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It is not the only of Loki’s living spaces.

He has homes throughout the realm of Midgard, let alone the others, and this has been his favourite for some months — it’s his habit to move continuously and constantly from one place to the next, one city or town or island or stronghold to the other, but of late, he’s enjoyed this area.

It’s a small town, but not so small that people have particularly taken notice of the man in the top floor of one of their more neglected apartment buildings. He hasn’t deigned to speak much to those locally, although with his hair, the jewellery he wears, and the tattoos on his skin, he has heard passers-by gossip and make commentary, assuming him to be a Parisian if not a foreigner.

It’s thick forestry nearby and he’s enjoyed the relief from the cities and towns, has spent many days walking in the forest without shoes on the ground, enjoying the feeling of dirt under his feet, the earth slightly wet and clinging to his skin, the grass staining his soles.

The mud easily washes off whenever he returns home and bathes his feet before climbing the ladder up to the sixth floor (he has used the front door of the building precisely once), but the equally sticky, unnerving sensation of blood clinging to his hands, caking under his fingernails and sticking fast in the spaces between his fingers, won’t wash away so easily.

The woman in his living room is quite beautiful, bald-headed and dark-skinned, her lips thin, her eyes very large. They’re a very dark colour, the colour of her irises so black as to seem a natural extension of the pupil, flecked only in places with dark grey, and they’re ringed with a very thin line of shining gold.

She’s sitting primly beside the open fireplace, the fire crackling behind her, her back straight, her hands folded into her lap. She’s unnervingly thin, her cheeks slightly hollowed and slight shadows under her eyes — her head seems slightly too large for her too-thin neck and narrow shoulders.

“Are those Kayser-Fleischer rings?” asks Loki as he glances from the woman to the door and the central window, his runic defences still resting in place, unbroken and uninterrupted.

“Kayser-Fleischer rings are caused by deposits of copper in the Descemet’s membrane, and are typically accompanied by other unnatural accumulations of copper within the body,” she says serenely: there is a warmth in her voice, which is not abnormally high in pitch, but has a breathless quality to it. “The rings banding my eyes are a bleeding-through of my celestial nature. If I bleed, I bleed the same colour.”

“Ichor?” asks Loki, arching one eyebrow.

“Blood,” she says. “But it is gold. Be you Loki of the Völuspá?”

Loki’s wry smile drops from his face as he stares at her, his eyes narrowing, his hands coming to rest on his waist, his weight shifting back on his heels. “Odin sent you,” he says disgustedly.

“Yes,” she says, still serene. “Be you Loki?”

“Be you an angel?”

“Yes. Will you have me ask you a third time?”

“I am Loki,” he says. “Who are you?”

“Varði is my name.”

“Varði is a boy’s name,” mutters Loki as he pours water into the kettle and sets it on the stove to boil. “He didn’t tell you that when he gave it to you?”

“Are you a boy?” asks the angel. Loki wonders if he coached her to say that, or if she knows well enough how to cut someone on her own.

“It should be Varda,” maintains Loki.

“Would you prefer to call me so?”

“Odin named you?”

“He did.”

“How did he come by you?”

“He came by me, Fallen, and took me to his breast, protected me.”

Loki lets out a low, scornful noise, imagining it, an angel Fallen that Odin came by. That’s not right at all, not usual, and it makes something twist in the base of his gut, a mix of disgust and fear and distant anxiety. “Is that what he told you?” he asks, almost rhetorical, but before she can answer — and she is going to answer, her lips parting in preparation — he asks, “Who are you? Why has he sent you here?”

“I am a record-keeper,” she says. “I take note of journeys and battles, ardours and labours.”

“For Odin?”

“For the records.”

“The records,” repeats Loki. “Am I to take that to mean you don’t mean his personal ones?”

“They are everyone’s records,” says Varði.

Loki sets the water aside, now boiling, and pulls out several jars from the shelf, setting them in a row. The angel watches him with polite interest, her gaze fixed on the movements of his hands as he scoops out dried flowers and leaves, blending them to his preference before he readies them to steep.

“Will you tell me of Baldr?” asks Varði after several more moments of silence.

“Baldr is dead,” says Loki.

