realizes what a small branch of the World Tree the Nine Realms are. There are more branches, more realms, more life—too much and too varied to contemplate. He pulls back and looks only at the Nine Realms. His gaze falls upon the elf queen, still as a statue, staring in her pool at an image of himself, and sees Odin upon his throne—Heimdall whispering in his ear, a spear that is not Gungnir is in the All Father’s grasp. Where is Gungnir? Odin had last used the spear to trap Hoenir in his hut. At the moment Loki thinks of Hoenir, he sees the hut, with Gungnir still outside its front door in Muspelheim, the realm of fire, frozen tendrils of flames rising up from its roof like so many jagged teeth. 

Stretching his consciousness inside Hoenir’s home, Loki sees his boys immobilized by magic, crouched by the door, armed with Earth-style automatic weapons. Sigyn lies upon a couch looking towards their sons. Mimir’s head is on his favorite staff, leaning against the wall, mouth open, eyes turned towards the statues of Nari and Valli. He gasps in disbelief and relief, even as his throat tightens. He can’t fail them again. 

Hoenir is not with them; he is at a table, sipping tea. Hoenir is moving. And he is not the Hoenir that Loki remembers. His head is no longer balding, his pot belly is gone.

“Hoenir?” Loki gasps.

From where he is drinking tea, Hoenir looks up. The lines that used to surround his eyes have vanished. He looks so...young, like in the dream with Laugaz. Hoenir shakes his head, as though responding to Loki’s unspoken, Why?

Feeling exposed, bitter and brittle, Loki looks away. Closing his eyes, he takes a deep breath. His sons, Sigyn, Mimir and Hoenir are alive. And Hoenir is moving...Loki suddenly knows how that is possible, and how Loki was able to fight the influence of Odin’s ability to stop time as Loki became older and stronger. Odin’s magic lies in preservation and order, but chaos and creation cannot be stopped forever. 

Loki feels a tightening in his chest and lets out a breath. The universe has begun its outward journey again, but it is slower, still tethered...His hands ball into fists. Is he only himself because Cera’s power is diverted? If so, how much time does he have? What will she have him do when she releases the heavens from her hold? He looks around at the world where his body resides, the toppled buildings, the fires of exploded machines, and frozen bodies. 

He knows what she will do to Earth. His consciousness spins around the small globe he’s found himself on. He sees hundreds of different countries, divided by even more cultures and languages. New cultures and new language are forming every minute as human societies struggle to accommodate the changes their frantic pace of technological innovation has wrought. Compared to all the other nine realms with their static kings and queens, kingdoms and stale magic, this world is chaos.

But Cera will put an end to it. She will combine all of humanity under one monolithic ideology, constrain the minds and ideas she doesn’t approve of, and decide what is best for all—just like Odin.

His vision shrinks to just this one city. Chicago was chaos before he even arrived, diverse, vibrant, and corrupt. Its skyscrapers reach for the sky, even as grass and tree roots break through the shackles of pavement, destroying the pinnacles from below. 

Life destroying order. He breathes again, overwhelmed. Life as chaos?  He thinks of Helen, of saving her life from the midwives who sought to end her. That was an act of chaos, too, defying the order of the Aesir. Or an act of love? Or maybe love is chaotic? Going to the cave for the lives of his sons and Sigyn...such an honorable thing, and so entirely against his nature. Even Valli knew it. Love could make wretches like him honorable and honorable beings do unthinkable things. Chaotic indeed.

Hovering in midair, in this place outside of time, the voices are gone from his head, but he feels his connection to all of the humans who uttered them. Cera will destroy the voices—the languages, cultures, traditions and the faith behind them. She’ll end this realm of perfect chaos, of real life, and then she’ll expand, won’t she? 

His chest constricts and he feels Cera’s power snap as the universe begins to expand again in earnest. The galaxies begin to pull against Cera’s fetters.

He doesn’t have much time left. What does he want for his sons and the voices of chaos in his head? Nine Realms ruled by Odin or a universe ruled by Cera? 

A ragged breath comes from his lungs stirring the snowflakes of soot in its wake. Every other realm is in stasis enforced by Odin, and Cera would be no better. This realm belongs to no one; it is ruled by change, life, and chaos. 

He smirks, even as he feels the galaxies grind into motion. In a way, this realm is Loki’s. 

He doesn’t have to choose between Odin and Cera. He may be an incarnation of chaos, but he’s a trickster, too—and he always keeps his oaths, after all. 

Loki turns his eyes towards his apartment. Amy is standing there, an immobilized Ratatoskr in her grip. What he is about to do is unfair, but he isn’t justice incarnate.

“Amy,” he whispers. “Move.”

x  x  x  x

Amy blinks, an afterimage of jet planes on fire in her mind, but what she sees before her is very different. She’s no longer staring out of Loki’s eyes through his windows. Instead the windows show him floating above the ground, his skin back to brilliant blue. The world around him is frozen in place. She sees soot and debris hanging in the air.

Loki is smirking, his eyes on hers.

“Loki?” she whispers. “Is that you?”

The smirk softens. “I don’t have much time. Don’t let me forget next time who I am, what I am.”

“Next time?” Amy says. 

Loki shrugs and he gives her a smile that’s too thin and too sharp. 

And then she knows. “No, you can’t die!”

He snorts. “Apparently not. But it will hide me from Odin for a while.” 

Clutching a motionless Ratatoskr to her, Amy stands and limps to the window. “No, there’s got to be another way!”

“Remember for me,” Loki says. She feels heat upon her forehead and she closes her eyes for a moment, overcome by a wave of dizziness. When she opens her eyes, Loki’s smile is gone. 

He sucks in a breath and whispers, “The heavens are on the move. There isn’t much time.” 

Pressing her free hand to the glass, Amy whispers, “No, please.”

Tilting his head, Loki sighs. Sounding very tired, he whispers, “I won’t be the destroyer, Amy. Not this time.”

Amy’s brow furrows and she feels a lump in her throat, tears burning in her eyes. “I don’t want you to go,” she says.

Loki swallows. For a moment she sees something like sorrow flicker across his face. “Thank you,” he says. 

And then, smiling gently, he gives a sort of half shrug. Dropping his eyes to the squirrel in Amy’s arms, Loki says, “Ratatoskr, you incorrigible gossip, wake up and watch this.”

There is a shudder in her arms, and then a mumbled, “The fuck?”

Lifting his eyes back to hers, Loki winks and his lips quirk. Around and behind him flames, dust and debris start to swirl as though in slow motion.

“Cera!” Loki cries, turning his face to the sky.

“Loki! We’re almost together again. Why did you make us stop everything?” Cera’s voice says, sounding like nothing so much as a confused child.

 “I needed time to think.” Loki says. “You’re right, let’s end the games!”

“We will wipe their minds!” Cera says, her voice chillingly cheery.

“Erp,” says Ratatoskr.

Shivering, Amy bites her lip.

Loki snorts. “Oh, no, this place is too far gone for that. We need to start over completely!”

“Eeep!” says Ratatoskr.

“We can do that?” says Cera.

Amy shudders. Ratatoskr trembles.

“With my imagination? And your power? Of course!” says Loki, grinning maniacally. He throws out his arms, lifting them heavenward. “But first, what we need is a very, very Big Bang.”

Around him light begins to swirl. Loki gasps, his eyes going wide. He glances up in Amy’s direction and gives her a small nod.

“No!” she says, her vision blurry with tears. Ratatoskr trembles more violently in her arms—or maybe that is her trembling.

Loki smiles at her. And then he winks.

Behind Loki flames begin to leap and swirl in earnest, debris falling out of the sky as his body and armor pulse with brightness. And then for a heart beat Loki is a single point of light in a vast emptiness. His mouth opens in a silent scream, and suddenly Loki is a burst of light and fire exploding outward. Amy cries out. The window is a wall of fire...

...and then it is just a window again. Amy is looking out at blue sky peeking out beyond retreating thunder clouds and smoke.

Ratatoskr squeaks. “World Tree’s nuts! He took the damn thing into the In-Between.”  His tail swishes. “Loki tricked it into destroying itself!”

The squirrel chitters and then laughs. “The Sly One saved us!”

Amy squeezes him tight, her vision completely obscured by tears. “Yes.”




Chapter 13

When the universe starts to slow, Hoenir doesn’t recognize it at first.

Mimir, Sigyn, Valli, Nari, and all of Hoenir’s extensive friends and pets have already been frozen in time for months, so their stillness doesn’t alert him. When Odin thrust Gungnir into the ground, Hoenir’s hut was surging with magic, about to leave Asgard on its way to Musselpheim. The spells of the hut and staff had crossed. The hut made the journey, but it and everything in it had been frozen by Gungnir’s magic upon arriving.

Hoenir sighs. Except for himself. Sipping his tea, he glances out the window at Gungnir. He’s given up trying to tear the thing out of the ground and end the spell. The magic of the preserver is splendid at preserving itself. But Odin’s magic had worked against the All Father this time. The hut is frozen in one of Musselpheim’s flaming pits, where Heimdall never thought to look, and Odin’s ravens can’t fly. And while it has certainly been lonely, freezing Hoenir’s hut in time did have some advantages. Hoenir looks to the door that leads to his velociraptors’ pens. He hasn’t had to feed them since his imprisonment began.

Of course, Hoenir’s own appetite is another matter. He looks down at his waist, thinner than it’s been in millenia. He’s been rationing his food—not that he can die, but he doesn’t like to be hungry. The paunch had taken too much energy to maintain, and using magic to age himself, slow his metabolism, and thin his hair had been too much of a bother. 

He looks out the window, past the columns of frozen fire that surround his house. His breath catches. The fires beyond his prison have stopped, too. He feels the hairs on the back of his neck rise, and also a presence he knows well.

“Hoenir?”

He feels rather than hears Loki say his name. He looks up and only sees his ceiling. 

He feels Loki’s sense of betrayal. Or maybe it is just the weight of his own guilt. No matter how Hoenir tells himself that the deal he’d struck with Odin was the only way to save the Nine Realms and Loki...

Or maybe you just like to keep Loki close, a wicked voice in his mind whispers. Hoenir shakes his head, and Loki’s presence fades, leaving Hoenir feeling empty and very, very tired. Not for the first time he envies Loki his ignorance, and the fresh starts he’s had over the centuries.

Taking a long draught of his tea, Hoenir stares down into his cup and swirls the leaves. He cannot be with Loki, but he can watch. In the dregs of his tea a picture begins to form of the whole of the universe. His eyebrows go up, the universe itself has stopped, not just one branch of the tree—everything. Loki has Cera then. Breath catching and hands shaking, Hoenir swirls the cup again.

He sees the city of Chicago but where there should be buildings there is dust and rubble with Loki as its focal point, his skin full-blue, his hair black. Hoenir’s eyes mist at the sight. Whenever Loki starts to turn blue it means his magic is surging, and subconsciously he suspects a transformation is near. The picture starts to blur. Hoenir swirls the cup again, this time without ceasing. The picture shimmers and wiggles, and sound emerges.

“Amy,” Loki whispers, black eyes staring at a point in the sky. “Move.”

Squinting and shaking the cup, Hoenir sees the girl moving forward in Loki’s apartment. She wears the raiment of convalescence of her people. She is clutching an immobilized Ratatoskr to her stomach. Hoenir’s been watching Loki’s courtship of her; it is oddly comforting to know Loki misses him, too. The girl is so much like Hoenir himself, or how Hoenir was. 

Hoenir’s brow furrows. Her face is drawn and pale, but she is pretty, in the way new life is. She is definitely Loki’s type, too, curvaceous; not thin and androgynous as is the fashion of her people. Hoenir is jealous of her. Odin may prefer to be male, Loki may not care one way or another, but Hoenir, or that part of the universe that is part of him, would prefer to be female—in other lives the babies that Creation has had!  With time, Hoenir could change himself; but Odin’s punishment would be severe. Hoenir sighs. He has been stuck stitching creatures together, or animating bits of this and that.