“He was dead,” agrees Varði. “And then he lived — and then he died again. And then he lived. And then he died again.”

“You’re missing out a few hundred repetitions,” says Loki, meeting her gold-ringed gaze in challenge, but she doesn’t flinch away from him, doesn’t show any response at all. She just looks back at him, placid and unaffected, which he can’t help but think is a smokescreen for something or other.

“Will you tell me of him?”

“Why don’t you ask him yourself?” asks Loki, and even before it comes out of his mouth he feels his teeth grow closer to fangs, feels the urge to let his teeth gnash, to let his mouth snarl. “He’ll be out of Hel again soon enough.”

“I am asking for the records,” says Varði.

“You’re asking me?”

“That is what is happening, yes,” she says.

He almost smiles at that, but something stops his lips from curving — the desire still to snarl, maybe, or perhaps just the almost-certainty that she knows more than she is showing, is more than she appears.

“What do you know?” he asks her.

“Almost nothing,” she says, as if it doesn’t trouble her at all. “I have not lived very long.”

“Haven’t you?”

“No, no,” she says in quiet, musing tones, her gaze flitting away from Loki for a moment as she appears to look inward. “I am younger than the sun and the moon, the Earth and the planets, the stars and all beyond them; I am younger than the water and the soil, the stone and the wind. I am younger than almost all of Creation.”

“Than Creation? Who sold you that turn of phrase?”

“What’s wrong with it?”

“Whose creation is it?”

Her voice is confident as she answers, “The sons of Bestla,” but there’s a catch in her face, perhaps a slight narrowing of her own eyes, that prompts him to correct her.

“The three sons of Bestla created Midgard when they slew the giant Ymir,” Loki tells her as he touches the back of his fingers to the kettle, feeling the heat of the water before he lifts it and pours some into a pot. “Ymir was the first of the giants, so big and so great that when Odin, Vili, and Vé slew him as he slept, blood ran from his body in rivers that drowned all the other giants that lived, bar a couple who were able to escape the deluge. The sons of Bestla then dragged the body of Ymir, dead and mostly drained of its lifeblood, to the Ginnungagap, wherein they threw it. This empty, yawning void made up most of the universe, sandwiched between Niflheim and Muspelheim, and from this corpse, they created much. They made oceans and lakes, rivers and streams, from what remained of Ymir’s blood, that which had cooled in his veins and had not drained away; from his flesh came land, from his bones, mountains, from his teeth, the rocks and stones. His hair became the trees and grasses, and his eyelashes became Midgard — Earth.”

“I did not ask for this story,” says Varði. “I know it already.”

“All of Creation, you said,” Loki reminds her, “and you said the sun and the stars, mentioned the other planets, even. Did the sons of Bestla make those?”

“I know the story of the sun and moon,” says Varði. “I know of the man Mundilfari and his son and daughter, his arrogance in naming them for their bright shine and beauty, and that they were later put into the sky to become them. Odin did not mention it was in your nature to take offence to such unimportant turns of phrase.”

“There is no such thing as an unimportant turn of phrase, Varði,” Loki warns her, stirring the infusion and looking at the water as it changes colour, taking on a red-tinged golden colour. “As a record-keeper you ought know that.”

“Will you tell me now of Baldr?”

“Am I being hounded for his most recent death?”

“Am I a hound?”

“You’re Odin’s dog, from what I can see.”

“I am no dog,” says Varði. For the first time, he hears the slightest strain of emotion in emotion in her voice, defensive, mildly angry. “I am a record-keeper.”

Loki stares at Varði, and unblinking, Varði stares back at him.

Loki takes in a slow breath through his nose, feeling the air sink down into his lungs, filling them to their brim before he exhales through his mouth, his lips forming a tightly controlled O. He brings the pot over and sets it down on the coffee table in front of the fire, one cup in front of himself, the other in front of Varði.

“Will you tell me now of Baldr?” asks Varði again.

“If you take some tea.”

Varði looks down at the pot, her brow furrowing slightly, and then she gives a nod of her head. “Yes,” she says, and watches him pour.

“I was in a night club in Mumbai, and—”

“No, no,” Varði interrupts him, and although she is cupping her cup of tea in her palms, about to take her first sip from it, there’s
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