In the scene in his cup, Loki says, “I don’t have much time. Don’t let me forget next time who I am, what I am.”

“Next time?” Amy says. 

Loki shrugs and smirks. 

Realization dawns on the girl’s face and in Hoenir at the same time. Hoenir’s eyes widen. Loki knows he will transform. And knows enough to know that he will forget nearly everything—he always flubs the transition. Loki will only be bound by the oath Hoenir saw him make to destroy Odin and Asgard. Sucking in a breath, Hoenir tilts his head. Loki is binding himself to this girl, too.

“No, you can’t die!” she says.


The image goes blurry, or Hoenir’s eyes fill with tears, he’s not sure which. 

“I won’t be the destroyer, Amy. Not this time,” Loki says, and Hoenir’s concentration snaps. He finds himself gasping for breath. All that he has done for Loki, it hasn’t been in vain. And all that he kept from Loki hasn’t damaged him irreparably. But Hoenir won’t be able to help him next time.

Gulping in a breath, Hoenir looks out the window at Gungnir. The spear has Hoenir pinned here like a butterfly. Dropping his head, in frustration, sorrow, and anger, Hoenir suddenly feels a subtle shift. Hearing a rattle beyond the hut, Hoenir looks up and sees Gungnir quaking in the ground. And then Hoenir feels it, the universe starting to move again, its momentum working against Odin’s magic. Hoenir scrambles to his feet. Hesitating just a moment, he walks past the still figures of Valli of Nari, out the door, and through columns of frozen flame. Just as he reaches the spear it shatters into three pieces. Heat instantly whips around him as the flames spring to life. In wonder, Hoenir picks up the remains of Gungnir and moves as quickly as he can back into the safety of the hut.

“What’s going on?” says Nari as Hoenir shuts the door.

“Where are we?” says Sigyn. “Why are the windows filled with flame?”

“Where are the Valkyries? I want to see how they stand up to an M16,” shouts Valli.

“Well—” says Mimir.

“Ragnarok,” says Hoenir. The end of the world. His voice comes out, shaky and dry. It’s been so long since he’s used it. But he needs it now; and the bargain he made to Odin is over.

There is silence in the room. Hoenir looks up at the startled faces. “Loki is free,” Hoenir says. Or will be departing his most recent host very soon.

“Oh, dear,” says Mimir. Of course, he is the only one besides Hoenir who understands.

“Mimir, explain,” says Hoenir; it’s a cruel thing to ask, but Hoenir can’t bring himself to do it.

Detaching the blade from the tip of the spear, Hoenir stares at the pieces for a moment. They still contain some of Odin’s magic. He tips his head in contemplation. Odin will be seeking the new Loki—and the All Father will seek Hoenir too. 

Hoenir turns the pieces of Gungnir over in his hand. Loki always seeks a host that’s personality and circumstances are compatible with chaos, just as Odin seeks a host compatible with order and preservation, and the piece of the universe inhabiting Hoenir seeks a body compatible with creation.

Hoenir inspects one of the pieces of Gungnir’s staff. This new Loki will find his way to the girl. He thinks of her staring out of Loki’s window. He’s seen her many other times, studying her veterinary journals, washing Fenrir—even at the talk on REM sleep. She is so like Hoenir...

An idea blossoms in Hoenir’s mind. A way to save Loki from Odin, this time, for real. And a way to hide from Odin and shed that part of him that has made him uncomfortable in this skin for over a millenia. It’s been a long time since Hoenir has really wanted something, but suddenly he wants to meet Miss Lewis very much.

Mimir clears his throat. Snapping from his trance, Hoenir hands the tip of the spear to Sigyn; to Nari and Valli he gives each a piece of Gungnir’s staff. He’s sure they’ll find them useful.

Clutching the last piece of Odin’s weapon, Hoenir steps from the room into his workshop, leaving the others quiet and probably in shock. Looking quickly around at the pieces of other spears, arrows, and swords he’s collected, he sees nothing that quite works. Hoenir goes quickly to the back, opens another door, and steps into a warehouse-sized room containing bric-a-brac from every realm he and those before him acquired through the millennia. He needs something innocuous...and an innocuous being to wield the weapon he will be creating. His eyes fall onto a flower print umbrella and his eyebrows jump.

A few minutes later, the umbrella has a piece of Gungnir’s staff in its shaft. It also has a thin new wrist strap attached, a tiny bead of shiny glass threaded in it. The strap isn’t special, but the bead is something Hoenir has designed to counteract human magic detectors. Clutching the umbrella, Hoenir goes to another door at the back of his workshop. Before opening it, he leans his forehead against the rough wood and murmurs some words just to focus his mind. Behind the door a brand new branch of the World Tree sprouts. Creating new pathways between the realms is a gift Hoenir has, something Loki will never be able to do, and Odin can only do piddling well.

Turning the handle of the door, Hoenir steps through and is immediately assaulted by the smell of antiseptic. His eyes blink under the glare of fluorescent lights. Upon a bed, under a thin blanket, lies an elderly woman he’s seen only from afar. Her eyes are open and she stares at the ceiling. Hoenir walks over to her, but she does not acknowledge his presence. Laying his hand upon her forehead, he closes his eyes and concentrates, a familiar prickle sparking through his fingers. When he opens his eyes, the woman is staring up at him, her gaze sharp and bright.

“Hello, Beatrice,” he says. “I’m Hoenir. Friend of Loki. Your granddaughter is going to need your help.”

Beatrice’s eyes widen. Sitting up quickly, thin legs and bare feet peeking out of a worn lavender nightgown, she says, “What are we waiting here for?”

Hoenir smiles. He knew this part would be easy. Handing her the umbrella, he says, “You’ll need this.”

 x   x   x   x

Steve stumbles north along LaSalle Street between the rubble of ruined buildings. It’s been nearly an hour since Loki disappeared. So far there are no reports of him rematerializing anywhere. 

Thor says that he can feel that the threat of Cera is gone from this world. The powers that be on Earth are taking that under advisement. In Chicago, right now, all anyone can do is try to clean up the mess. The word is that the Red Cross is mobilizing rescue teams from around the world, and the Wisconsin National Guard is moving in to cover the refugee camps at the airports. Soon there will be sniffer dogs and field hospitals, and the Guard to help with any marauding trolls. For now there are just FBI agents, police, firemen, and civilians wandering up and down the street looking for survivors to send to hospitals and ADUO’s very overtaxed trauma center.

Pausing by an overturned cab, Steve scans the sky for a moment. There is no sign of his feathered friends; he’s not sure if that makes him relieved or worried. Dropping down to a squat he looks in the cab’s window. Inside there is a pile of dust lying on the ceiling that’s now the floor. It takes a moment for Steve to realize the pile is human shaped.

“I think I found someone!” Steve calls.

He hears feet running towards him. Standing, he tries to open the door. It’s locked. Picking up a brick, he bashes in the window, scrapes away the glass, and thrusts his hands into the blanket of dirt covering the driver. Steve’s breath catches as his hands come into contact with warm skin.

“He’s alive,” Steve calls, pulling him out. Other people—none he recognizes—have their hands on either side of the driver, helping Steve.

“I don’t feel a pulse,” someone says. 

“Call for an ambulance, they’ll have an AED,” a woman says. A man responds, “I think they’re all busy.”

“CPR,” says Steve.

“Pound the dust out of his lungs first,” says one of his companions.

They roll the guy they’ve pulled out over on his side and pound on his back. A little bit of dirt comes out of his mouth in a cloud.

“Mouth to mouth.” Someone says. 

Rolling the guy back onto his back, Steve finds himself kneeling in the dirt across from a woman he doesn’t know in a fireman uniform, taking turns performing mouth to mouth and pumping the chest of another stranger in the middle of a wide open plain of rubble that was LaSalle Street.

He doesn’t know how long they stay there.

Someone kneeling beside them clutches the guy’s wrist and says, “He’s gone.”

“No,” says Steve, bending to push the contents of his lungs into the body below him.

He hears the exhale of air as the woman pumps the guy’s chest. “Just give us a few more minutes!” she says.

Steve sits up, inhales deeply, puts his hands on the guy’s chest, and the woman bends down.

The person kneeling beside them says. “You’ve done all you can.”

A firm hand falls on Steve’s shoulders. “You’ve got to let him go. There are others out there.”

Turning his head up, Steve sees Thor, his face haloed by the sun. They should be in the shadow of LaSalle’s buildings right now, but those buildings are all gone.

Steve falls backwards, his legs curling up until he is sitting Indian style in the middle of the street. He wipes his face and finds it wet. The firewoman is a shadow on the periphery of his vision, standing and leaving, one of her comrades dropping an arm around her.

Steve’s about to stand up. Thor’s right, they need to keep going, when he looks down at the face of the guy he’s been trying to rescue and recognizes him. It’s the kid, Patel, the one who lied about owning a cab. The one Steve should have told to evacuate—just like he should have put Lewis on the Witness Protection program. He huffs a breath, his ex-wife’s words ringing in his mind. You’d sell out your own mother for the ‘greater good.’ Suddenly feeling very heavy, Steve says, “Just give me a minute.”

Thor probably nods, Steve’s not really looking. He bows his head and sucks in a deep breath. As Thor’s feet retreat, Steve sees a flash of light, hears a squeak, and then a thin reedy little voice says, “Hey, Hommie!”

Coughing some dust from his lungs, Steve turns his head. Two rats are staring at him from a sewer grate set between the side of the street and the sidewalk.

“Yeah, Bro! I’m talking to you!” one of them says. 

Steve blinks. And then his eyes narrow. He is so not in the mood for any more magical shit.

The rats scamper out of the grate, and Steve realizes one is actually a squirrel with tufted ears and a fluffy tail. The squirrel turns to the rat and says, “Thanks for the directions, Sweetheart. Catch you later!” The rat turns around and vanishes down the sewer grate.

Turning to Steve, the squirrel says, “Most squirrels don’t like rats. But I never saw anything wrong with a little naked tail.” He winks at Steve. All Steve can do is stare at it.

The squirrel blinks. “Oh, come on Bro! Cheer up! Could have been worse.”

Steve is sitting in a plain of rubble and dying people. Next to him is  a corpse of a dead kid who would be alive if it weren’t for Steve. He doesn’t reach out and strangle the squirrel, but it’s a near thing. “Who are you and what do you want?” he grinds out.

“Chill, Bro!” says the squirrel, holding up a paw. “Name’s Ratatoskr and—”
And Steve has had enough. The squirrel squeaks as Steve’s hand whips around its torso. “I’m not your ‘bro,’ Rat!” Steve snarls. “Unless you want to wind up doing laps on a hamster wheel and picking wood chips out of your pelt in my daughter’s guinea pig pen, you’ll tell me what you want!”

“I just wanted you to like me,” it squeaks. The squirrel's ears go back, and his eyes widen. It’s the sort of big-eyed, scaredy look Steve expects from a dog asking for table scraps—and damned if it doesn’t work. Steve’s grip relaxes a fraction.

The squirrel sniffs. “Steve Rogers, the man Odin heard! Want to say I met you personally—before you achieve great things, or wind up on the gallows.” He shows Steve all his teeth with an expression that isn’t quite a smile. “Or both.”

Narrowing his eyes, Steve squeezes. “You’ve seen me, now what?”

Squeaking, the squirrel twitches his nose. “I promised Lewis I’d let you know she and her grandmother are alive and well and hangin’ at Loki’s place...you know, since cell reception and internet are down. I took a shortcut through Nornheim and then—”

Steve’s brow furrows. “Loki’s place? Beatrice?”

The squirrel bobs his head. “Yeah, I know, something is off.” He looks down at his torso. “I had some fractured ribs, too, but they’re better.” Glaring at Steve, he chitters. “Were better.”

“What happened?” says Steve.

The squirrel perks. “Well, Loki snatched me, from...errr...nevermind. I wound up at his place, watching with Lewis, when Loki tricked Cera into a one-way trip to the In-Between, blew up Cera in a big bang and saved us all.”

Saved them? Steve’s eyes slide to the destruction around him.

Seemingly oblivious, Ratatouille, or whatever, keeps squeaking. “The next moment we’re back in Loki’s place, but with Beatrice and we’re all better...It was seriously some messed up—” he lets loose a stream of squirrel chatter.

Steve looks back at the little animal in his hands. “Where is Loki now?”

The squirrel blinks at Steve like he’s stupid. “Mammalian anatomy is really not suited to surviving a big bang, Steven.”

“Loki’s dead,” says Steve, slowly, filtering through Rat’s chatter trying to latch on to the part that’s the most important. 

The squirrel bobs his head. Letting loose a stringer of tsks and squeaks he says, “You can bet Odin is shitting toadstools and on the hunt for Loki and Hoenir right now.”

Steve blinks and says slowly, “But Loki is dead...” 

The squirrel shrugs—which is a thing Steve hadn’t really thought squirrels could do until that moment. “You can’t kill Chaos or Creation!”

“But...”

“Granted, Loki’ll have a new form, probably a frost giant or fire ettin, they’ve got a lot of natural magic, but you never can tell with Chaos,” says the squirrel. 

“Odin wants to punish him...?” says Steve, his mind racing.

“Nah,” says the squirrel, waving a paw. He narrows his eyes, and for a moment Steves sees something dangerous and calculating there. “But the team with Loki always wins.”

“What....”

The squirrel leans forward and bites Steve. Steve’s been shot before, but this is worse. Pain shoots through Steve’s hand and up his arm. He releases automatically and sees blood running down a tiny glowing cut on the side of his hand. Ratatoskr drops and takes off to the gutter laughing maniacally. There is a flash of light at the opening of the grate, the squirrel disappears, and the light flashes out.

Steve sits there for a moment, and then the light flashes again, and the squirrel’s face peeks out as though through a curtain. “Yo! Hommie!” Ratatoskr says. “If I were you, I’d keep my eye on Loki’s chick, Lewis. Something’s up with her. I just can’t get my whiskers in it.”

Whiskers in it?

Steve lunges toward the light. “Wait...”

But Ratatoskr is already gone.

Steve sighs and then coughs on the dust in the air. Wincing, he pulls himself up on his knees and rubs his eyes. How the hell do you inform your superiors about a run in with a talking squirrel without coming off as crazy? He looks around at the remains of some of Chicago’s most historic buildings. And how did you tell them Loki might have been responsible for saving the world?

Somewhere a cell phone starts to buzz with a text. It takes a moment for Steve to realize it’s coming from his pocket. He pulls out the cell and does a double take at the caller ID. It says the text is from Prometheus.

Tapping quickly to accept, Steve reads, Odin will be watching your world. You need more Promethean Wire. I have left some for you at the Garibaldi Playlot.

Steve types quickly, Can we meet?

But his phone’s screen goes blank. Steve lifts his head. Prometheus is back?

From behind Steve comes the sound of a faint cough, and then another. Steve turns, unsure of where the noise came from. And then the body of the kid, the one everyone said was dead, convulses, dust spilling out of his mouth in a torrent.

Steve’s by him a moment later, lifting him up and helping him cough it out. “It’s okay,” Steve murmurs over and over, a smile is pulling at his lips. Maybe he shouldn’t feel absolved, but he does.

The kid finally stops hacking. Grinning ear to ear, Steve says, “Welcome back to the world, Bohdi.”

The kid blinks, his eyelashes flecked with dirt, his face pale with dust. “Bohdi?” he says, eyes wide.

Steve’s smile shrinks. “That’s you?”

The kid stares at him a moment. “I don’t know.”




Chapter 14

From the window in Steve’s office, Amy can see the remains of LaSalle Street buried beneath four inches of snow. It might look like a park if it weren’t for breaks in the powder that reveal sharp cliff edges where floors of buildings are stacked like so many cards. She can even see the place where she last saw Loki.

She turns her gaze away. It’s only been two weeks. She puts a hand to her stomach; there is no pain. All her scars are on the inside. She doesn’t have any physical scars from her time with Loki; they vanished with an hour of her life after Loki saved the world—not that he’s getting credit for that. 

Leaning forward in his chair, Steve says, “You don’t even remember what happened to you after Loki vanished.” He’s not even sitting across the desk from her. He’s rolled his chair around, as though they’re equals, or he’s trying to be non-intimidating, or fatherly, or something.

Amy sits up straighter. The missing hour. Her heart rate quickens; she feels dampness on her palms. She has vague feelings about that time: awe, wonder, warmth, and love. She tries to hold onto those feelings and follow them back to the physical memories—what happened, how she healed, who healed her, how Beatrice arrived there. But her stomach seizes with foreboding, the thread of emotion slips from her fingers and the feelings float away, like snowflakes drifting over ice. “It doesn’t...” Bother me. She can’t quite finish the sentence. But some things are better not to know. She lifts her head. “It will be alright,” she says. Whoever was responsible—something good happened to her, or at least something she wanted...she knows that, somehow. 

Shaking his head, Steve raises his voice slightly, snapping Amy from her almost memories. “Nonetheless, after a trauma like the one you’ve suffered, it’s best to wait a year before you make any life altering decisions. I say this as a friend, Miss Lewis.” 

Amy’s eyes narrow. Since when have they been friends? “My scholarship was reinstated. This isn’t a new plan, this was the plan, until—” she waves a hand in the air unable to say the rest. She turns her gaze back to her soon-to-be former boss. 

Sitting back and steepling his fingers, Steve says, “You know, they’re creating a new veterinary program at the University of Chicago to study the creatures coming through the gates.” 

Amy raises an eyebrow, it sounds like—

Looking away, Steve says, “It’s still in the planning stages but...”

—it sounds like a trap. She rolls her eyes. “I’m going back to Oklahoma, Steve.” She thinks of horses, sunshine and wide open plains, and not having to worry about the occasional troll or tripping over memories of Loki at every street corner. “And I’m not coming back.”

Steve sits back in his chair and stares at her. His eyes flick to the window, and at last he says, “You gotta do what you gotta do...” 

His phone rings and Steve turns to pick it up. 

Without bothering to be excused, Amy stands. She hears him say, “Mary Bartelme Park? Yeah, yeah...will do.” 

Amy’s almost at his door when Steve says, “Amy, there’s a troll in the Blue Line tunnel. Why don’t I give you a ride home? Claire’s with me. We’re going your way to pick up my folks and then head out to see Princesses on Ice.” He smiles, but there is an edge to it.

Strange as the offer is, a detour on a bus to avoid a troll on the Blue Line is the last thing Amy wants to deal with. “Um, sure...But Beatrice’s with me?” Beatrice has been afraid to let Amy out of sight since the “lost hour” when Beatrice emerged in Loki’s apartment healthier and sharper than ever.

“Fine, fine, fine...” says Steve, grabbing his coat, suddenly rushed.

She regrets accepting Steve’s offer as soon as she, Beatrice, and Claire are in the car.

Standing by the open driver’s side, Steve frowns. “Bohdi said he’d be here. I’ll be right back.” He closes the door and starts walking through the underground garage.

Sinking into her seat, Amy belatedly remembers Bohdi, the cab-driver guy is staying with Steve’s parents. He still has amnesia, but the doctors don’t know why. The leading theory is that it is from errant magic on Loki’s part. ADUO doesn’t know where he’s from, but they do know he’s here illegally. Steve’s trying to get him refugee status.

In the front seat, Beatrice turns back to Claire. “So you’re going to go see Princesses on Ice!”

Amy closes her eyes and leans her head back. She feels guilty by association around Bohdi. Everyone in the office knows about her ‘association’ with Loki, and Loki wrecked the guy’s brain. It makes her feel sick to think ADUO might deport him back to India without even a memory to his name.

Beside Amy, Claire says, “Yes, but I wish Dad wouldn’t invent his own endings to the stories.” Amy turns to the girl. Claire looks so much like Steve—a daintier, feminine, and pretty Steve. She definitely got Steve’s height. Thin as a whip, at eight years old, she’s as tall as a ten year old.

“Oh?” says Beatrice.

Claire sighs. “You know Disney’s Frog Prince?” Beatrice nods, though Amy’s not sure if she’s familiar with Disney’s African-American rendition of the fairy tale.

Claire huffs. “My dad says that a short stint as a frog wasn’t enough to make the prince hardworking, he started getting lazy and making Princess Tiana do all the work at their restaurant, so she divorced him and married the head of a shrimp fishing fleet, and they leveraged their shrimp monopoly to open more restaurants and her new husband managed them while she became mayor of New Orleans.”

“Well, that’s...” Beatrice tilts her head, her mouth open but no sound coming out.

“Empowering?” suggests Amy. 

Claire narrows her eyes at her.

“I’m sure you’ll have a good time,” says Beatrice quickly.

Claire nods. “I really like ballet, so I like the choreography, and the music.”

At that moment, the door next to Amy opens. She slides over to make room for Bohdi, carefully avoiding eye contact. 

Getting into the driver’s seat, Steve grumbles. “It’s not the top priority right now; it’s the intranet, it will be fine, we’ll fix it when we can.”

“It’s a security threat!” says Bohdi. He has a cigarette lighter in his hand, and is agitatedly spinning it between his fingers.

Starting the engine, Steve grumbles. “You better not light up in here.”

Bohdi leans back in his seat, his eyes shooting daggers into the back of Steve’s head. He doesn’t pull out a cigarette, but the lighter flicks on for a moment.

Beside Amy, Claire bites her lip. The silence is heavy as they pull out of the garage. It’s still heavy when they turn onto Adams Street. Sitting up straighter, Bohdi says, “Why are we taking this route?”

In the rearview mirror, Amy briefly sees Steve’s eyes flick to her. “Change of scenery,” Steve says.

Catching Bohdi scowling out of the corner of her eye, Amy turns to Claire and tries to lift the mood. “So you want to be a ballerina?” 

Claire’s eyes lose focus, and she slouches. “I’m too tall. I’m never going to be a ballerina.”

Leaning to peer around Amy, Bohdi says, “Maybe you could play the boy’s part?” All traces of anger have left his face, now he wears a sunny smile, but he’s still playing with the lighter in his hand. 

Amy raises an eyebrow at the shift in mood.

Steve chuckles. Claire’s mouth opens. 

“Didn’t you tell me that you’re stronger than all the boys in your class?” Bohdi says, smile still bright.

Claire beams. “I beat everyone at arm wrestling.”

“That’s my girl,” says Steve, a chuckle in his voice. 

They cross Halstead and are approaching a small park when Amy catches Steve’s eyes in the mirror again. 

Suddenly, Claire shrieks. “Daddy! Stop the car!”

Steve puts on the brakes and the car slides to a stop in the snow. Before Amy’s even realized what’s happened, Claire’s unfastened her seatbelt and opened the car door. “Claire, no!” Steve cries, but she’s already taken off, long legs pumping furiously and snow flying in her wake. 

And then Amy sees what she’s running to. 

On top of a low rolling hill, surrounded by children, is a unicorn. Its white coat blurs into the snow around it, but it’s muzzle is running red with blood seeping from its horn. It’s stamping its feet, snorting and keeping its eyes on members of the National Guard and civilians at the bottom of the hill. 

“She wasn’t supposed to do that,” Steve says, jumping out of the door.

Not really thinking, Amy follows. She’s vaguely aware of Beatrice and Bohdi following. At the bottom of the hill, Amy hears a woman say, “Please, Jimmie, please come down.” None of the half dozen children respond; they seem unusually quiet, almost mesmerized.

At the unicorn’s side, Claire cries, “Daddy, he’s hurt! Do something!”

“I’ll try, Honey,” Steve says. Claire turns and throws her arms around the unicorn’s neck, burying her head in its mane. 

Amy stands transfixed. Even with the blood streaming down the base of its horn, the creature is beautiful. Its muzzle is small, its eyes are wide and a deep cobalt blue. Its coat shimmers, and at this distance, Amy thinks its horn looks like it’s made of mother of pearl. She finds herself unable to breathe.

Another man, dressed in civilian clothes, is by the Guard units. Voice clipped, he is saying, “You need to put the guns down.”

“It tried to attack us. It’s using the children as human shields!” one of the Guard says.

“It wouldn’t have been hurt and standing here if you hadn’t shot at it,” the man shouts.

“It was threatening us!”

Beside Amy, Beatrice draws close and raises the outrageous pink flower print umbrella she’s been carrying since That Day. She must have nicked it from the nursing home. Amy would suggest returning it, but Beatrice is attached to it. Amy took Loki’s book from his apartment even though she knows ADUO would consider it stealing from a crime scene—she doesn’t feel like she has any moral authority on the matter.

“Right now you’re more of a danger to my kids than it is!” the man snaps.

At just that moment, Steve takes a step forward. The unicorn stamps and swings its head; it’s lovely ivory hooves suddenly look sharp and menacing.

Bohdi takes a step forward, too, and gets the same reaction. Turning to Steve he grins. “Looks like I’m not a virgin. I’m kind of relieved.”

Not hearing, or choosing to ignore Bohdi’s clowning, Steve turns and walks back to Amy. In a low voice he says, “Miss Lewis, I know you can help it.”

Amy’s eyes flit to Steve, her wonder turning to a bitter taste in her mouth. “Believe it or not,” she whispers, “I wasn’t watching Star Trek those days after Loki rescued me!”

Steve tilts his head. “I’ve watched the The Last Unicorn. Isn’t it a matter of purity of heart?”

Amy’s eyes narrow, remembering the story. “It’s a matter of belief, Steve!”

“I know you can do this,” he says.

Amy turns to look at the creature. “I don’t even know...” And then the scene in front of her drops away and she finds herself in a memory—Loki’s memory.

Loki was very small, walking through a field on a bright sunny day, holding hands with Hoenir, plump and bald again. In Hoenir’s other hand is Mimir mounted on a staff. “Don’t worry, Loki, Hoenir can help it.”

Loki’s eyes swung around, and there was a unicorn, much like this one, blood running down its horn.

Loki darted forward, but the creature reared up, hooves flashing. Crestfallen, Loki turned to Mimir. “It doesn’t like me!”

Mimir coughed. “Ahh...yes, well, I’m sure it knows you wouldn’t hurt it on purpose, but you do occasionally set things on fire...they tend to be afraid of anyone they know might cause them harm.”

Amy’s jaw drops as Loki’s memory fades. “I can do this,” she whispers. She takes a step forward. Beside her, Beatrice raises the umbrella higher and the unicorn backs up with a snort. “Grandma, wait,” Amy says, putting her hand on Beatrice’s. “I’ll be okay.”

“You better be!” Beatrice snaps, but she steps back.

Holding up her hands, Amy walks slowly towards the unicorn. “I won’t hurt you. I couldn’t.”

The unicorn lowers its head, and then lifts it again with a soft whinny. In her head she hears Mimir’s voice. “Unicorns are as intelligent as Jotuns, Vanir or Aesir, Loki. They are magical, and understand all the tongues of the Nine Realms, just like us, even if they can’t speak.”

Walking slowly forward, Amy says, “I’m going to put my hand on your horn, I have to see how deep the wound is.”

The unicorn whinnies again.

As Amy steps up to the animal, the unicorn’s eyes follow her, enormous and trusting. It’s breathing hard; a small cloud of steam forms around its nostrils. 

“Touching you now,” she says, putting her hands on its forehead just as Hoenir had done in Loki’s memory. The unicorn’s coat is surprisingly soft, like rabbit fur. Its ears are longer and narrower than a horse’s, the hair of its forelock finer and softer. It smells clean, and pure, like snow, not like a wild animal.

Another flash of memory comes to her. “Loki, we can tell that the injury to the unicorn’s horn is superficial. If it was deep, all the unicorn’s magic would be diminished. But see how he understands Hoenir? He is in too much pain to World Walk, but he is still enchanting.”

Amy blinks. The magic matter of the unicorn is within its horn. Looking up, she notices how the horn is listing slightly to the side where the blood is bubbling out, probably pinching the delicate tissues within. Sliding her hand up to the place the blood is emerging, she feels the sharp edge of a break. With one hand, she lifts the horn. It feels lighter than she would expect. An open wound that is about half a finger width wide gapes at her. Pulling her scarf from her neck, she puts pressure on it. As she does, a wave of relief unfurls from her stomach. Other feelings rush through her, too: gratitude, fear, determination, and connection. The empathy she feels is too intense to be imagined. Amy’s not sure if it’s magical, or perhaps a chemical response to pheromones the creature is releasing. It doesn’t matter. For a moment she feels as though she and the unicorn are one being, not a unicorn, or a human, but a consciousness hovering in the space between their frail bodies. It feels like a dream of flying.

Amy’s eyes begin to sting with tears. But for the first time since Loki’s death they are tears of wonder.

To live in a realm wracked with chaos is to live with pain, anguishing memories, and trolls. But it is also means living with unicorns.

She closes her eyes and smiles. 

Feeling the unicorn shift beneath her hands and a rise of anxiety, she snaps from her trance—though euphoria still lingers in her. She feels a warmth like she’s been drinking but without the daze of alcohol. She’s never felt so alert or so awake. Beside her, Claire says, “He wants to leave.”

“Yes, but we have to make him better first,” says Amy.

Feeling a flicker of impatience and fear from her patient, Amy knows she has to act fast. There is a right way to fix this wound, but the second best way will have to do. Turning her head, she catches Steve’s worried gaze at the bottom of the small hill. “I need cornstarch to pack into the wound,” Amy says. “Get me some as fast as you can.”

Eyes flicking briefly to Claire, Steve nods at her. 

A few minutes later, he’s managed to get her a box of cornstarch borrowed from one of the Park neighbors. Amy works as fast as she can, but still, by the time she’s done, it’s starting to get dark.

Beyond the top of the rolling hill the unicorn stands on, there is a sculpture in the little park. It is composed of five rectangular metal archways, each one the height of the house, all tilted at slightly varying angles. As soon as Amy drops her hands, the unicorn turns and walks towards the arches, the children and Amy at its side, the neighbors and Guardsmen behind. The unicorn walks beneath the first two arches, and then, right before the third, breaks so fast into a gallop, the children and Amy are left behind in a heartbeat. 

She hears the click of guns and cameras. But before any shots ring out, the unicorn vanishes into a flash of light. 

Around her the children cry, and the adults whisper.

Amy stares at the empty space, and the falling snow, sad and ecstatic at once. Beatrice stands to her left. Steve, arm wrapped around Claire, stands to her right. Bohdi is just beyond them.

“Okay,” Amy says at last. “You’ve got me. I want to be in Chicago.”

Turning, Steve says, “You’ll stay.”

For a moment Amy can only think of the unicorn, and almost says yes. Then she remembers painstakingly typing all of Steve’s business card contacts into the computer earlier this morning, and how she’d almost cried with the tedium of it. Not looking at him, Amy smiles. “No way in Hell. I’m going back to Oklahoma to finish my degree.”

“But...”

Shaking her head, Amy glances over at him. “I am not working as your secretary until that planned program at the University of Chicago gets off the ground.”

Steve opens his mouth, but Amy cuts him off. “And I’m not applying to a school that’s closer either. I might lose credit and put off graduation even more. Forget it.”

Steve doesn’t look precisely happy. His jaw twitches, and his face hardens, but at last he says, “Done.”

They all stand motionless for a few more moments, and then Bohdi starts walking back to the car, the lamps lining the park walkways flickering on in his wake. Without speaking, everyone else does the same. As they do, Amy passes a notice board with a flyer emblazoned with the words “Holiday Festivities at Mary Bartelme Park.” Her eyes widen, and then narrow,  remembering Steve’s phone conversation earlier.

Minutes later, Beatrice and Claire are in the car, and Bohdi’s holding the door for Amy. Stopping short and glaring at Steve across the roof of the car she says, “You knew the unicorn was here. You set me up.”

Steve shrugs, but there is a hint of a smile on his lips. “Maybe, but I think you liked it.” He raises an eyebrow. “You sure you want to go back to Oklahoma? Seems kind of boring.”

Amy takes a deep breath. The mist hangs in the air in front of her. She looks at the new fallen snow. In a few hours it will be gray with exhaust fumes, but for now, the city looks fresh and clean and new. It is a brief, and welcome, respite from the grime.

She smiles and shakes her head. “No, that’s alright.” 

With another shrug Steve slips into the car. Beside her, holding the door in one hand, and the lighter like a talisman in the other, Bohdi says, “That was amazing. What you did back there.”

She glances up at him. She does recognize in the abstract how attractive he is—in a wide open, innocent kind of way. She is too hollow inside to feel it, though. All she feels is guilt when he looks at her with such earnestness.

Staring down at her feet she has a realization. She has Loki’s book, and his memories. “Pretty sure chaos is going to follow me wherever I go,” she mumbles.

Beside her Bohdi nudges the door. A ghost of a smile is on his lips. Inclining his head towards the car he says, “After you."




Sneak Peek of I Bring the Fire IV, Tentatively called “Fates”:

At the front desk in the ER, Steve holds up his badge. “I’m here to see Amy Lewis. She was brought in about half an hour ago. She was having a miscarriage—”

The nurse behind the counter looks at his badge and her brow furrows. “You’ll have to wait; the doctors are in with her now.”

“This is very important,” says Steve. It’s been only 8 weeks since Loki disappeared and he has no doubt whose baby it is.

“Then maybe you should talk to the father,” says the nurse sharply. Pointing down a nondescript hallway, she says, “He’s in the waiting room around the corner.”

“The father is here?” Steve says.

“Yes, he—”

Before she can finish, Steve is bolting down the corridor, nearly colliding with an attendant pushing a wheelchair. As he slides around the corner, his hand falls to the piece he’s wearing at his hip. He almost pulls it out before he remembers it would be useless.

Breathing heavily, he enters the waiting room. Magic detector silent, his eyes scan over the people seated there—the only person he recognizes is Bohdi.

Striding over to him, Steve says, “Where is he? Where is Loki?”

Murmurs go up around them. Bohdi glances around. “I don’t know.”

“The nurse said the father is here!” Steve says, grabbing Bohdi by the collar.

The lights above them flicker. Meeting his eyes, Bohdi swallows. “I lied to get into the ambulance.”

For the second time in one day, Steve resists the urge to strangle him.





Author’s Note:


Thank you for reading all the way to the end. I have a feeling that this particular installment is going to be hated and loved in equal measure. If you want snippets of the next installment in the adventures of Amy, Steve, and Loki, send me an email at cgockel.publishing@gmail.com or follow my blog: ibringthefireodin.tumblr.com


Most importantly, if you enjoyed this, please let your friends, family, and the world know. Word of mouth is my most important marketing tool. And please—review!
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